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Abstract:  

G. Kalyan Rao is one of the leading writers in contemporary Telugu literary domain. 

His popular novel Antarani Vasantham (2000)
1
 was widely read in Telugu literary 

circle. He extensively uses missionary archives and dalit oral narratives to depict the six 

generations of Dalit lives in colonial Andhra. He categorically makes the distinction 

before and after the entry of the Christianity and communism into dalit lives. In this 

respect, he presents Dalits as witnessing love, redemption, liberation, social 

emancipation, social mobility, social development and self-respect from the conversion 

movement. At the same time, he feels that prior to conversion Dalits had experienced 

hatred, social discrimination, social exploitation, social inequality, inhuman treatment 

and atrocities from the caste Hindus. The intention of this paper is to critically explain 

how and why Dalits have explored Christianity and Communism to fight against caste 

discrimination. He strongly feels that Christianity may not have completely fulfilled the 

promise of equality, but at the same time it did not force the Dalits to passively stick to 

the old values. Rather it encouraged them to participate in various progressive and 

democratic struggles. Kalyan Rao presents the importance of Christian conversion in 

Dalits‟ lives even as they are part of the Communist party. He traces the trajectory thus: 

from untouchables to Christians, from Christians to Communists, from Communists 

into Naxalites and from Naxalites into Dalits. At the same time, Kalyan Rao doesn‟t 

uncritically romanticize Communism or Christianity and also sounds a word of caution 

to us: even though Christianity, Communism and the Naxalite movements have 

immensely influenced the lives of Untouchables, there still remains the phenomenon of 

caste discrimination by which the Untouchables have been subjugated, stigmatized, and 

exploited even in these movements, therefore they have to still struggle. He vividly 

shows how dalits have converted to Christianity with their will and wish and rather on 

their own choice, due to the caste discrimination in Hindu society. It is nothing to do 

with the repeated Hindutva arguments that Dalits were allured or forced to convert to 

Christianity. 
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G. Kalyan Rao emerges out of the left movements of the 1970s and 80s and from the 

90‟s Dalit movement
2
, and holds an esteemed position in VIRASAM (Revolutionary Writers 

Association). He acknowledges that the Hindu caste order is the major source for the practice 
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of Untouchability. Also, in the novel all discussion on the emancipation of Dalits is set 

against two polarized opinions: one which most of the Dalits uphold—that conversion to 

Christianity opens up an alternative socio-religious space for them, and another, generally 

upheld by Hindu reformists, nationalists and Gandhians, that conversion is a subversion of 

the culture of India. Kalyan Rao rejects both the Hindu reformist and the Gandhian way of 

Harijan upliftment, and presents Christian conversion as far better than these two elite 

enterprises. Since his novel has touched on all the substantial socio-political issues that hover 

around the question of „conversion‟ in the Dalit context, and has played an important role in 

influencing Telugu literary circles and readers in the Dalit community, it is useful to study the 

question of conversion from the writers‟ perspective. Kalyan Rao historicizes Christianity as 

an alternative political, cultural and social agency for Dalits in the context of colonial 

modernity,. Here, the most important question, and one that we need to provide a critical 

analysis of, is that of the writers‟ personal experience on the subject of Christian conversion.  

 

Antarani Vasantham: Exploring the Dalit Experience of Christianity and Communism. 

 

G. Kalyan Rao is a socially committed writer. The voice of change and struggle 

speaks in his works.
3
 He is a serious activist struggling against all ills of society— that of 

rooting out caste barriers, breaking social shackles and attacking all that is injurious to the 

growth of healthy human relations. That is why his fictional protagonists, unlike those of 

Unnava, are rebellious and uncompromising. Kalyan Rao has set up his characters in small 

villages called Ennela Dinne and Vulavapaadu in Prakasham District of Andhra Pradesh. 

This society is rural and feudal. The story is a saga spread over many decades and six 

generations, and its protagonists, both male and female are mature and experienced persons.  

This novel deals with various historical issues proven to be of central import in Dalit life, 

such as Hinduism, Colonialism, Nationalism, Gandhism, Christianity, Communism, 

Naxalism and the meaning of Independence for Dalits. At this juncture, we shall try to 

confine the discussion to the question of caste, conversion and communism, particularly to 

identify the essential role of Christian conversion and communsim in the Dalits‟ life precisely 

from Kalyan Rao‟s perspective.  
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The novel is a saga of six generations of Dalit life. Religion plays an important role 

and lies behind their exploitation. The trajectory of their life from so-called Untouchables to 

Dalits is historically delineated. Their desire for freedom from caste discrimination becomes 

possible, in the author‟s opinion, through Christian conversion, which in his story plays a key 

role in shaping the experience of Dalits and in the modern history of Dalits. In addition, 

conversion to Christianity is a first step in the move of the community towards participation 

in progressive movements. 

 

 

Kalyan Rao‟s Antarani Vasantham opens with a woman called Ruth, who is a 

Christian and one of the protagonists of the story, who sits in front of a dilapidated church 

and remembers her glorious past  associated with the mission compound as well as the bitter 

stories told by her husband, Ruben such as ones about the origin of the Malas‟ and Madigas‟ 

birth in Puranas, how and why they were cursed and how Dalits were denied place or status 

in socio-religious and cultural spheres. The novel traces six generations of Dalit lives in 

Andhra Pradesh. Ruth and Ruben belong to the third generation. Christianity is projected 

through many characters such as Martin, Simon, Ruth and Ruben, Emmanuel, Jessie and 

Ruby. 

