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Abstract: Christian conversion has become a major topic of discussion amongst academics, religious
leaders, and policymakers alike in recent decades, especially in developing countries. Nepal has
witnessed one of the highest rates of Hinduism to Christianity conversion in South Asia. Whilst
there are no legal restrictions for religious conversion in Nepal, the conversion from Hinduism to
Christianity appears to be disproportionately higher amongst Dalit communities in Nepal. However,
religious conversion amongst Nepalese Dalits is yet to be fully understood. This research uses mixed
methodologies of data collection and analysis to explore various issues related to religious conversion
amongst Hindu Dalits into Christianity in Nepal. Results indicate whilst elderly and female Dalits
tended to convert to Christianity, a range of factors specific to personal and communal biographies
including social, cultural, emotional, and spiritual interplay together to shape the process of religious
conversion amongst the Dalits. The paper concludes that the study of religious conversion should
consider a range of sociocultural factors to fully understand the dynamics of religious conversion
amongst Dalits.
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1. Introduction

Religious conversion is a process by which a person commits to the beliefs of a new
religious tradition and shifts away from their previously held religious beliefs (Stark and
Finke 2000). Whilst religious conversions take place mainly for spiritual reasons, a range
of other personal and sociocultural factors also underpin such conversions (Parrucci
1968; Cartledge 2013; Doron and Broom 2013; Stronge et al. 2021). Political changes in a
country’s history and religious freedom tend to play a role in accelerating modernisation
and social changes such as religious conversion (Wankhede 2009; Falla 2001; Turner 2013;
Fernandes 2011). The abolition of Hindu monarchy and declaration of a secular republic in
an overwhelmingly Hindu country Nepal in 2008 has brought the thorny issue of religion
to the forefront of political debate amongst political parties, civil society, and religious
institutions (Fricke 2008; Letizia 2012). Along with state restructuring and inclusive polity,
secularism and republicanism constituted two key demands of the Maoists, who waged a
decade-long civil war in Nepal causing more than 17 thousand deaths and the destruction
of infrastructures costing billions in the poverty-stricken country. Whilst meeting Maoists’
demands ended the civil war, religious conversion in general and conversion to Christianity
in particular began to rise dramatically following the declaration of a secular state in Nepal.
Published statistics demonstrate that the Christian population grew exponentially from
10, 200 in 2001 to almost 400,000 (1.4 per cent), with much growth taking place after the
declaration of a secular state in Nepal (Central Bureau of Statistics 2001, 2011). Many
scholars argue that Nepal’s government census underreports the Christian population, and
Nepal’s Christian population is growing at 10.9 per cent annually since 1970; the current
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figure could be as high as 3 million (10 per cent) of Nepal’s population (Gordon—-Conwell
Theological Seminary 2013). Some projections suggest that between four and eight per
cent of the population of Nepal has converted to Christianity in the last two decades
alone (Fricke 2008). In Nepal and elsewhere, religions are inherently associated with local
and national politics and identity. As such, some political parties such as the Rastriya
Prajatantra Party (RPP) and other Hindu organizations in Nepal have demanded a Hindu
state and the restoration of Hindu kingdom (Doja 2000).

Religious proselytization is understood as an act of enticing or providing conditions
for inviting or persuading individuals for an involuntary forced conversion of people’s
religious faith through unfair means such as bribery, coercion, or violence, considered
illegal in many countries (Fountain 2015). Despite proselytization being considered illegal
in Nepal, conversion from Hinduism to Christianity appears to be disproportionately
higher amongst the Dalit communities, accounting for more than 65 per cent of Nepalese
Christians (Pattison 2018; Dhakal 2014). Data from India also indicate that between 60
to 70 per cent of Indian Christians have Dalit roots, and around 15 to 20 per cent are of
tribal origin (Robinson and Kujur 2010). Studies on religious conversions globally such as
Africa (Villa-Vicencio and Grassow 2009; Beidelman 1982), Asia (Flemming 2019; Lorenzen
2003; Griffiths 2003; Lamb and Bryant 1999; Romain 2000) and Latin America (Racine
2008; Cruz 2014; Apichella 1996) provide ample evidence of religious conversion into
Christianity raising global Christian population from 31.5 per cent in 2010 to 33 per cent
in 2018-19 (Anderson 2004). In addition, the growth of Christianity in Nepal should be
considered as a part of this global trend. However, the existence of a widespread precarious
socioeconomic status (poverty—48%; literacy—40%; chronic childhood malnutrition—60%;
food deficiency—85%; and life expectancy—48 years (Central Bureau of Statistics 2011))
and a disproportionally higher rate of religious conversion amongst Hindu Dalits have
opened up the debate if Dalits have been enticed and influenced inappropriately to sell
religion for money in exchange for conversion into Christianity through the activities
of foreign missionaries (Gibson 2019). In addition, a sudden and dramatic rise in the
economic status of many church leaders in Nepal has led to the suspicion that they might
have unduly influenced Dalits and indigenous communities towards religious conversion
in exchange for monetary and material incentives (Campbell 2016).

