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Contemporary India has witnessed many stories, which proves that conversion to 
another faith is a most politically charged act. Some state governments have passed 
laws, prohibiting conversions with the intention of preventing the propagation of 
new faiths and putting conversion on hold. In spite of this, conversions to other faith 
such as Buddhism, Islam and particularly to Christianity have taken place. The 
allegations are made that the Dalits were converted only by inducements, allurements 
and enticement and they were incapable of making intellectual decision for 
themselves. For the centuries, the Mahars were the outcaste in Maharashtra. They 
were suppressed and oppressed by the caste Hindus and did the menial works by 
which they earned their livelihood. They were regarded impure and were not allowed 
to come into contact with caste Hindus for fear of pollution. They were forbidden 
from entering temple or even reading vedas, the Hindu scripture. The article shows 
that such allegations are not only baseless, but also the Christianity has empowered 
Mahars, and they see in Christianity an option to free themselves from the de-
humanising, enslaving and torturous powers prevalent in the religious system in 
which they were living for centuries.  

KEYWORDS-Conversion, Subaltern, Maharvada, Mangvada, American Marathi 
Mission (AMM), American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM). 

Introduction: 

For the last few decades, the phenomenon of conversion, especially to Christianity, 
has been a hot topic of discussion in India. Several people have expressed their views 
in this regard both positively and negatively. The present government at the Centre 
seems to be more concerned about the religion of the majority and related issues than 
about the promises that were made in the election manifesto – in other words, opting 
more for appeasement politics. The central government has actually called for a 
national debate on conversion, opening a new dimension to its vote bank politics. A 
good number of articles have been appearing in the media and newspapers, and 
magazines making conversion a major news headline and evoking responses from 
wider section of the society.  

The current discussion on conversion has provoked a growing opposition to 
conversion, especially to Christianity. The Vishwa Hindu Parishad, “wants a law to 
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ban conversion”1. Christian missionaries have been accused of converting people by 
using methods which are considered unethical and unjustified. The methods cited are 
those of inducements, coercion, fraud and the like. Christians are often accused of 
converting people through their educational activities, health services and other 
charitable works, particularly among the Dalits. 

The questions that arises are: How valid are these allegations that are made against 
Christians? Have inducements, coercion or fraud played a role in the Christian 
conversion movement? The debate on conversion gives an excellent opportunity to 
reflect upon the historical impact of the Christian message on the people of India.  

Purpose: 

The purpose of this article is to understand the conversion movement to 
Christianity among the Dalit Mahars in Maharashtra. Then, with the help of these 
findings, an attempt will be made to interpret, analyse and evaluate the authenticity of 
the allegations made against the conversion of the Dalits to Christianity. An attempt 
will be made to uncover the factors that have led to the conversion of the Dalits 
(Mahars) and to see if the Mahars were capable of making a considered, intellectual 
choice; or as alleged by the Hindutva forces, they were incapable of making such a 
decision.  

Sources: 

Both primary and secondary sources have been consulted to establish a basis for the 
arguments. The published sources, such as mission records, memorial papers, and 
souvenirs are treated as primary sources. The secondary sources consulted are mostly 
colonial in nature, but it does give us an idea of Dalit experiences.  

Limitations: 

A majority of the sources consulted has a missionary outlook, and an attempt is made 
to interpret them accordingly. The time period that relates to the conversion 
movement among the Mahars is reckoned as 1831-1900 and the research is limited to 
the work of one prominent mission in a Dalit dominated district of Maharashtra. 
Unfortunately, the author of this article did not get access to the sources which are 
written by Mahars, which would reflect the mind set and subjective experiences of the 
Mahars themselves. But the author also seeks to bring out what is implicit and hidden 
in the missionary records.  

Definition of the key terms: 

Conversion:  

Various definitions have been made by historians to understand religious conversion. 
G.A. Oddie defines it as a “process whereby people opt out of one religious 
community and join another.”2 This definition seems to be the most fitting to 
understand the phenomenon of religious conversion that this research is about.  