 

Kalyan Rao documents the historical background of conversion through the story of 

Sivaiah. Sivaiah grew up in Ennila Dinne village. When drought hits the area, all of his 

relatives died of starvation and disease. Helpless, he buries them all together in the same 

grave. Many people died like this of famine and of starvation in the 1850s. Both the Mala and 

Madiga untouchables‟ colonies are reduced to mere graveyards. Being a victim of the severe 

drought and the starvation, he decides to leave his village and becomes a migrant labourer 

along with his wife Chaudhury Rekha. He has no choice but to leave his home for the sake of 

survival. Sivaiah and his wife move from place to place in order to survive at any cost. They 

walk many miles without food along with other migrant labourers from different villages. All 

of them have lost their kith and kin, like Sivaiah. They shared their sorrows and sufferings 

with one another. Their conversation shocks and pains the readers: 
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“Six elder and younger sisters. They turned into dust very much before my 

eyes. I am Bayyaram Madiga, who remained alone, in the midst of  

them. Father had passed away much earlier and mother followed him.”
4
  

 

Due to their long walking and wailing without food, they are completely tired out. As 

soon as they fall on the land they go into sound sleep.  Jinkodu‟s hunting for food, is an 

example of Kalyan Rao‟s realistic understanding of the feelings of those who were suffering 

for lack of basic amenities such as food, shelter and clothes. Jinkodu forces Sivaiah to steal 

food, which is a very practical response in the position he is. 

 

Let us go to steal food anywhere. All the women are deep in sleep. We are 

very near the village. All the villagers should have slept so that we can easily 

steal food. I know how to steal the food from my childhood days onwards. 

Come with me. Come with me.
5
  

 

They anxiously search for food in every house. But they cannot find food anywhere. 

Sivaiah is tired but Jinkodu is not. He is still searching for the food and at last finds a small 

amount in a very old woman‟s house. When Jinkodu finds half a plate of food he feels 

delighted but his happiness is short-lived. He realises a terrible incident that has taken place 

in that hut. That is the food left aside by an old man who had just died before they entered the 

hut. The old woman mournfully says,“ My husband…he died without eating all the food.” 

Sivaiah and Jinkodu look with fear and astonishment in the direction that the words are 

coming from. There is a very old and ugly woman completely unclothed except for a Gocha 

(loincloth), behind the shadow of the central pillar. “Great man. He kept this for us and 

died…” Jinkodu says with a laugh. Sivaiah and Jinkodu come to know that while the old man 

was eating he had died. His wife sat unmoved on her bed. At this terrible time, they do not 

even worry about the old man or the old woman. They simply focus on getting food from her. 

At one time Jinkodu comments that there was no devil other than hunger. 

 

The moment they were ready to flee from the place, the old woman suddenly 

fell on Jinkodu and held him by his collar. Meanwhile she had lost her 

loincloth also. She was like a strange animal. Sivaiah wanted to flee 
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immediately from the spot. But Jinkodu pushed the old woman away very 

forcefully. She fell down. He held Sivaiah‟s hand and led him out of the 

house. With great strength, the old woman pursued them. Jinkodu and Sivaiah 

were running recklessly without any direction and the old woman was 

scolding and running behind them. When they looked back she was terrible. 

Moreover the dogs were pursuing the old woman. She was on one hand hitting 

the dogs and on the other hand she was abusing Jinkodu. She could not catch 

them. She stopped running suddenly. Now, only the cries of the dogs were 

being heard. When they reached their destination they looked back and came 

to know that she had fallen amidst the dogs. They were listening to the cries of 

dogs but could not hear the voice of the old woman.
6
  

 

After long days of no food, they reach the Buckingham canal. This canal is a major 

colonial project for the development of agriculture and transportation during the mid-

nineteenth century. They think of their survival at that point. The place is completely filled 

with labourers. It seemed to be the place where crowds of coolies, who came from different 

areas, gathered, looking for livelihood. Sivaiah and Chaudhury Rekha were happy to reach 

there. They think that they would definitely get work so that they could live. But the moment 

Sivaiah asks the leader of the workers for work he is quickly abused and beaten up by the 

leader and his followers because he is from the Mala community. The writer, coming from a 

radical Marxist background, objectively tries to disclose the gravity of caste system even 

among the workers. 

 

This Mala son wants work, he bursts out like a burning fire. The workers 

suddenly stopped work and started pelting stones at Sivaiah; a few of them 

raised their spades and walked towards him. Sivaiah cannot understand why 

the round-faced (leader of the labourers) man is shouting, why the workers are 

raising their spades? And why some others are pelting stones at them from 

four sides? But he understood one thing that if he hesitated to go off from 

there, and stood still a minute, they would be in danger for their lives. Holding 

Chaudhury Rekha‟s hand, Sivaiah ran fast from the spot. Yet, the workers 
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were pursuing them; after chasing them far away, the workers returned. 

Sivaiah and Rekha had lost their strength and fell down on the burning sand.
7
 

 

From these pitiable situations the untouchables convert to the Christianity. Kalyan 

Rao depicts the conversion as inevitable in the lives of Dalits. The root of conversion, as it is 

portrayed in this novel, is the result of caste hierarchy of Hindu society and he endorses the 

missionaries‟ repeated interpretation that famine is the historical juncture for conversion. 

 

According to Kalyan Rao, conversion is not simply a way for material benefits, rather 

as emancipation and as subversion of Hindu caste hierarchy. He shows that conversion is 

neither imposition by Christian missionaries nor a project of colonial administration. He 

strongly believes that it is the collective and conscious choice by the Dalits themselves in a 

historically desperate situation. Dalits explored a sort of substantial alliance with the 

missionaries for social respect, social mobility, social development, social respect and 

dignity. They could gain to some extent these values in the process of transformation. 