Whilst a milieu of personal emotional and psychological, sociocultural, and economic
factors interplay in a myriad of complex ways, financial and material incentives cannot
solely explain the process of religious conversion (Rambo 1993). Previous studies on
religious conversion in Nepal reported that religious conversions were mainly connected
with health, healing, and educational opportunity (Cartledge 2013; Doron and Broom 2013).
As religion is considered a journey of peace, joy, good health (healing), security, prosperity,
and eternity amongst other things, an attempt to understand religious conversion should
be understood as a part of broader transformative social-political process (Grudem 1994;
Foucault 2002).

Whilst the narratives of proselytization reflect the views of non-Dalits higher castes—
individuals and institutions who are primarily Hindus (Saiya and Manchanda 2020; Peace
2004)—previous research on Christian conversion in Nepal indicates that neither were the
converts enticed by the promise of economic prosperity nor did those newly converted
Christians including members of the Dalit community improved their economic status as a
direct result of conversion to Christianity (Upadhyay 2020; Rai 2017). This paper neither
makes any assumptions about religious conversion in Nepal nor does it naturally deducts
that the disproportionally high rate of Christian conversion amongst the Dalits is a direct
result of an active proselytization taking place in Nepal. This leaves the debate on religious
conversion in Nepal, especially the conversion of Hindu Dalits to Christianity in need
of further exploration and explanation, as it appears to be a part of the broader societal
changes encompassing of an individual’s life experiences, exercise of individual freedom,
and adaptation of modernity (Jindra 2014; Richardson 1985; Hood et al. 2018; Zinnbauer
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and Pargament 1998). As such, this paper uses a social theory framework to investigate the
phenomenon of Christian conversion of the Dalits in Nepal.

This paper investigates the issue of religious conversion amongst the Hindu Dalits
to Christianity within sociocultural institutions and action situations. In doing so, it
explores a range of push factors in Hinduism and pull factors in Christianity, which are
contributing to religious conversions amongst the Dalits in Nepal. The paper is structured
as follows: Section 1 introduces the issues of religious conversion in Nepal, whilst a
theoretical framework for the paper is presented in Section 2. Section 3 provides an
overview of the development of Christianity in Nepal. The research methods, sample
characteristics, and analytical approach used in the paper are given in Section 4. Results
and analysis are provided in Section 5. The conclusions of the paper are presented in
Section 6.

2. Overview of Social Theory of Religious Conversion

Although the study of religious conversion came to prominence in the heyday of
the New Religious Movements, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, the process of religious
conversion is not a new phenomenon, dating back to the early twentieth century, especially
during the colonisation period when many parts of the world were ruled by the Europeans
(Zinnbauer and Pargament 1998). The recent resurgence in religious conversion in terms of
both academic discourse and practice has begun to recognize it as a significant process in
human socialization (Snow and Machalek 1984). Despite the development of a considerable
volume of scholarship and global growth in religious conversion, especially to Christianity,
there is little agreement on what constitutes religious conversion and the factors that
facilitate and constraint such conversions (Long and Hadden 1983; Thumma 1991). As
such, the complex mosaic of religious conversion can only be understood and explained
fully by broadening its notion to encompass a range of socioeconomic contexts in which
religious activities are nested upon and cases of radical changes whereby individuals seek
to alter their biographies, perspectives, and identities in a variety of settings in which such
conversions take place (Greil and Rudy 1983; Paloutzian et al. 1999).