Subaltern: 

The term “subaltern” basically refers to non-elites or subordinated social 
groups. According to Ranajit Guha, the term as it appears in the Concise Oxford 

                                                           
1
The Hindu (Chennai), 4 November 1999, 14 

2
 G.A. Oddie, “Introduction” in Religion in South Asia: Religious Conversion and Revival Movement in 

South Asia in Medieval and Modern Times, ed. G.A. Oddie (New Delhi: Manohar, 1991), 4 
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dictionary, refers to those “of inferior rank”.3 In this article the term is used to refer to 
the Dalits.  

Methodology: 
Historiographies of colonial India basically originated as an ideological product of 
British rule in India. For a long time, the British rulers were dominantly from the 
elite.4Most of the missionary societies that came to India during the colonial period 
under the banner of various denominations are viewed as having been influenced by 
these elitist perspectives. Both the British colonizers and the missionaries, who came 
to evangelise the nation, shared common views and ideas about the social and 
religious life of the people of India. They looked at Indians as being culturally 
inferior, intellectually backward and religiously superstitious.5 
M.D. David points out that the missionaries, who came to Asia to preach the gospel, 
at times promoted the cause of British imperialism.6 Missionaries produced numerous 
texts and writings by way of reporting on the work of their mission in India to the 
agencies that sent them. Dharamaraj says, “The mission histories have been written 
from the colonizers’ point of view by the Europeans, who were visitors, missionaries, 
spectators or supporters of western hegemonic policies of the colonial rule.”7 
Therefore, the histories of conversion movements in India were in reality a part of the 
colonial history of India, and did not represent the perspective of the people of India 
but rather reflected the missionary mindset. For the above reason, it may be said that 
even the missionaries were a part of the elite, and their writings are the product of 
elitist ideas.  

A group of scholars, who are from a subaltern school of history tradition, 
argue that the voice of the voiceless was not given adequate attention in the 
production of the historical writings of the colonial period. For example, reports on 
events such as revolts by the peasants during the colonial period, which are found in 
police records and the like, do not take into account the actual interest and outlook of 
the protesters, but again are elitist in tone.8 Subaltern historians, on the other hand, 
seek to examine these records, writings or reports of the colonial period and to go 
behind the text to bring out the perspective of the people involved. They thus seek to 
uncover the subjective feelings of the people, which lie hidden or are represented only 
partially in these records and re-constructions. Such a method is effective for writing 
the history of the Dalits, because it brings out their personal experiences reflected in 
the colonial records, rather than merely glorify the colonial rulers.  

For the above reason, the author of this article has opted to use such a method 
in this study of the conversion experiences of Mahars in Maharashtra. To glean the 
subjective experiences of the Mahars during their conversion movements, the 
methodology of re-reading the existing colonial/missionary texts has proved to be of 
tremendous help. Rather than perceiving the conversion of Dalits purely as a result of 

                                                           
3
Ranajit Guha, “On Some Aspect of the Historiography of Colonial India”, in Subaltern Studies I: 

Writings on South Asian History, ed. Ranajit Guha (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1982): Preface. 
4
 Ibid, 2. 

5
 Jacob S. Dharmaraj, Colonialism and Christian Mission: Post-Colonial reflections, (Delhi: ISPCK, 

1993),2.  
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 M. D. David, “Introduction” The Native of Western Colonialism: A Handicap to growth of Christianity 

in Asia” in Western Colonialism in Asia and Christianity ed. M.D. David (Himalaya Publishing House, 
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 Jacob S. Dharmaraj, op.cit., 10. 
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missionary efforts, subaltern methodology urges historians to ask the questions from 
the underside of history. People’s experiences and subjectivity finds a primary place 
in such an outlook.  

Mahars were not mere pawns in mission strategy but rather were the primary 
agents of decision making and creators of their own history. Mahars in Maharashtra 
have been a prominent outcast group of people. However, in the reporting on their 
conversion, their experiences and perception have not been given an adequate place in 
the missionary records. Therefore, the writer of this article would like to examine the 
conversion of Mahars to Christianity, using the relevant principles drawn by subaltern 
historians from the perspective of the Dalit experience. The writer seeks to understand 
to what extent their actions and perceptions led them to a new religion, and further, to 
see what it was that prompted them to accept Christianity. Thus, the author has been 
deliberately selective in his choice of material presented. The material that has been 
chosen is that which speaks more directly of the experiences of the Mahars, rather 
than the glory and experiences of the missionaries. The author has adopted a method 
that is historical, documentary, comparative and analytical.  
The Background of the Mahars: 