Interestingly, the writer coming from revolutionary Marxist thought literally invokes the 

spirit of the Christ to emancipate the Untouchables from the age-long discrimination and 

deprivation.  The spirit of the Bible, its inspiration in the lives of the poor and the 

downtrodden, is unique: 

 

Foxes have holes, and birds of air have nests; 

But the son of man hath not place to lay his head” (Luke; ch: 9:58) 

Nehemiah! Let it happen what you have written! Joyful sound born 

in Jerusalem is heard far away, and even further away.
8
 

 

The spirit of the Divine falls upon Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha when they are almost in 

dying condition, through Martin who is a preacher of the Bible. Martin sprinkles water on 

their faces; he gives them food when they need it for survival. He is a padre, preaching under 

the denomination of American Baptist Mission, Lone Star. The Lone Star Mission has been 

rendering its marvellous service around Nellore and exclusively in the lives of Malas and 

Madigas.,  
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Untouchables in the early days of their conversion are confronted with new Christian 

messages and its practice. Martin touches them when they are weak and exhausted, lying on 

the scorching sand. Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha are astonished, as they had neither seen such a 

person nor expected such a treatment from anyone from a different community. As a padre, 

Martin, who introduces them to the word of God and the miracles, inspires them. He says 

repeatedly:  Jesus is kind. They stare at his words. Martin eventually comes to know that they 

were from the Mala community; and had come for work, and that they were scolded, scoffed 

at and even beaten up by upper caste workers. Martin shivers on hearing what had happened 

to them. 

 

The writer, as we said, comes from a Marxist background and yet poses a serious 

question to the Marxist perspective on the question of caste discrimination in the Indian 

context.  He strongly exhibits a feeling that without revoking the caste system, it will not be 

feasible to ensure social equality in Indian context. Even though they are all workers, 

employed in digging the Buckingham Canal, the caste Hindu workers do not accept workers 

from the “Untouchable” castes to work along with them. Upper caste workers responded to 

Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha just as they had done to many Malas and Madigas who came there 

for their survival. Many of those victims died as a result of such cruel treatment. For 

generations together, the Dalits were kept as slaves with no cultural, social, and religious 

rights to claim for justice. 

 

Kalyan Rao records the Baptist Mission‟s involvement and draws on the work of John 

E. Clough, a dedicated missionary from whose memoirs we have also drawn. He considers 

Clough‟s work for the upliftment of Dalits when they were persecuted by the caste-Hindus as 

exemplary. Clough was committed to building strong confidence and leadership in the Dalit 

community. In this process, he never took any policy decision connected with the mission 

without Dalit Christian preachers‟ cocurrence. Dr. Clough once stated “I had given 

instructions to Rangaiah to take counsel with Periah and then jointly lay it upon this growing 

Christian community, as a duty that they must set apart some of their members to become 

teachers and preachers.”
9
 Later on, Mission schools and colleges, were established where 

education was provided to the Dalits. The church buildings constructed in every village were 

also used as school-buildings. It was arranged that the preacher and teachers, and the Bible 
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women were to be fed by the concerned village Christian community. Clough said, “Periah 

always treated me as a teacher, but I never took any decision without his concurrence. It must 

be that the Lord Jesus gave to Periah a clear conception of the design, which we were to work 

out, and that he gave to me sufficient spiritual vision to grasp its bearings. He gave me an 

allegiance of a high order.”
10

 

 

The role of Periah, the prominent early convert, in the years of the Famine is a 

historical fact of Dalit history. Kalyan Rao draws on these stories as models for his fictional 

characters. There arose a famine in 1876 where the worst sufferers were the untouchables. 

During this time thousands died of starvation. Dr. Clough took up the work of Buckingham 

canal because the line passed through the region of the Christians living in Ongole, for he 

thought by doing this they could be saved from starvation.
11

 Meanwhile cholera had broken 

out, adding to their miseries. The work of digging the canal began on Feb 24, 1877 and many 

gathered there to join the work. They were very hungry and weak and several of them died. 

Some quietly left without saying anything. Some were sick and only a few remained.
12

 A 

large number of people from the Mala and Madiga communities came to join the camp 

 

The love and benevolence Clough and Periah had for these people was proved by the 

way they treated the weak ones. The weakest were cared for the most. Those who were too 

weak to work were also given food and everyone was treated well. The project went a very 

long way in spreading the real message of Christianity, and moreover the social status of the 

Madigas was rising.
13

 As a result of the famine, fourteen hospitals and dispensaries were 

established. The famine of 1876 was followed by mass movements from many  Mala and 

Madiga communities. We can see how Martin represents the early Christianity into Dalits‟ 

life in the following paragraphs. Martin brings Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha to the place where all 

the downtrodden untouchables are working separately. On that day they become close to 

Martin and his wife, Saramma, who looks after them very affectionately. 

 

All of them sat together for the meal. It seems to be a strange experience for both of 

them. Martin was observing them…. Saramma tells them. “We will pray”. While Sivaiah 

looks away, Sasi Rekha looks towards Sivaiah. Martin tells them “close your eyes”. Saramma 

speaks by closing her eyes. They are hearing the word „Yohova‟ for the first time. In her 
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prayer, they hear their names and feel an unknown anxiety. She is speaking that the good 

things will happen to them. She is asking „do good things for them…. Finally, Saramma says 

we ask in the name of your loving son, our Jesus Christ.  She ends prayer                                

by saying „Amen‟. 
14

  

 

Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha could experience the taste of love, kindness, mercy, 

communion and humanity literally, in their lives for the first time, in the presence of Martin 

and Saramma.  They haven‟t experienced this sort of treatment from any caste Hindus in their 

lives so far. Wholeheartedly they associate with the Martin family. Moreover, they became 

part and parcel of this family and eventually they convert to Christianity, which is the 

mightiest and most happy miracle to happen in their lives. 