Literature on religious conversion can be broadly categorised into three schools of
thought, namely brainwashing, personal identity, and sociopsychological tipping point.
Firstly, proponents of the brainwashing hypothesis argue that individuals experiencing
traumatic life events are vulnerable and susceptible to falling into the hands of “master
manipulators” who would brainstorm them to religious conversion (Singer and Lalich
1995). For example, the rise of cult groups and religious fundamentalism and religious
orthodoxy radicalise potential converts to abandon their current religious affiliation and
show legion to new religion as a way of overcoming traumatic life experiences. However,
the brainwashing hypothesis has come under attack in recent decades because significant
decision such as religious conversion is considered to be an individual decision, which
can be influenced by individual’s unique circumstance but not deterministically altered
by so-called manipulators, although they may cause the radicalisation. As such, religious
conversion should explore a range of both individual and societal issues including socio-
cultural, economic, political, and psychological aspects to fully understand why people
with good jobs, homes, and families might want to give up such lives to become members
of a communal religious movement and ultimately convert to another religion (Barker
1984). Apologists such as McGrath (2012), who was an aggressive atheist himself previ-
ously, argue that an effective communication of Christian ideas, values, and faith enable
non-Christians and nonbelievers to expand their reasoning and imagination by engaging
with Christianity. In doing so, the even the nonbelievers slowly begin to find meaning to
their life by engaging in a deeper richness of understanding of the Christian faith.

Secondly, proponents of the ‘personal identity theory” argue that religious conversion
should be understood as the process of altering an individual’s biography and life history,
which is a result of symbolic interactions with religious institutional arrangements and
their surroundings (Travisano 1970). Failure to provide enough attachment and sense of
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belonging by an individual’s current religious faith causing apathy and ‘identity crisis’
act as a catalyst in the process of religious conversion as individuals seek to resolve their
identity problems (Bankston et al. 1981). In doing so, individuals seek to redefine their
situations in religious terms and create a world of fresh religious beliefs and reinterpretation
of self-identity by seeking to reorient themselves towards new religions through religious
conversion (Beckford 1997). A growing body of literature argues that individuals seek to
create their own psychoanthropological realm through hermeneutic explorations of religion
and faith (McCullough and Willoughby 2009; Newton and McIntosh 2013; Hindmarsh
2014). Such explorations often enable individuals to bring a sense of purpose and new
meanings to their existence by way of adoption of a new faith through religious conversions
(Oviedo 2019).

Similarly, Peck (1987) argues that newly assumed religious identity not only provides
them moral solace but builds connections between religious faith and futuristic hope
through the intervention of God. In doing so, the newly converted often draw parallels
about their own experience and biographies and many of those historical biblical figures
(Maruna et al. 2006). The positive role that the church groups provided through accep-
tance and welcoming and forgiveness about an individual’s previous religious experience
provide an impetus for religious conversion. Furthermore, individuals’ particular circum-
stances coupled with institutional and procedural easiness in converting play an enabling
role for the converts to assume and sustain personal identity. Richards (1978) posits that
the church community and missionaries often encourage and emphasize an ideological
shift, arguing that sustaining ideologies are crucial to the survival of religious identity in
extreme situations (Skotnicki 1996; Timor 1998).

Thirdly, traumatic experiences encountered by individuals in their current religious
affiliation inflict them with long-term sociopsychological impacts, which act as a tipping
point for them to seek alternative religious identity. The proponents of the sociopsychologi-
cal tipping point argue that individuals flounder amongst various religious alternatives
and are characterized by openness to a variety of religious views. The ‘seven stages model’
of religious conversion proposed by Lofland and Stark (1965) argues that consideration
of individuals’ biographical and sociocultural disposition is crucial in understanding the
process of religious conversion amongst them. As such, they contend that individuals
experience enduring and acute tensions from their current religious faith and consider
religion as not only the source of their problems but also an exit option as a problem-solving
mechanism (Sykes 2021). Upon reaching a tipping point and exhaustion of coping strength
due to rising apathy towards their religion, individuals seek alternative religious affiliation
and affirm bonds to the individuals from another religious background (Goffman 1968).
The intensive interactions between the potential converts and other individuals from what
would be his/her new religion leads to a complete dissociation from current religious faith
and declaration of a legion to the new religion affiliation to restore their lost socioreligious
status (Mead 1967; Heffernan 2019).

