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1. Introduction
1.1   I want first to acknowledge my own debt to PCR which has caused me to find myself in some weird, wonderful but also painful places. These include walking round the outside of the ANC headquarters in Lusaka with Bishop Colin Winter, shouting over the wall trying to assure those inside we were not South African spies, sharing with Bishop Colin and SWAPO leader Sam Nujoma in a Namibia Freedom Day event at one of the SWAPO camps and spending nights in Mozambique and Johannesburg airports in the late 70s, trying to persuade suspicious immigration officials they should let me in. I was successful in Mozambique and but not, I am quite proud to say, in Johannesburg. More poignantly, I recall an all-night vigil outside South African House in London as we hoped for clemency for young freedom fighters, and a memorial service for them conducted with Fr Michael Lapsley in nearby St Martins-in-the-Fields when the news came through of their execution. I feel it a particular honour to give this presentation on Soweto Day, the date in 1976 when thousands of Black students took to the streets to protest the second-class ‘Bantu education’ to which they were subjected. Scores were killed and the poster of the body of nine-year-old Hector Petersen being carried from the scene became one of the icons of the anti-apartheid struggle.

1.2   Related activities included the first-ever Resolution on a social justice issue to a Bank AGM in the UK, when we challenged Midland Bank (now HSBC) on its loans to South African Government agencies, street theatre round the City of London carrying a large apartheid piggy bank, with banknotes being ‘invested’ in the front end and even larger returns being received from the back, and ending the Shell AGM with a score of demonstrators singing the Shell anti-apartheid song, specially written for the occasion. Then there have been campaigns for black and Asian people in UK prisons, sent down because of their colour and released sometimes after years when their convictions were overturned, visits to detention centres for asylum seekers, held in conditions as bad as those they sought to escape from, support for families living in sanctuary churches to avoid deportation after years of living in the UK, and taking memorial services in churches or on the streets where young black men died trying to escape immigration officers or were murdered by white racists. All these, and very much more, are part of the rich legacy of the PCR.
2. Ecumenical Solidarity Against Slavery 
2.1   There is a long and considerable history of ecumenical activity in opposition to exploitative and oppressive practices and systems. In the UK, 2007 saw an acknowledgement of the two hundredth anniversary of the Act which abolished the Slave Trade, and in the various books published and activities organised around that it was clear that ecumenical actions contributed considerably to that legislation. It is true that the Churches were part of the problem in relation to slavery, as well as part of the solution, especially through their investment in the Trade, but in struggles for liberation Churches have often played a greater part than has subsequently been recognised. In the fight against slavery Christians both black and white were among the most vigorous campaigners, and freely stated that this was as a result of their faith.

2.2   There are often Christians among the oppressed as well as the oppressors, and they play a particularly important role. In the battle against slavery Olaudah Equiano, who was taken as a slave from Africa as a child, later became a Christian and spoke as a Christian to church leaders and politicians as an ex-slave. At one point in his autobiography he describes how those who survived the terrible Atlantic crossing were herded together, without regard to age or gender, then sold off, and separated out with great trauma, probably never to see their family members again. He writes ‘O ye nominal Christians, might not an African ask you, learned you this from your God, who says ‘Do unto all men as you would men should do unto you?’ (1). Such words undoubtedly had a great effect on those inside and outside the Churches who were either indifferent or actually supportive of the Slave Trade. 

2.3   Equiano, William Wilberforce, Thomas Clarkson and others campaigned for decades to end slavery. It should be a matter of pride for Christians that they did so, but a matter of shame that it took so long even to convert the Church to realise the inhumanity and unacceptability of slavery. There always seem to be both elements in the Churches, those campaigning for progressive change and those resisting it. However Christians have almost always been active in the struggles against racism in various parts of the world, including the Civil Rights Movement in the US, and especially since the institution of the Programme to Combat Racism.
3. PCR  as Ecumenical Solidarity

3.1   The PCR was set up in the aftermath of the murder of Dr Martin Luther King, and has probably been best known for its support for the liberation struggle in southern Africa. However it was also active in challenging racism in Europe, the Americas, Australia and elsewhere. In southern Africa, the WCC listened firstly to the oppressed, Christians and non-Christians. They discovered many of the leaders of the liberation movements were practising Christians, or people brought up in Christian schools and influenced by Christian teaching about the nature of humanity, and that all are equal in the sight of God. African National Congress leaders Oliver Tambo and Nelson Mandela  were among these. Such interventions offered a profound moral challenge to post-colonial, crypto-imperialist and apartheid ideology.