 

Reminiscence is the narrative technique used in this novel recurrently. Reminiscence 

is a form of history for those whose voice is not heard in written history. The purpose of this 

technique is to emphasise that Mala and Madiga communities have converted to Christianity 

with their will and wish and rather on their own choice, due to the caste discrimination in 

Hindu society. It is nothing to do with the repeated Hindutva arguments that Dalits were 

allured or forced to convert to Christianity or else with the arguments like Nicholas B 

Dirks‟
15

, who proposes that it is due to colonial power politics that Dalits are enticed towards 

Christian conversion. Kalyan Rao‟s narration clearly disproves all sorts of reformist, 

nationalist, Gandhian and Hindutva arguments that conversion has taken place with all sorts 

of allurements. When Martin heard the hardships of Sivaiah‟s father, Yellanna, who 

renounced his family to mobilise the marginalized people and enlighten them on the question 

of caste barriers, he couldn‟t but recollect his own bygone terrible days. It was a time when 

untouchables were converting to Christianity. Martin‟s earlier name was Chinnodu. He 

belonged to the Madiga community and came from a rural area of Kanigiri. His fathers‟ job, 

as Manu preordained and predestined it, was stitching and cleaning shoes. In fact, Chinnodu 

(Martin) did not like this hereditary job. He was a rationalist; he could not tolerate the 

dominance, arrogance and callousness of upper castes. The upper caste way of discrimination 

against untouchables is very emphatically narrated in an unforgettable incident, which leads 

to Christian conversion in the life of Chinnodu who becomes Martin 
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Chinna Kapu [an upper caste person] came into the colony. Suddenly, 

everyone stood up straight from his or her position…. Chinnodu did not like to 

stand up like the others. The persons standing are standing by folding their 

hands. They stood by bowing their heads. Even a very old woman strengthens 

herself, stands up quickly, but falls down. Another very old man who is on the 

verge of death shouts for the help of his grandson in order to stand up at the 

presence of Chinna Kapu.
16

  

 

As a rationalist, Chinnodu cannot bear this. He decides not to surrender at any cost. 

He is determined and staunch like a lion. Chinna Kapu frowns at him and subsequently 

Martin is beaten up severely. Nevertheless, Martin does not stand up. He hugs the land and 

does not want to lose his self-esteem and dignity. ...At this time, Chinnodu is touched and 

consoled by a white man who comes there on a horse. The white
17

 man holds his hands with 

love and affection and leads him into Christianity. Chinnodu is quite amazed at the treatment 

rendered by the white man. Chinnodu is conscious that the white man was not from this 

village, nor had he come from this area, but he touches him and treats him affectionately as a 

human being whereas the caste-Hindus neither touched him nor treated him as a human being 

so far, rather everywhere he and his community people were discriminated against cruelly for 

no reason. 

 

The white man says that nobody is an untouchable for Christ. This inspires them. As a 

consequence, Chinnodu converts to Christianity, and he is baptized and given the name 

Martin. Chinnodu‟s wife Polamma is also baptized and given the name Saramma. Eventually 

they become the preachers in the Nellore Mission Compound. The untouchables acquired 

abundant assistance from the Missions. They get material benefits such as education and 

employment. Their names, their culture, their social and economic status were also 

transformed. They found a new agency called Christianity; at first it came into their lives 

upholding human values and later on it provided various benefits for Dalits in the course of 

socio-political changes in colonial Andhra. 

 

As thousands of converts embraced Christianity, the Madiga and Mala hamlets 

gradually started forming new Christian communities as the villages received Christianity 
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with hope, courage and encouragement.
18

  In reality, they were rebelling against the Hindu 

religious systems of Karma Siddhantha and caste. They were challenging the oppression, 

which had prevailed for several thousands of years. They started to strive for gaining equal 

human rights, while the high castes tried in vain to keep them in submissiveness. The caste 

Hindus started to persecute the Christians at many places.
19

 

 

Kalyan Rao strongly believes that Christianity provided an alternative space for 

critical articulation against caste discrimination and the early converts were involved in the 

project of emancipating their communities from the shackles of all social and religious 

oppression.  Martin and Sivaiah are involved in doing this. Even though Martin became a 

preacher of the gospel, he did not hesitate to bring change in the lifestyle of Dalits. Dalits had 

been pushed to the level of eating the meat of dead animals. Martin closely observes the 

conditions in which both Mala and Madiga communities were eagerly gathering around the 

dead animals and they used to scold and scuffle with one another to share the dead animals‟ 

meat. 

 

Martin thinks it is his responsibility to change the position of the untouchables. He 

exhorts his community not to eat the meat of the dead animals. He even teaches them in the 

prayer meetings not to eat the meat of dead animals. Everyone looks at him strangely. They 

feel that they have heard something that was not supposed to be heard from Martin. They 

struggle internally, asking how it can be possible. One of the community elders claims that it 

was their caste right. Martin laughs at his words. He tries to sensitize the community about 

upward mobility. We should not look at this from the framework of sanskritization that 

M.N.Srinivas proposes.
20

  On the contrary, the change that Martin wants here is a structural 

transformation. It is a change to not be part of a Brahmanical Hindu vegetarian culture.  

Martin was not at all exhorting that beef-eating should be stopped; only that one should not 

eat dead-animal meat. We can see how Martin, Christian preacher, puts his model of change: 

 

The lands at the river Penna are the rights of Reddys. The lands at the river 

Krishna are the rights of Kammas. But the dead animals who die here and 

there are the rights of the Madigas.
21
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Martin‟s formula works out and could bring considerable changes in the community. 

They no longer liked to eat the meat of a dead animal. Gradually by practicing these precepts, 

the new Christian community starts securing their liberty, delinking themselves from the 

Hindu mythological inhuman system, and starts becoming altogether a new community with 

a culture of human values and dignity. Martin‟s dreams slowly begin to come true, and he 

was striving tirelessly to achieve this. 

 

Soon a test comes to the untouchable community. An ox that belonged to 

Venkayamma, an upper caste woman, died. Sinenkadu who used to remove the dead animals, 

goes to fetch the dead ox along with his son. As usual, he removes the carcass from the spot. 