3. Historical Overview of Christianity in Nepal

Historical evidence suggests that the first Christian missionary to set foot in Nepal
was a Portuguese Jesuit Father named Juan Cabral, who arrived in Kathmandu Valley in
1628 (Sharma 2001). The ruling king Laxmi Narsingh Malla conferred him with Tamrapatra
(Copper Plate), allowing him to preach Christianity in Nepal. A short visit by two European
missionaries named Albert d’Orville (Belgian) and Johann Grueber (Austrian) in 1661 to
Nepal marked another milestone in the history of Christianity in Nepal (Barclay 2009). The
Vatican in Rome sent Capuchin Fathers to set up a permanent mission station in Kathmandu
in 1715 during the reign of King Ranajit Malla. The Capuchin Fathers preached Christianity
in Patan and Bhaktapur areas for more than half a century until they were banned by King
Prithvi Narayan Shah upon conquering the Malla kingdoms of the Kathmandu Valley in
1769 (Alsop 1996).
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Whilst the Malla kings of the Valley welcomed Christian missionaries, the state prose-
cution of Christians began in Nepal with the beginning of the Shah Dynasty in the Valley, as
King Prithvi Narayan Shah expelled more than 57 newly converted Christian Newars from
Nepal to Bettiah (India) and banned other religions except for Hinduism (Landon 1928).
However, a small number of Evangelists of Nepali origin in India (Darjeeling) were able
to enter Nepal surreptitiously to preach Christianity. As the world war began in 1914, the
first ordained pastor of Nepali origin Ganga Prasad Pradhan came to Kathmandu with his
forty followers from Darjeeling to preach Christianity mainly through Bible translation
and other evangelistic advocacy (Alsop 1996). However, upon finding out their presence in
Kathmandu, the state ordered them to leave the country immediately, saying, ‘there is no
room for Christians in Nepal” (Perry 1990, p. 34).

The fall of the oligarch Rana rule and introduction of democracy in 1950 marked some
degree of religious freedom in Nepal, and King Tribhuvan appealed to foreign organisations
including Christian missionaries to assist Nepal in development activities. However, the
Christian missionaries were given a limited scope and were mainly supporting Nepal in
health and education sectors through United Mission to Nepal (UMN). Mission hospitals
in Tansen (Palpa), Bhaktapur, and Ampipal (Gorkha) and schools such as St. Xavier’s
and St. Mary’s Schools in Jawalakhel (Lalitpur) and Amar Jyoti Secondary School in
Luintel (Gorkha) were established by Christian missionaries. Whilst there were virtually
no Christians in Nepal before 1951, Christianity slowly spread in Nepal expanding its
population to 458 in 1961. As the work of the Christian missionaries intensified in Nepal, the
Christian population grew steadily throughout the 1970s and 1980s during the Panchayat
era. As people’s movement gained momentum against the Panchayat rule, people’s
freedom was curtailed, including religious freedom; Christians were prosecuted, and many
church leaders were jailed or fled the country in the 1980s.

The introduction of multiparty democracy in 1990 ushered a new era for democratic
freedom including religious freedom, which led to increased activities of the Christian
missionaries, and the Christian population increased steadily, reaching 10, 200 in 2001
(Central Bureau of Statistics 2001). The end of a 10-year-long Maoist war, overthrowing
of constitutional Hindu monarchy, and establishment of a secular state in 2008 marked
another milestone in religious freedom in Nepal. The Christian population grew expo-
nentially, reaching 375,699 (1.4 per cent) of the country’s population by 2011 (Central
Bureau of Statistics 2011), making Nepal one of the countries with the fastest-growing
Christianity, with 10.9 per cent annual growth since 1970 (United States Department 2018).
Christmas is included as one of the public holidays in Nepal owing to a significant rise
in the Nepalese Christian population. Whilst proselytise and forced conversions are con-
sidered legally punishable, the Christian population continues to grow rapidly in Nepal.
It is widely claimed that the population of non-Hindu are systematically underreported
in Nepalese censuses, with many observers estimating Nepal’s Christian population as
1 million (FNCN 2012) and some even estimating it around 3 million (10 per cent) of the
population (Gordon—Conwell Theological Seminary 2013).