There is a common saying in Maharashtra, “Wherever there is town, there is a 
Mahar quarter.”9 This implies that the Mahars or the Mhar group of the untouchable 
community is found throughout the state of Maharashtra. Mahars’ quarters are found 
outside each village called Maharvadas. According to Enthoven, Mahars were 
considered to be impure. Describing their status, he says, “The village barber will not 
shave the Mahars, they are not allowed to draw water from the village well. Formerly 
an earthen pot was hung from their necks to hold their spittle, they were made to drag 
thorns to wipe out their footprints, and when a Brahman passes by, they were forced 
to lie far off on their faces lest their shadow fall on him.”10 Their touch, even the 
touch of their shadow, was thought to be unclean. The poems of the Mahar poet, 
Chokhamela, who lived in the 14th century, shows that the Mahars engaged in menial 
occupations, receiving the leftovers of food in response to their begging. They were 
persecuted by the temple authorities. Everyone kept a distance from them and any 
food touched by them was considered defiled.11 The Mahars had different 
occupations. “Traditionally the Mahars were neither identified with a particular 
polluting occupation, (though they sometimes removed dead cattle) nor functioned 
primarily as agricultural labourers.”12 They were hereditary village servants and were 
considered authorities in all boundary matters.13 “The Mahars were village 
watchmen… couriers of government officials, and messengers (conveying death 
notices) for other villagers.”14 

The work that a Mahar was really proud to do was that of a village watchman 
and a messenger. He had to be ready for any job that the village chief might assign to 
him. As a village watchman he was called ‘Vesakar’ or a gatekeeper. Being a 

                                                           
9
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gatekeeper, he was permitted to keep a lathi (stick), which made him feel that he was 
a person with some dignity and importance.15 

Although this might sound nice, it is a fact that the Mahars were not permitted 
to enter any villager’s house or any shop or any temple. The sad reality of their 
position was that they could never change their fate. Born as outcasts, they had to die 
as outcastes. And the same fate awaited their children.  
Mahars Under the British Raj: 

With the introduction of the British Raj in Maharashtra, the importance of 
Mahar services to the village began to decline. For example, the British introduced a 
public postal service, which disrupted their position as village servants. On the other 
hand, in the 19th and 20th centuries, a large number of Mahars moved into jobs 
provided by the British military services. It is reported that by 1857, one sixth of the 
army in Bombay were from a Mahar background.16 In Western India, they were 
recruited into textile mills owned by the British. A great deal of labour work in the 
railways and docks was done by the Mahars.17 During the British rule in Maharashtra, 
the Mahars were the most mobile community. The economic condition of those who 
migrated from the villages improved as compared to those who stayed behind in the 
villages. The experiences of army life and experiences with new people contributed to 
a transformation in the outlook and lifestyle of many Mahars. Robertson stated that 
Mahars were more proud of their military services under the British Raj than of their 
services in their village community.18 Many times they were protected from the 
personal experiences of untouchability as they lived in military cantonments, where 
caste or religion was not taken into account. The British women found that Mahar 
women were helpful and skilled house maids. “Most of the ayas in European homes 
were from the Mahar caste…and most of the waiters and butlers in the best clubs and 
homes were of the same caste.”19 

 
American Marathi Mission in Ahmednagar: 

The first American Protestant missionaries came to Bombay in 1813, under 
the banner of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM).20 Their attempt to convert Brahmins proved to be fruitless and 
discouraging. M.D. David says, “Western India proved to be a harder ground for the 
missionaries than any other region in India. The prejudice against the foreigners and 
foreign faith was stronger here than in Calcutta or Madras.”21Hewat has pointed out 
that the situation in Bombay was so depressing that the missionaries had to think of 
moving to other parts of Maharashtra.22 
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ABCFM commonly known as American Marathi Mission came to 
Ahmednagar in 1831.23 Missionaries established their education and medical missions 
and many other activities in different parts of the district, and Ahmednagar became 
their main mission headquarters for the Western India. Hagen says that most fruitful 
mission work was done among the Mahars who comprised the lower strata of society. 
They found the Mahars more eager and open to accept Christianity than the people 
from higher castes. In 1841 it was 6, in 1842 – 17, in 1843 – 12, in 1844 - 16, in 1845 
– 22.24  The number continued to grow as the years passed by. Hagen pointed out that 
a large number of those converts were Mahars and there were several instances of 
religious leaders among the Mahars who first came to the missionaries and later 
brought their disciples.25 
Factors and Causes of the Conversion of the Mahars: 