As per the word of preacher, Martin, he peels the skin and buries the skeleton and bones 

without taking any meat. Moreover nobody from the untouchables‟ colony goes there.  Buchi 

Chaudhury and Chinna Chaudhury (upper caste‟s leaders) could not tolerate the 

untouchables‟ unwillingness to eat the dead animal. When the untouchables became 

Christians and changed their life style considerably, the upper castes could not bear the 

change that took place in the untouchables. Caste Hindus persecute Dalits to maintain the old 

status quo of all evil practices. 

Chinna Chaudhury chased Sinenkadu upto the place of the buried carcass. 

They forced him to dig it out from the ground where he had buried the 

skeleton and bones of the dead animal. Sinenkadu did as he was told. They 

commanded him to pick up the meat, which was stinking and filled with mud 

and they forced him to eat that stinking meat. Otherwise they threatened that 

they would bury him in the same pond…they returned to their place as if they 

had protected a great culture. Martin still remembers the day of Sinenkadu; 

how he came to the home holding the meat which was filled with mud…
22

 

 

Those unforgettable days still rewind in Martin‟s mind. Sivaiah observes keenly how 

Martin talks in the neighborhoods; how he preaches in the homes; how he mingles and how 

he explains more social issues in the prayer. Sivaiah likes Martin‟s boldness and 

straightforwardness. He wishes to be like Martin. Eventually Sivaiah is rechristened Simon.  

Martin explains the symbolic meaning of the name Simon in the Bible. 
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This is one aspect of the Dalit experience of conversion. What happens in this specific 

historical and geographical location gives us an insight into what Christianity meant to Dalits 

in colonial Andhra and what was their experience of conversion.  However, Kalyan Rao also 

presents another face of Christianity. What becomes visible on this face is the continuing 

domination of the upper castes within the domain of church—in its power structures, policies 

and politics.  This happens although the Dalits were the first to own up to Christianity as a 

religion, either as individuals or though mass movements in colonial Andhra. In fact there is 

evidence to show that upper caste Hindus were inspired by the Dalits to enter the Christian 

fold.  J. Waskom Pickett studies the impact of Dalit conversions on Sudra (Kamma and 

Reddy) upper castes who came into the Christian fold. In the observation of Pickett 

 

These Sudra movements are directly connected with earlier movements of 

Malas and Madigas. The pastors, catechists, evangelists and school-teachers 

under whose ministry the Sudras are being won to Christ have, with very few 

exceptions, been recruited from Mala and Madiga converts… Moreover, 

except in one area, the villages in which the Malas and Madigas have been 

Christians for a number of years are the ones in which the Sudras in largest 

numbers are being converted, and in all areas the change they have seen in the 

outcaste converts is said by many of the Sudras to have convinced them of the 

real and unique power of Christianity. A Government official, belonging to 

one of the highest of Sudra castes, the Khammas, speaking to the writer, 

ventured the prophecy that entire village populations would soon become 

Christians. Asked why, he said there were three reasons: 1) the changed lives 

of the outcaste converts, 2) the loss of faith in Hinduism, and 3) the influence 

of the schools and churches.  “Hinduism,” he said, “is sick. The priests and the 

gods and goddesses can do nothing for the people, and don‟t want to do 

anything. The Christians have started schools and churches and have shown 

power to help the weakest. Everybody believes in Christianity now.”  
23

 

 

And he further continues to explain us the positive impact of dalit christians on Sudras  
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A Telugu convert told the writer that his interest in Christianity began when he 

met a courteous, kindly, and learned Christian Mala preacher. He was at a loss 

to account for a personality so winsome and a mind so well stored with 

learning in a Mala.
24

 

 

But there is also another side to this coin. Kalyan Rao points out that as a result of the 

conversion of upper castes into Christianity, caste prejudices began growing within the 

churches also. Their entry led to confrontations and spoiled the congenial atmosphere in the 

churches. He regards Dalits as suffering a serious setback with the conversion of upper caste 

converts. Dalit conversion to Christianity lies in the desire for equality and emancipation 

whereas the conversion of upper castes led to the use of caste hierarchy to exploit church 

resources and slowly to re-impose the caste system on Dalits. He graphically presents the 

difference between upper caste interest in Christianity with that of the Dalits through the 

character of Simon. 

 

We will return to this discussion after a comment on Indian Christian theology. 

Kalyan Rao‟s depiction of Christianity in Dalit experience has close parallels with what is 

spoken of in the 1960s and 70s as the liberation theological understanding on the 

marginalized people. Arvind P. Nirmal, a pioneer in the explorations for a Dalit Christian 

theology, notes the drift of Indian Christian theology. He writes that “most of the 

contributions to Indian Christian theology in the past came from high caste converts to 

Christianity. The result has been that Indian Christian theology has perpetuated within itself 

what I prefer to call a „Brahminic‟ tradition.”
25

 Rowena Robinson also notes that the 

experiences and lived reality of the majority of Christians, who come from the lowest rungs 

of society, are overlooked in the workings of this theology. It is ironic—and an index of the 

hold of caste hierarchy even within the Church— that Indian Christian theology made no 

attempt to come to terms with the experiences of the lowliest.  It was largely limited to the 

philosophical contemplation of Brahmins and other upper-caste Christians and failed to 

engage in dialogue with non-Brahminical Indian traditions.
26

 

 

Dalit theology is visualized as a counter-culture to the theology of the Brahminical 

elite. As Oommen notes, “Dalits felt that the theological task in India could not be the 
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preserve of the „Brahminic Tradition‟ within the Indian Church. Dalit theology must be a 

reflection by Dalits for Dalits, of themselves as Christians and members of a single human 

community. An authentic Dalit theology must be an expression of the suffering and 

aspirations of the Dalits. It is the story of their pathos, their protest and their hopes.”
27

  Such a 

theology narrates their subjugation through history but also becomes the means and 

expression of their liberation. Kalyan Rao‟s historical narration can be regarded as a 

contribution to the making of a new Dalit theology. 