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Study Site

This study was carried out in the Ghorahi area of Dang in the midwestern area of
Nepal. Ghorahi lies in the catchment of the River Babai within the Chure Range in the
inner Terai area of Nepal. As such, Ghorahi Valley is characterized by fertile land, which is
suitable for agriculture. Ghorahi City was declared a submetropolitan city during the state
restructuring process in 2015. It is situated about 23 km northwest from the neighbouring
town of Lamahi, which is situated along the east-west Mahendra Highway. Ghorahi Valley
has a relatively accessible landscape, mainly due to its connectivity with towns and cities
in the neighbouring districts including Salyan, Pyuthan, Banke, Surkhet, Arghakhanchi,
and Rolpa. It also has good transport facilities, which has made travelling easier for the
residents including those attending churches and Christian missionaries. As it is a city area,
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about 60-70 per cent of the houses in the area are built from cement, whilst the remaining
30—40 per cent of the houses are made from locally available materials such as straw, mud,
bamboo, wood, and mud, amongst others. Figure 1 below shows the map of the study
area. Administratively, Ghorahi is the headquarter of the Dang District, where most of
the government offices, schools, colleges, health posts, hospitals, and camps of security
agencies such as Nepal Police, Nepal Army, and Armed Police Force are also situated in
the area.

Map of Nepal
Dang district in red colour

Figure 1. Map of the Study Area.

Demographically, Ghorahi is a multicultural city, where people from different commu-
nities including Brahmin, Chhetri, Newar, Magar, Gurung, Tharu, Muslim, Kami, Damai,
Sarki, Badi, and Sanyasi) live. Historically, Dang District was ruled by the Tharu Dynasty
and was ruled by a Tharu king Dangisaran before King Prithvi Narayan Shah united the
country. Dang District is still endowed with rich Tharu culture, tradition, and language.
Ghorahi is a significant place for migration because of road access and easy travel from
neighbouring districts, which has considerably increased the population of the city. The
settlement pattern within the city demonstrates distinct clustering of caste and ethnicity in
the area. Newari communities, who are mostly involved in business, reside in the central
area of the city, whereas historically oppressed Badi and Damai communities live on the
western side of the city. Similarly, Magar communities are located on the north side of the
city, and other communities such as Tharu, Chhetri, and Brahmins live on the southwestern
part of the city along the bank of the Babai River. Whilst the settlement patterns in Ghorahi
represent a clear communal clustering, the centre part of the city remains home to people
from different castes, increasing interactions amongst people following different religions
and observing different culture and traditions. As such, the multicultural population of
Ghorahi provided a unique opportunity to investigate the interactions of people from
different faiths.

Published statistics indicate that the total population of Ghorahi Valley is 156,164
people. A significant proportion of the population (63 per cent) are involved in agricul-
ture, whereas the remaining 37 per cent of people are involved in nonagricultural sectors
such as government services, police, armed forces, business, teaching, and several other
technical professions including doctors and engineers (Ghorahi Municipality 2018). As
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a fast-growing city, Ghorahi has seen rapid industrialization in recent years. Published
statistics show, altogether, 2356 small and big industries with two big cement factories in
operation in the area. Furthermore, Ghorahi has 86 industries, which employ more than
10 workers (Ghorahi Municipality 2018).

Similarly, the district of Dang has relatively better educational facilities compared
to other neighbouring districts. A total of 602 schools are in operation in the district, of
which 424 schools are government schools, whilst the remaining 178 are private schools.
Despite having good access to education in the area, only 74 per cent of the primary school
enrolments are admitted to higher education, and only 11.2 per cent of them complete their
higher education, which is significantly higher amongst the Dalits communities in the area
(DDC 2018).

4.2. Research Methods

Data for this research was collected through key informant interviews and focus group
discussions. A total of five focus group discussions were held in four church groups in
Ghorahi City, namely Pratapi Church, Susamachar Church, Balidan Church, Anugrahan
Church, and Jyoti Church. A total of 41 key informant interviews were also carried out as a
part of this research. A snowball sampling method was used to recruit participants living
and working in Ghorahi. Four eligibility criteria were used for recruiting participants: Dalit
castes; Christians; age at least 18 years; and residency, living in Ghorahi either temporarily
or permanently. In order to obtain representative data, the participants were recruited
from different age groups such as 15-25 years, 2640 years, and above 40 years, as it was
crucial to collect data on informants” experience of religious conversion across different
age groups. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the research participants.