3.2   The PCR raised many uncomfortable questions in Europe and North America, and elsewhere, about the nature of colonialism and imperialism, and the degree to which they were undergirded by racism. Some Western Churches protested about grants to the liberation movements, even though they were given for humanitarian work - and there was plenty of that to do. The grants, said critics, appeared to legitimise the armed struggle to which those movements felt forced to turn. Some churches left the WCC, or suspended their membership. Some Christians in Western Churches went to Court about church money being given to the WCC and to PCR, and forced the setting up of special funds separate from ‘pure’ church funds. Nevertheless the WCC persevered, and earned much gratitude from leaders such as Tambo and Mandela for the support received during the years of struggle. Key lessons to learn from this period are ‘listen to the oppressed, not the oppressors’ (including theologically), solidarity action must reflect the priorities of the oppressed, and ‘there’s no gain without pain’ - oppressive structures will never be dismantled without a fight, and there will be sufferers in that fight.
3.3   That solidarity action can be exemplified by the international banks’ campaign, which began in the UK when it was realised that Barclays was the biggest bank in South Africa, and that banks were crucial to the functioning of the apartheid system. A campaign developed which included attendance at AGMs, where apartheid often dominated the meeting, boycotts by students, trades unions and church groups, and international days of action where Barclays’ offices in several countries would all be picketed on the same day. Initially this got the issue talked about, and bank executives among other had to get well-briefed on what apartheid was, but eventually the uproar began to have a serious effect on the bank’s business. Barclays lost thousands of accounts, but also found it could not get its money out of South Africa as the Government prevented that, and it became clear ultimately that Barclays lost much financially as well as morally for its involvement in apartheid. Other banks were also targeted and eventually a list of the ‘Dirty Thirty’ was produced, from ten countries, and campaigns were conducted against all of them, in differing forms.

3.4   Such modest campaigning did not of course bring down apartheid, but it gave much sustenance to those battling from the inside, and we sought always to test our campaign targets with the priorities of the freedom movements. The same principle applied with anti-racist work in the UK and at European level. The PCR had its more local parallels such as the Community and Race Relations Unit (CRRU), later the Churches Commission for Racial Justice, in the UK, and the Churches Committee (later Commission) for Migrants in Europe (CCME).

3.5   During the period when the PCR was most active, from time to time the issue of the caste system in South Asia was raised, but there were other priorities, it was difficult to address because there was little or no colour difference, and was deemed a difficult area due to the the place of caste in Hinduism and the potential for tensions in inter-faith relationships. However in the last ten years caste discrimination as the largest systemic violation of human rights in the world, has gradually risen up the international agenda. There are still many manifestations of racism to be addressed, but this Paper now focuses on the evolving campaign against caste-based discrimination, CBD. Much of the solidarity work which has evolved relating to CBD has its roots in the evolution of anti-apartheid activity in the sixties and seventies.  Countries have been divided into ‘caste-affected countries’ (CACs) and ‘less-affected countries’ (LACs), such as those in Europe and North America. 
4. Solidarity work in ‘Less-Affected Countries’.

4.1   Initially campaigners on caste in European countries faced a great deal of ignorance by political, business and church leaders. I do not blame them for that, despite what I had learned from PCR I was largely ignorant until undertaking my sabbatical visit to India at the end of 1997. Even then I only realised gradually that CBD exists also in Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka, and that ‘discrimination by work and descent’ (as the UN describes it) is also present in several African countries, Yemen and Japan. Perhaps inevitably however, India is the primary focus as it is there that up to 200 million Dalits and also many indigenous or ‘tribal’ people are affected. In 1998 the CTBI published my book ‘Caste Out’, at almost the same time as ‘Broken People’ by Smita Narula of Human Rights Watch, which was very influential in the international human rights field. Eventually contacts with other concerned individuals and agencies led in 1999 to the formation of the Dalit Solidarity Network (DSN) UK. Gradually the Network was able to convince at least some of those engaged in a variety of relationships with CACs that this is a serious human rights issue. It was of course complicated by the fact that few from outside and not everyone inside can tell the difference between castes. There is little or no colour difference, so discrimination is more easily hidden than in Europe, as in the US or southern Africa.