Various factors and causes contributed to the conversion of Mahars. It was a 
time when the Hindu caste structure had burdened the Mahars with various caste 
restrictions. Citing Earnest Hull, author of the Bombay Mission Histories, she says 
that to convert to Christianity was the “only way (for the Mahars) to free themselves 
from that which they could escape by no efforts of their own. …. their pitiable and 
hopeless condition called for some effectual measures from outside to ameliorate and 
raise them.”26 A strong sense of dissatisfaction existed among them because of the 
caste structure of Hindu society, which had dehumanized them in status and dignity, 
and they sought to liberate themselves from the bondage of the caste structure.  

On several occasions, it was the Mahars who first came to the missionaries 
and invited them to their villages. A missionary report says, “At the close of the year, 
the Mahars in more than twenty villages…within ten miles of Kokar (forty miles 
north of Ahmednagar) were urging us to send them a Christian catechist or teacher”27. 
It was very difficult to go to villages in those days as there were no means of 
transportation available. Villagers would come to the missionaries with bullock carts 
and take the missionaries to be with them in remote villages. Everywhere the 
missionaries went, they found the Mahars waiting for their arrival. Mr. Barker writes 
about such visits: “In this way we have visited about 50 villages, and many of them 
several times…I have found attentive audiences…. Many inquirers were found in 
these villages who seemed desirous to know the truth respecting Christ the Saviour of 
the world.”28 The Mahars probably never thought about Jesus as Saviour of the world 
in the sense mentioned by the missionaries, but rather saw Jesus as their liberator. In 
all these contexts, the Mahars are seen as longing for a change. They had understood 
Christianity and what the Christian Gospel had to offer them from the perspective of 
their experience as Dalits. Hence, they made their own decisions regarding 
conversion. 

The religious leaders of the Mahars had great influence and authority over 
their community. Hagen observes that, “There are some noted Mahar gooroos 
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(teachers) who boast of thousands of disciples.”29 These leaders came to the 
missionaries on their own, declaring their intention of becoming Christians. The first 
of these leaders was BhagobaPawar, who was baptised in 1841.30  He had a wide 
influence in the entire region. His brother Yesuba was another leader who was 
honoured by the Mahars. There was yet another leader, named Harukba, about whom 
the report says, “All the eleven persons received into the Church are adults and heads 
of families. Among them is one who was formerly a religious leader of the Mahar 
caste. His name is Harkuba. He had a great influence in this region of the country…. 
He had won about 400 disciples.”31 After becoming Christians, these people brought 
the members of their own communities to accept Christianity. In many villages, 
missionaries encountered such circumstances, where a large number of Mahars came 
forward to accept Christianity, a move that had strong sociological implications.  

The Mahars also came forward and showed interest in working in mission 
centres. A report says, “We have twelve out-stations connected with Ahmednagar, 
where we have appointed a native catechist, who reads the scripture daily to those 
who desire to hear the Truth.”32 These native Christians helped the missionaries to 
open mission centres in Mahar-dominated areas. In the context of the Mahars in 
Ahmednagar, they were the first to respond to the situation before them, and this 
changed their fate and made them new people in the society. Had it not been for the 
oppressive situation in which they were, there may not have been a Christian 
conversion movement among the Mahars in Maharashtra.  