 

Sivaiah, who is christened as Simon, keenly observes the changes that are taking 

place in church activities with the conversion of upper castes. Simon feels sad and baffled 

when he finds the upper castes in the Gospel meetings. He finds out their names still retaining 

their upper caste identity as in John Paul Reddy, Emmanuel Sastri, or Yohosuva Chaudhury. 

He realizes that the upper castes, particularly Kamma, Reddy and Brahmins, do not want to 

abandon their castes names. On the contrary they want to use their caste identities in order to 

exploit the resources of missionaries. 

 

Simon cannot sleep when he realizes this unexpected turn from the upper castes. He is 

filled with anxiety that his communities may again be subjugated and thrown down within the 

Christian fold also. He cannot imagine the maker and bearer of the cross living in the same 

yard. As the days pass, Chaudhury Rekha, the wife of Simon, gives birth to a son, Ruben.   

Ruben is brought up by Martin and Saramma. Since they have no children they become very 

fond of Ruben. 

Meanwhile there were mounting movements of untouchables into Christianity.  Malas 

and Madigas were turning to Christianity as if in a great struggle. The more conversions took 

place, the more were the attacks on Christians, especially on the Mala and Madiga Christians. 

Simon questions that: 

 

There were no reports of attacks on the Kamma Christians in the Krishna 

district. There were no reports of attacks on the Reddy Christians in the 

Nellore dist. There were no reports of attacks on the Brahmins who were 

doing their jobs in the Govt. offices. What was done was only on the Mala and 

Madiga and Untouchable Christians.
28
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The writer seems to think that with the entering of upper castes into Christianity, the 

untouchables are once again systematically targeted. He makes it a point to demonstrate that 

only Dalit Christians were persecuted. And his strong appeal to the reader is to find out the 

hidden agenda and the opportunism of the upper castes who converted to Christianity. 

 

Everyday there was news. Every village has its heinous stories. In 

Markapuram, 16 Mala and Madigas were forcefully kept in the darkroom; 

upper castes tortured them. They forced Untouchable Christians to worship 

Hindu Gods like Krishna by forgetting Christ. But the Untouchables sing the 

songs of Christ. In Kanigire, a Madiga Christian was moved in the nude 

around the village. They burnt the Bible publicly. They attacked Christians. In 

Kuchupudi, the munsiff forced the ten untouchable Christians to plunge into 

the water in order to denounce Christianity…
29

  

 

There have been many missionary reports of how Dalits stood courageously during 

the persecutions on them. Since Dalits denied performing the caste-assigned duties they had 

been persecuted by the upper castes. Kalyan Rao vividly presents the heroic role that the 

Dalits had adopted during the attacks on them. 

 

Equally importantly he observes that there has been an economic and religious 

interest in order to keep intact of the Hindu social fabric behind the upper castes attacks on 

Dalit Christians. Martin, who observes all the conspiracies of upper castes, ceaselessly fights 

for social justice, and he strongly believes that it is possible through the very essence of 

Christian precepts. Martin does not remain silent about the atrocities. He tries to mobilize the 

victims. He repudiates the attacks and draws helpful precepts from the Bible by identifying 

himself with the radical spirit for social change: 

 

Behold... Christ‟s spirit was on me. He blessed me to proclaim the Gospel to 

the poor. He chooses me to deliver for the people who were in the shackles. 

He sent me to deliver to the people who were tortured. If it was not like that 

why should I go near Christ?
30
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Robinson, talking about the Dalits‟ engagement with Christianity in India, observes  

“Christ identified himself totally with the poor. He was the one who was hungry, the one who 

was the thirsty, the reviled, and the imprisoned. He was rejected, outcast, spat upon and 

reviled. He was, in a word, Dalit. Christ‟s Dalitness is best symbolized on the cross. Christ 

crucified is Christ broken, crushed, mangled.”
31

 Similarly, Martin identifies himself with the 

image of Christ. He teaches and warns the people to be alert in order to confront the attacks 

of the upper castes at any time. Martin and Simon were staunch believers as well as 

community well-wishers. They moved from place to place to preaching the Bible. When 

upper caste Christians occupy the wasteland near the untouchable colony of Valasapadu, 

Martin fights against the upper castes and finally succeeds with the benevolence of the British 

officials. 

 

Martin and Simon, are returning one December evening after they had delivered 

Christmas messages at different churches. A group of upper castes attack Martin and brutally 

murder him on the outskirts of the village and Simon is terribly injured. The diabolic act was 

that the upper castes force Simon to carry the bloodied dead body of Martin on his shoulders 

like Christ who carried the cross at the time of his crucifixion. On the same day, the whole 

Untouchable colony is burnt down completely. In this heinous act the upper castes do not 

exclude even the women, kids and old ones. When Simon enters the colony, bearing the dead 

body of Martin, he finds that the whole colony is like a burning graveyard. Fortunately he 

finds his little son, Ruben crying amidst the burning huts. He strengthens himself, picks up 

his son, and hurries to a neighboring village where he hands over his son to Yokobu, the 

Bible preacher. 