4.2   However, assisted by comrades from the affected countries, both located there and in the diaspora, gradually the message sunk in. Our work was handicapped by the insistence, when LAC people spoke to non-Dalit Indians both locally and in India, that caste is not for ‘outsiders’. We have usually been told, ‘This is an internal issue. It is of long-standing. It is not a matter for the international community. It must be resolved internally, and we are making progress.’ However when we went back to Dalit colleagues with this message they rejected it strongly. So we have persisted. The work was assisted by the setting up in March 2000 of the International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN), with members of differing strengths from seven European countries, as well as the major caste-affected countries, and with contacts also in North America.
4.3   In the UK (as is most IDSN countries) the target areas we have focused on have been politicians and civil servants - particularly those working in foreign affairs and international development, business leaders - especially in large companies which are expanding into India and other south Asian countries, trades unionists, church leaders and (less successfully) the media. Things have changed, initially when we raised caste Ministers, civil servants and company chairmen didn’t know what we were talking about, now they do. However they are still cautious. It is clear when they consult colleagues in India, especially as these colleagues are almost always non-Dalit Indians, they are warned off the issue. One tactic developed to bring the matter to companies was to ask them to endorse the ‘Ambedkar Principles’ on employment equality, based on similar principles drawn up in the UK on racial equality in employment. These Principles were developed with colleagues in other European countries, with whom IDSN has also drawn up the Dalit Discrimination Check, based on companies’ human rights obligations. In the UK, when we spoke to company directors, and trades unionists who had members in companies operating in India, they said they did not see why there should be a problem in adopting these Principles. However when the companies talked to their Human Resources people in India the answer came back, ‘No way’. 

4.4   One tactic used in engaging with UK companies, learned in the anti-apartheid years, has been attending the Annual Meeting of the company, which can be done if one holds shares. Some of the same banks and companies were now expanding into south Asia so those of us still holding a few shares were able to go to the Meetings, raise the caste issue, ask to speak with the Chairmen and then put to them what they could do to raise the issue. Dialogue has also been established with the private sector in Germany, Denmark and The Netherlands, but in almost all cases there is reluctance to face up to the seriousness of CBD. 

4.5   In some UK-based companies we have had a reasonably sympathetic response. They have been willing to discuss the issue and, in the case of HSBC bank, invited me to go to India in late 2008 to see what they were doing and advise as to how they could do better. We have actually had a more helpful response from banks than from the church investors. I have tried several times to get the Churches which hold large sums in some of these companies to act as they eventually did in anti-apartheid years and press them to adopt the Ambedkar Principles. There has been no response – the same as we used to get in relation to investment in companies profiting from apartheid. It might have been hoped that church investors had learned something from that but apparently not. I believe the situation is similar in other European countries.

4.6    A further problem is lack of continuity in funding. The Dalit Solidarity Network in the UK initially got support from Christian Aid and the Methodist Relief and Development Fund. However after the ‘statutory’ three to five years this ended, though Christian Aid has continued to fund IDSN. There seems to be an approach by all funding agencies that, ‘We have done that topic now, we want to do something new’. However this is going to be a struggle for decades, if not longer, and there needs to be a longer-term and more consistent approach. A very senior person in one Christian agency told me the same as we heard from the Indian authorities, ‘This is something that must be resolved in India’. Hence we got no more assistance. Experience in some other European countries is better, church agencies such as Danchurchaid, Cordaid, Brot fur die Welt and Miserior have given far more consistent support in Germany and the Netherlands. With this help much joint action has been possible, in the EU – the Commission and the Pariliament - and in the various UN-related bodies (see the work of IDSN on its website, www.idsn.org).