Besides, the Mahars accepted the fact that education could bring them out of 
their miserable condition. A report says that at Wambooree (40 miles from 
Ahmednagar), the Mahars supported a teacher at their own expense, who taught their 
children Science and the Bible.33 Therefore education played a remarkable role in the 
emancipation of the Mahars. This was so noticeable, that even the local newspaper of 
that time could not refrain from speaking highly of the better educational status of the 
Mahars. The local newspaper of Ahmednagar, ‘Virtta Vaibhav,’ carried the following 
report in 1846: 

The Mahars by becoming Christian, see that their daughters and sons 
are educated and elevated. The boys and girls of Mahars now receive 
an education which the boys and girls of Jaghirdars and Joshees, of 
Koolkarnees and Pateels of the very towns to which these Mahars 
originally belonged, do not receive. The sons and daughters of 
Jaghirdars must hide their faces in shame when they see sons and 
daughters of Mahars of their own village for they are better educated 
than themselves. The daughters of these Mahars would even put to the 
blush the wives of our greatest Rajahs.34 

This gives a picture of the Mahars’ desire for education and for emancipation.  

In the last decade of the 19th century, a deadly famine hit the entire northern 
India, because of which thousands of families were left in starvation. “The famine 
and plague had both made their appearance in Maharashtra in 1896. The famine of 
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1897 was followed by another terrible famine in 1900.”35 Starving parents brought 
their children to the missionaries and pleaded that they be taken care of. Many 
poverty-stricken children were admitted to the boarding schools. Referring to a 
school for girls in Ahmednagar, a report says, “At times Mrs Emily Bissell (in 
charge of the girls’ school) was trying to feed three girls from one plate.”36  
Missionaries, full of charity and love, came forward to help and solve the problems 
of the most needy and helpless Mahars. Hundreds of needy Mahars came to the 
missionaries and gained an opportunity to survive during the deadly family. No 
Hindu reformers came forward to help them.  

Traditionally, the Mahars were messengers, a job that required them to move 
from place to place. This situation certainly exposed them to new ideas and new 
experiences with new people. When they met missionaries, they were not hesitant to 
find out more about them. Moreover, another important factor that contributed to 
their emancipation was the job opportunities provided by the British rulers.  

Indeed, the Mahars experienced social emancipation that brought several 
socio-religious changes in their lives. Education promoted them to become higher 
than those who had made them slaves. Now life for them was altogether different 
and dignified.  

In the past, Brahmanical hegemony had robbed them of dignity, and 
subjugated them socially, religiously and educationally. Christian mission, 
educational endeavour, work experiences with the British, all contributed to the 
opening of the eyes of the Mahars to their predicament. Christianity clearly presented 
to them an opening for the first time, an option that would redeem them from their 
miserable status. For the first time there was probably a valid option for the Mahars, 
which could free them from their situation which so mercilessly enslaved them.    

Conversion Debate Today 

Hindutva forces are seen in action right from the inception of the Arya 
Samaj, founded by Dayananda Saraswati in 1875. Since then various Hindu 
organisations were founded by powerful Hindutva Vadis. All these 
organisations,37also known as Sangh Parivar or Hindutva forces have their roots in 
the traditions of late 19th century Hindu nationalism. They have a common agenda to 
oppose religious conversion to Islam and Christianity.38 

Religious conversions in India took place mostly in 19th and 20th centuries. 
Studies on mass movements in India, done by J.W. Pickett, show that a large number 
of Dalits and Tribal accepted Christianity in various parts of India.39 

In the last few decades, there have been many attacks on Christian churches 
and missionaries in India by the Hindutva forces, who are under the full patronage of 
the present ruling government. Referring to the previous BJP government of 
Vajpayeeji, Sumit Sarkar points out that apart from the Pokran blast, the BJP 
dominated rule at the centre will also be remembered for its concerted attacks against 
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Christians.40 In the same period, SortoEsteeves points out that there were 118 violent 
attacks on Christians in just one-year of BJP rule.41 

In the recent past, the headline published in an online article on December 25, 
2018 by Firstpost states that a “Group of ‘right-wing’ activists was likely behind the 
attack on Church goers during Sunday Mass in Kolhapur’s Kowad village”. The 
headline of another article published online by India Today reports that the 
opposition has accused the BJP of being responsible for the attack on Christians in 
the Kolhapur district on Sunday 23, December 2018.  