 

We need to understand Kalyan Rao‟s critical observation that at this juncture, that 

when Dalit Christians were attacked by the upper caste Hindus, the upper caste Christian 

converts remained indifferent and silent. While the writer acknowledges the fact that 

untouchables undoubtedly benefited from Christian fold, at the same time he makes a critical 

observation that the impact of caste stigma still plays a negative role on the untouchables‟ 

lives within church. 
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Kalyan Rao shows us yet another face of the impact of Christianity on Dalits. He 

shows us that Christianity could not make Dalits passive but that it led them to participate in 

progressive movements for their equal rights. Many changes occur after the independence of 

India. But there was no light in the plight of the Untouchables. They are still discriminated 

and oppressed. With the Communist Movement entering into the Untouchables‟ colonies, 

Dalits began to fight steadily against the upper caste oppression. Oommen, making a similar 

point, says that in the Latin American context the Exodus liberation paradigm had 

tremendous implications for Liberation theologians, which has also influenced the 

articulation of Dalit theology in India. He notes that, in the Indian context, the account from 

the Biblical text of Deuteronomy recounting the toil, affliction and oppression of the 

ancestors of the Israelites is used to construct the movement of the Dalits from a „no-people‟ 

to „God‟s people‟.
32

  Kalyan Rao demonstrates this relation between Dalit theology and Dali 

liberation through the character of Ruben: 

 

Ruben, being a Christian preacher, does not fear to say at any time that he is 

an Untouchable. He once says “I was at first an untouchable and then a 

Christian” He deliberately assists Ramanujam who is a great follower of 

Marxist ideology. He does not confine himself only to the teachings of the 

Bible. He does not tolerate the domination of the Brahmins in the Govt. 

offices, in the courts, and in the hospitals. He openly abhors the upper caste 

people who changed their religion merely to exploit the wealth of the Church. 

He openly says that the upper caste people have not at all come for the sake of 

Christ but they came to dominate. When a Reddy is appointed as the head 

master of Mission School, Ruben roared at the church authorities. He 

questioned the authorities openly “Could you find no Mala Christian or 

Madiga Christian?”
33

  

 

The issue of discrimination against Dalit Christians by the fellow (upper caste) 

Christians in modern times is not totally unknown. The Bishop in Madras of the Church of 

South India (a United Protestant Church) M. Azariah observes: 
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The Scheduled Castes (Dalit) Christians are thus discriminated against and 

oppressed by fellow Christians within the various Churches for no fault of 

their own but the accident of birth, even when they are 2
nd

, 3
rd

 or 4
th

 

generation Christians. The high caste Christians who are in a minority in the 

Church carry their caste prejudices even after generations, unaffected by 

Christian belief and practice.
34

 

  

Much earlier than these Christian sources, a number of scholars from other religions 

also argued the same point. For example, B.R.Ambedkar not only raised this issue, but also 

made a commendable analysis why the status of Christian Dalits remained largely unchanged 

even after conversion.
35

 All the Christian groups of India retain the mark of the caste system. 

People who converted from upper castes continue to take pride in their caste and maintain 

their caste status even after many generations. On the other hand, Dalits have explored 

Christianity to fight against caste discrimination. Christianity may not have completely 

fulfilled the promise of equality, but at the same time it did not force the Dalits to passively 

stick to the old values. Rather it encouraged them to participate in various progressive and 

democratic struggles. Kalyan Rao presents the importance of Christian conversion in Dalits‟ 

lives even as they are part of the Communist party. Ruben is a priest and his son Emmanuel is 

a teacher, who is active in the Communist party affairs. Emmanuel also struggles for social 

justice. He marries Mary Suvaartha and they have a son named Jessie. Emmanuel keenly 

observes the evil practice of the Untouchability, and the discrimination and exploitation of 

the Untouchables. In the course of time, he leaves home and joins Ramanujam who is 

involved in the Naxalite movement at Srikakulam with the hope of extirpating the stigma of 

Untouchability and caste exploitation. However, Emmanuel gets killed in an encounter.  

 

What needs to be stressed here is the response of Emmanuel‟s parents—Ruth and 

Ruben—to this tragedy. Having a struggling spirit for gaining socio-economical equality, 

they do not mourn like any other parents. Rather they feel proud of their martyr son who 

sacrificed his life for the poor. Even though Ruben is a pastor, he is not ashamed of his son 

dying as a Naxalite. When confronted by the police officials, Ruben declares: “Christ is my 

belief but struggle is my need.” Continuing the legacy of his father, Emmanuel‟s son Jessie 
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joins the movement. His grandmother Ruth blesses Jessie and prays for his remarkable 

victory which, she hopes, will emancipate poor Dalits from socio-economic exploitation. 

 

Conclusion:  

I would like to conclude by underlining that Kalyan Rao, unlike seversl upper caste 

wrtiers and reformers
36

, does not depict dalits as mere passive consumers of a foreign 

religion. Nor does he depict conversion as a colonial conspiracy, which was supposed to have 

enticed the gullible Dalits. Kalyan Rao‟s understanding not only interrogates the narrow 

mainstream notion of conversion but also illuminates our perception of the role of conversion 

in the lives of Dalits. It is also significant to note here that Kalyan Rao grants agency to 

Dalits, which is denied to them by well-known upper caste reformers or nationalists. Kalyan 

Rao, in his novel, documents how Dalits, who converted to Christianity, in fact played an 

important role as active agents of socio-political change in various progressive movements 

and also for their emancipation. He traces the trajectory thus: from untouchables to 

Christians, from Christians to Communists, from Communists into Naxalites and from 

Naxalites into Dalits. At the same time, Kalyan Rao doesn‟t uncritically romanticize 

conversion or Christianity and also sounds a word of caution to us: even though Christianity, 

Communism and the Naxalite movements have immensely influenced the lives of 

Untouchables, there still remains the phenomenon of caste discrimination by which the 

Untouchables have been subjugated, stigmatized, ostracized and exploited even in these 

movements. However, he strongly hints though his narration of different dynamic dalit 

charcters‟ that Christianity and Communism beacame part of their body and they are two 

eyes for the emancipation of dalits. 