5.  What more is required?

a) Study.   
5.1  To address the caste problem effectively from outside those in LACs need to learn much more about the history of the struggle against caste, especially the thinking of Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar, and about the current situation. Dr Ambedkar was a Dalit and son of a railway worker who, largely due to a wealthy patron, was able to take doctorates in economics and law at the LSE in London and the Columbia University in New York, and went on to battle with Gandhi on behalf of the Dalits in the writing of the Indian Constitution and beyond. Ambedkar lived between 1891 and 1956, and is historically the most powerful advocate on behalf of Dalits. See Appendix and (2) for a summary of Ambedkar’s thought, which is deeply critical of Hinduism and capitalism.
5.2  This creates some real challenges both for those involved in the Dalit struggle and those in solidarity situations, both in economic and interfaith spheres. In terms of the latter most of those who might be supportive of solidarity work are also engaged in interfaith dialogue and will find difficult what Ambedkar says about Hinduism. Another thinker in this area is Professor Kancha Ilaiah, in Why I am not a Hindu he critiques the philosophy of ‘Hindutva’ (3) and in Buffalo Nationalism he describes what he sees as the spiritually fascist nature of Hinduism (4). He also writes newspaper articles and has received threats due to his outspoken comments. I have experienced personally some of this problem, both in radio broadcasts and newspaper articles I have been accused of attacking Hinduism. One newspaper article accused me of ‘going for the jugular’ (throat) in relation to Hinduism. In the first half of 2008 the Hindu Forum and Hindu Council both put out reports in the UK opposing the efforts of DSN and others to get CBD included in the Equalities legislation currently passing through the UK Parliament. Here is a quote from a recent BBC radio programme demonstrating the kind of attitudes we are dealing with, from Kapil Dudakia of the Hindu Forum of Britain –The caste system is not faith based, but is fundamentally a social phenomenon found in many forms around the world. Its premise is that a father's occupation is passed down through the generations. As far as the United Kingdom is concerned, caste is well and truly non-existent, unless you happen to be a member of the Royal Family...

Those who campaign for a caste discrimination law are therefore using the issue as a smokescreen in an attempt to promote themselves and their real cause - which is to convert people to their faith.


5.3  In response to this approach Castewatch, which is a secular group seeking to raise the profile of caste in the UK, called a Conference in March 2009 for the Indian Christian community, for them to voice their difficulties with discrimination as practiced in the UK (see www.castewatchuk.org). A major problem faced is the ignorance of the issue, which is why our education systems are important.  Children are reading books about Hinduism such as those in my daughter’s school library which say ‘Hinduism divides people into social groups or castes’, without saying anything about what that means, and ‘Hindus have many rules about how to eat. Cleanliness is very important and some will only eat with people of their own class’, without explain why. Hence there is much work to be done in re-educating Europeans in general on caste. If there is an Indian diaspora the issue of caste also needs to be addressed with them, especially with any Dalit communities, although they are often understandably reluctant to engage, as they left India to get away from such things. Interfaith relationships is also something we need to talk about in the context of solidarity work in LACs. Some other useful literature is listed in the Appendix, including by Fr Prakash Louis (5) and a recent book on the incident in September 2006 in Khairlanji (6), where a Dalit mother, daughter and two sons were murdered in appalling circumstances. The latter gives an informative analysis of why such terrible incidents can happen.
b) Awareness of the Struggle.     
5.4   The level and the effectiveness of international solidarity work depends to some degree on the intensity of the struggle against CBD in the CACs. The more that is happening, the more the international community is challenged, and the greater the opportunity for an effective response. It sounds harsh to say it but, to rephrase the old saying, ‘the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the change’. The brave slave rebellions brought great attention to the fight against slavery. The courageous marchers of the Civil Rights Movement against the whips of Sheriff Bull Connor’s police brought their appalling situation into the world spotlight. The UK police failures in the murder of young black Stephen Lawrence, and various miscarriages of justice against black people, exposed institutional racism in Britain. The seeds of the destruction of apartheid can be traced back to the Sharpeville Massacre, which took place 49 years ago on 21st March, when black Africans were making peaceful protest and were met with police bullets. 69 of them were killed, shot in the back as they ran from the gunfire. March 21st became known as Sharpeville Day and is now the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. June 16th is Soweto Day, as already mentioned
5.5    There is theological work to be done here on a theology of redemption, who pays the price and what are the responsibilities of the redeemed – which is the rest of us whose humanity is restored by the sacrifice of those who struggle.  No-one wants terrible things to occur but as Dalit assertiveness grows and the struggle intensifies they are likely to, and those of us outside must be increasingly alert to what is happening daily to Dalits - attacks, exclusions (from land, water, educational institutions, jobs), arson, rape and murder. We need a sophisticated information system about the situation to help us communicate to our politicians, media, church leaders and others in the public eye so they realise what an iniquitous system CBD is, how deeply it is entrenched in Indian society and culture, and how damaging it is to our humanity. LAC people need to get on the list-serve of monitoring groups like the People’s Media, Advocacy and Resource Centre (PMARC), which reports daily on ‘Dalits in the News’, and follow the same process on the IDSN website, but also to make sure such essential groups have sufficient resources to continue their work.
5.6  All this will be helped by high-profile activities, often secular but also for ecumenical purposes involving Christians. Examples can be conferences of church leaders, tours by CAC representatives (Dalit ‘Equianos’ and ‘Tambos’) and visits of victims of caste atrocities such as took place in the Conference on Dalit Women in the Netherlands in 2006, supported primarily by CORDAID. There will of course be criticism, as there was of the antislavery movement and the PCR, that will tell us we are beginning to affect power.  However the possibilities are far-reaching, Prakash Louis says he believes the Dalit struggle could alter the very structure of Indian society, as it will. Action in CACs is like the primary arm of the pincer, international action in LACs is then the secondary pincer-arm, but it is dependent upon - and will be ineffective without - vigorous activity by the primary forces within the CACs. Clear messages from Dalit and Indian church leaders, and the international ecumenical bodies, for solidarity action by the Churches around the world are vital. 