Moreover, the Christian church is facing a great challenge in the form of the 
allegation that the methods used by Christian evangelists are bad and unjustified. 
Allegations such as conversion by force, inducement, allurement, and enticement are 
most common. But the conversion of Mahars to Christianity gives a different picture. 
It is true that the Mahars were poor and they were living in villages. But economic 
benefit was not the reason for their conversion. We have to admit that there were rare 
cases of forced conversion of Maharashtrian Hindus under the Portuguese rule in 
Bassein (Vasai) area, as they were forced to accept Christianity in 16th century.42 
However, conversion among the Dalits speaks otherwise. According to Charles John, 
most Christian missionaries were not involved in forced conversions.43 One of the 
central truths of Christianity is that it does not believe in forced conversion. George 
Kureethra points out that, “The Prime Minister (Vajpayeeji) admitted that there has 
been no proof of any forced conversions.”44 On the other hand, cases of forced 
conversions by the Hindutva forces have been identified. Sumit Sarkar has pointed 
out that there is information available of forced conversion taking place where Tribal 
are dumped into jeeps and brought to garamkund for shudhi and then taken to their 
priest to confirm their re-conversion.45 V.B. Ravat, too, has made comments on the 
same line citing cases in Surat and in M.P.46 

The history of conversion among the Dalits shows that they did not convert to 
Christianity for economic reasons, but primarily to be liberated from oppression. 
This is also true in the case of the Mahars. It is worth mentioning that the conversion 
of Ambedkar and his followers to Buddhism was primarily due to the struggle 
between Hindus and untouchables.47 In the past many Hindu reformists, including 
Mahatma Gandhi, have made attempts to merge the untouchables with Hinduism. 
But there have been no specific efforts made for Dalits to overcome the caste stigma.  
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Missionaries used the method of educating the Dalits because they strongly 
believed that education was the best force for liberating them from their past 
superstitious lives. It was largely through education that they began to understand 
that they, too, have the right to live as dignified people. They challenged the existing 
conditions, and established the right place for them in the society. The Hindus 
following the Brahmanical tradition did not like this, because they could no longer 
impose their customs over them. Hindutva forces did not want Christians to work 
among the Dalits because they would then lose their status as lords over the 
oppressed. They want Dalits to live as ignorant and suppressed people. Conversion is 
a threat to Brahmanical hegemony.48 

The allegation that the Dalits are not capable of making their own choice 
implies a disdain for Dalits by the Hindutva forces. In fact, it is insulting to say that 
Dalits have no mind of their own and are therefore incapable of making a free choice 
in regard to their personal faith. In the case of Mahars, they had every freedom to 
make their choice. They recognized those who were friends, and others who were 
oppressors who were exploiting them. Today, Mahars in Maharashtra are proud of 
the choice made by their parents to accept Christianity. Christianity among the Dalits 
in Maharashtra today certainly proves the fact that conversion has had emancipatory 
effects. Out of the five Dioceses of the Church of North India in Maharashtra, all five 
Bishops come from a Dalit background. While Hindutva forces seek to reconvert 
Dalits from Christianity back to Hinduism, and to confine them to Swastik temples, 
Christianity has allowed the Dalits Christians to be the leaders of the community and 
to assume the highest office within its fold. The ugly face of casteism has been kept 
out of the church (in Maharashtra). The Dalits have proved that they can rise to the 
highest position and are capable not only of intellectual decisions before conversion, 
but also with adequate opportunities provided after conversion, are capable of 
holding the highest offices.   

Conclusion: 

Christianity has empowered Mahars, who were forbidden from entering the 
temple or even reading Sanskrit Vedas, to enter its fold without restrictions. Mahar 
Christians today have had the opportunity to enter the church and study her sacred 
Scriptures even in their original language. They do not have to go begging or eating 
leftovers, but are the ones to break and serve the Holy Eucharist.  

The earthen pot and thorn bushes have been discarded, and Dalits even don 
the mantle & staff of a Bishop of the Church. They are no longer at the bottom of the 
list or outcasts in a religious system that seeks to keep them there as the oppressed. 
Rather they have risen to even the highest offices within the Christian Church and 
community. History is proof of the great choice that the Mahars made, when 
Christianity opened their eyes to an alternative to oppression.  

Thus, we find that the allegation that Dalits were converted only by 
inducements, allurement, and enticement and that they are incapable of making 
intellectual decisions for themselves is baseless propaganda of Brahmanical 
Hindutva forces. History proves, as in the case of the Mahars, that Dalits see in 
Christianity an option to free themselves from de-humanizing, enslaving and 
torturous powers prevalent in Hinduism.  
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