 

Notes and references: 
                                                           
1
  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring). Hyderabad: Virasam   

Publications. 2000 

 
2
    There has been an argument in the Telugu literary circle whether Kalyan Rao is a Dalit 

writer or a Marxist writer. Even though Kalyan Rao belongs to the Dalit community, he 

has been associated with the Revolutionary Writers‟ Association. In fact, most of his 

writings are from a radical Marxist point of view. It is due to the Dalit movement that 

emerged from the 1990s that many Dalit writers who are associated with progressive 

movements started writing on the problems of caste discrimination. It is widely 



Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-01, April 2019.                                                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e7
1

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

acknowledged by many Dalit critics of Andhra that this novel is written more consciously 

from Dalit experience. 

 

 
3
  G. Kalyan Rao has been the editor of Aruna Taara Magazine for a long time, which 

portrays current and prevalent issues from radical Marxist point of view. His novel 

Antarani Vasantham (2000) stands as a highly valued and widely read literary piece in 

Andhra Pradesh and particularly among Dalits. It has been recently translated into Tamil. 

This novel is an intensely realistic portrayal of Dalits‟ lives and a reflection of the writer‟s 

vision for Dalits. Apart from this novel he had written many plays like Toli Poddu 

(Dawn), Satire, Kulam (Caste) and Laakapu. He himself has directed and also acted in 

them. He has also written many skits like A Night in Those Days, Jail, Aruna, 

Sannivaesam, Parilament Payeekhana, Idiot, Needa (Shade), and Saakshi (Witness). He 

wrote an anthology of short stories titled Nenemi Adiganani (What Did I Ask).  He also 

wrote a long narrative poem called Kaalam (Time). He wrote a critical treatise on The 

Roots of Telugu Drama. In every piece of his work we see the question of Dalits and their 

struggle for emancipation. 

 
4
  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring). Hyderabad: Virasam 

Publications. 2000, p. 120. (All the paragraphs that I have quoted from Kalyan Rao‟s  text 

are translated by me from Telugu to English) 

 
5
   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring).  p 123 

 
6
   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring). . p. 124 

 
7
   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring).pp. 126-127 

 
8
   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham (Untouchable Spring).  p. 131 

 
9
  Johan E.Clough. Social Christianity in the Orient. New York: Max Muller Company, 

1914. p.99 

 
10

  Johan E.Clough. Social Christianity in the Orient p.100 

 
11

  Santhi Sudha Monica, „Biographical Musings 11-Yerraguntala Periah,‟ in Devasahayam 

ed. Frontiers of Dalit Theology, Madras: ISPCK/GURUKUL. 1999, p.243 

 
12

  Santhi Sudha Monica, „Biographical Musings 11-Yerraguntala Periah pp. 243-44 

 
13

  Santhi Sudha Monica, „Biographical Musings 11-Yerraguntala Periah p. 244 



Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-01, April 2019.                                                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e7
2

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
14

  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani  Vasantham. pp. 134-135 

 
15

  See  Nicholos B. Dirks. Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India: 

Delhi: Permanent Black. 2003 

 
16

  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham. p. 140 

 
17

  There has been a popular and incredible belief among the Dalits memory, preserved even 

in today, that the white men were kind to the Dalits and showed love and affection 

towards them.  That‟s why many of the Dalit colonies were named after white men and 

missionareis who were deeply associated with the Dalits. Many of the Dalit writers in 

Andhra Pradesh such as Gurram Joshua, Katti Padma Rao, Yenduluri Sudakar, Madduri 

Nagesh Babu and Kalekuri Prasad, by and large portayed the signfinicant role of the 

white men and missionaries in the dalit communities. 

 
18

  Santhi Sudha Monica. „Biographical Musings 11-Yerraguntala Periah‟ p. 240 

 
19

  Santhi Sudha Monica. „Biographical Musings 11-Yerraguntala Periah. p. 240 

 
20

   See M.N. Srinivas. Social Change  in  Modern India. Orient BlackSwan .1995 

 
21

  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani  Vasantham.p.143  

 
22

   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani  Vasantham. p. 145 

 
23

  J. Waskom Pickett. Christian Mass Movements in India: A Study with Recommendations. 

New York: The Abingdon Press, 1933.  p.298 

 
24

  J. Waskom Pickett. Christian Mass Movements in India: A Study with Recommendations.  

p.306 

 
25

  Nirmal, Arvind. P. „A Dialogue with Dalit Literature‟. In M.E. Prabhakar. ed, Towards a 

Dalit Theology. Delhi: Indian Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge. 1988. 

p.65 

 
26

  Rowena Robinson. Christians of India. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 2003, p.196 

 
27

  Oommen, George. „The Emerging Dalit Theology: A Historical Appraisal‟. Indian 

Church History Review- 34, 1: 19-37. 2000. p 26 

 



Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-01, April 2019.                                                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e7
3

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
28

  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham. p150  

 
29

   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham. p. 150 

 
30

   G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani Vasantham. p. 151 

 
31

  Rowena Robinson. Christians of India.p.199 

 
32

  Oommen, George. The Emerging Dalit Theology: A Historical Appraisal. p. 32 

 
33

  G. Kalyan Rao. Antarani  Vasantham. p.178 

 
34

  M. Azariah.  The Un-Christian Side of the Indian Church: The plight of the Untouchable 

Converts. Bangalore 1986, p.10 

 
35

  Dr. B. R.Ambedkar. Writings and Speeches: The Condition of the Convert. Vol. 5. 

Bombay: The Education Department, Government of Maharashtra, 1989. pp.443-7 

 
36

  The upper caste liberal writers such as Gurazada Apparao, Kandukoori Veeresalingam and 

Unnava Lashmi Narayana had delienated the dalit characters; and their historial initiatives 

such as Adi-andhra movement and Mass conversion movement in their writings in a 

negative light from the Gandhian and nationalist point of view.  

 

*** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