c)  Developing an Engagement Strategy.    
5.7   Hence there is a need to develop a strategy for the Churches in Less-Affected Countries (LACs), and for the Churches in the CACs to become much more involved in the activities of the Dalit communities there. The groundwork for this was done in the International Ecumenical Conference on Justice for Dalits held in Bangkok in March this year by WCC and the LWF. There is an increasing realisation that caste is a serious human rights issue but awareness has grown much more slowly than it should. Christian development agencies in some European countries have been supportive of solidarity work but thus far have failed to ignite real interest among the Churches. National ecumenical bodies in LACs should without delay set up Dalit Ecumenical Support Groups, located in a specific denomination or ecumenical body, with a remit to study the problem, liaise with solidarity networks and Dalit communities, and work out a strategy for engaging with CBD over a given period of time. These Groups should relate to the local Solidarity Network or Platform, and to any Dalit communities in the local Indian diaspora, to ensure they work in harmony with them. This and other suggestions appear in the Declaration and Call of the Bangkok Conference which is a key document, available on both WCC and LWF websites.  Any strategy needs to work out how firstly to address LAC Governments and their relationships with India and the other CAC’s, secondly to raise public awareness - including in the media and the education system, thirdly to pursue private sector involvement in CACs and lastly to re-evaluate ecumenical relationships with CAC churches. It hardly needs to be said but at European level such initiatives could and should be linked with the Conference of European Churches (CEC), or one of its related bodies, not least because of the importance of addressing the European political institutions. 
5.8   The current major campaign for DSN UK and some of our Indian and IDSN partners is to support those who currently work as manual scavengers, who have formed their own movement, the SKA. Scavenging is outlawed in India but as in other fields the law carries insufficient weight. Officials can often declare, ‘There is no scavenging in our area’, whereas activists have filmed scavengers at work within a hundred metres, and campaigned around the deaths of scavengers overcome by fumes or noxious substances. There are calls for international action around either World Toilet Day on Nov. 19th and/or World Water Day, on 22nd November. The ambitious target is to end scavenging in India by the opening of the Commonwealth Games in Delhi in October 2010. 
5.9   Finally, Prakash Louis raises the questions of how international solidarity work can fully benefit the masses of Dalits, and of division within Dalit leadership inside CACs. Hence a further issue for any ecumenical solidarity movement is how it can help the Dalit movements address these questions, for without doing so the struggle will take a great deal longer. There can be no better words to finish with than those of Dr Ambedkar – 
educate, agitate and organize....With justice on our side I do not see how we can lose our battle.... The battle is in the fullest sense spiritual.... ours is a battle not for wealth or for power. It is a battle for freedom. It is the battle for the reclamation of the human personality.

Revd David Haslam, a founder and trustee of the Dalit Solidarity Network (UK) and Co-Convenor of the International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN) 2002-6

Appendix
Dr Gail Omvedt, originally from the USA but who has lived and worked with Indian village women since 1979, and writes from a Marxist perspective, and in Dalits and the Democratic Revolution has summarised Ambedkar’s thought in six themes –

i)  An uncompromising dedication to the needs of his people, the Dalits, which required the           annihilation of the caste system and the Brahmanic superiority it embodied;

ii) An almost equally strong dedication to the reality of India whose historical-cultural interpretation he sought to wrest from the imposition of a ‘Hindu’ identity;

iii) A conviction that the eradication of caste required a repudiation of Hinduism as a religion and adoption of an alternative religion, which he found in Buddhism;

iv) A broad economic radicalism interpreted as ‘socialism’, mixed with... a liberal dedication to individual rights;

v) A fierce rationalism which burned through his attacks on Hindu superstitions ....to interpret even Buddhism in ‘liberation theology’ forms;

vi) A political orientation which linked a firmly autonomous Dalit movement with a constantly attempted alliance of the socially and economically exploited (Dalits and Shudras, or ‘workers and peasants’ in class terms).... as an alternative to the Congress Party of ‘Brahmanism’ and ‘capitalism’ (2).

Another helpful book is The Political Sociology of Dalit Assertion, by Fr Prakash Louis, who describes the growth of Dalit identity and its importance in creating a new Dalit assertiveness which is found in many places. He writes of the importance of collective action, which is now emerging in a range of social movements against CBD (5). LAC members of the ecumenical family need to make themselves fully aware of the difficulties that face Dalits who raise their heads in challenging CBD, especially in relation to the atrocities which often result. Despite the 1989 Prevention of Atrocities Act there are still daily attacks on Dalits, some of them absolutely horrific. One that might be highlighted is the incident at Khairlanji in September 2006 when a mother, daughter and two sons were dragged from their house by a mob, beaten, raped and murdered, with their bodies thrown into a nearby canal. The police failed to act either before or after the incident, Dalits in surrounding villages and towns rioted, and police activity included village raids, wholesale arrests, false charges against Dalit leaders, lathi charges and one young Dalit man being killed.

 There is an analysis of this in the recent book Khairlanji – a Strange and Bitter Crop by Anand Teltumbde, and leaders in LAC’s need to read these books to understand the violence Dalits face. What struck me about Teltumbde’s account was the viciousness of the attack and the mob hatred which engendered it (6). Six of those involved were hanged but too often no-one is punished. For example there was the February 2009 acquittal of all 10 accused in the Narayanpur, Bihar, massacre of 11 Dalits, five of them women, in 1999. There have been other group murders such as at Kamballapalli (2000) and in Haryana (2003), and there are daily stories of assaults, rapes, burnings and murders, including in police custody, such as the one in Pune on 6th March this year. To me all this sounds just like South Africa under apartheid, where there was little protection or redress for those who are victimised in profoundly oppressive structures, and individuals or small groups needed enormous courage to stand against the system.
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(3) Why I am not a Hindu, Kancha Ilaiah, Samya (Second Edition), Calcutta 2005, see p.47-53.

(4) Buffalo Nationalism: a Critique of Spiritual Fascism, K Ilaiah, Samya, Calcutta 2004, see p.57-61.

(5) Political Sociology of Dalit Assertion, Prakash Louis, Gyan, New Delhi 2003, esp. Chapters 3 and 6.

(6) Khairlanji: a Strange and Bitter Crop, Anand Teltumbde, Navayana, New Delhi 2008, p.38-41
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