Table 1. Characteristics of the Sample.

Categories Number and Location of Key Informant Interviews and Focus Group Discussions
Key Informants/ . .
Informants Kuragraphy Focus Group Discussions
Pratapi Sigr(:aachliar Balidaan Anugraha Jyoti Church
Church Church Church Church (Shewar
(Bharatpur) (Rajhena) (Lohasur) (Rangara) Khola)
Gender
Male 6 15 3 3 3 3 3
Female 4 26 6 5 5 5 5
Caste
Dalits 10 41 9 8 8 8 8
Occupation
Traditional occupation 2 7 3 3 0 1 0
Housewife 3 13 3 1 3 2 4
Daily wage labour 8 0 1 4 1 2
Student 1 3 1 0 1 1 0
Businessman 1 3 1 0 0 2 0
Pastor 1 5 1 2 0 1 1
Government Officer 1 1 0 1 0 0 0
Teacher 1 1 0 0 0 0 1
Marital status
Married 5 26 9 3 4 5 5
Unmarried 2 6 0 1 2 2 1
Intercaste married 1 6 0 2 1 1 2
Widow 2 3 0 2 1 0 0
Level of Education
Illiterate 1 11 2 3 3 2 1
School Level 5 11 2 3 2 2 2
College Level 4 19 5 2 3 4 5
Total 10 41 9 8 8 8 8

Source: Author’s fieldwork.
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In total, ten participants representing various Dalit castes including Damai, Kami,
Sarki, and Badi took part in the key informant interviews, of whom six were male and four
were female. The age range of the participants was 18-74. Similarly, five participants were
married, two were unmarried, one had intercaste marriage, and two were widows.

A total of five key focus group discussions were held in five settlement areas of
Ghorahi City, where forty-one participants took part in the research. All the respondents
belonged to the Dalit castes. Twenty-six participants were female, and fifteen were male.
Participants had different marital statuses: twenty-six were married, six were unmarried,
and six had intercaste marriage, whilst three participants were unmarried. Similarly,
research participants came from diverse professional backgrounds such as agriculture,
business, teaching, pastoring, housewife, civil service, and wage labour. Generally, some
of the participants belonging to the Pariyar caste, who were financially well off, had set
up tailoring businesses, whilst those who did not have the financial capability worked as
custom sewers in tailoring shops. Bishwokarma (Kaami) had set up jewellery shops and
worked as goldsmiths, whilst participants belonging to Nepali (Sarki) worked as cobblers.
Members of the Badi community were mostly singers and dancers who previously worked
as prostitutes. Dalit castes such as Pariyar, Bishwokarma, and Nepali are called also Damai,
Kaami, and Sarki, respectively, although the use of such terms is not preferred by Dalit
castes mainly due to the stigma attached with them. Higher castes such as Brahmin and
Chbhetri were involved in civil service, whilst Newars were mostly involved in the business.
Ethnic communities such as Chaudhari were mostly worked as domestic workers and crop-
sharing farmers. The research site was still characterised by the prevalence of illiteracy, as
eleven participants were illiterate, eleven were educated to school level, and the remaining
nineteen had college-level education. Ethnic groups such as Chaudhari and Newars spoke
their ethnic languages as well as Nepali language, whilst participants from other castes
spoke Nepali language.

Unlike previous studies on Dalits of Nepal (Bishwakarma 2004; Parajuli 2007), this
research included a broad mix of participants from various walks of life who have converted
to Christianity including Dalit castes such as Damai, Kami, Sarki, and Badi. The rationale
for including a mix of participants is due to the need to have a range of views given
the complex nature of issues considered in this research, which included aspects such as
religious conversion, sociocultural transition, and cultural identity. These are contested
topics, as religious conversions are rapidly rising in Nepal, which has faced threats from
Hindu fundamentalists in recent years. The mix of participants also enabled a rich and in-
depth understanding of the issues pertaining to religious conversion through exploration
of Dalit experiences of converting to Christianity from Hinduism in Nepal and how such
transitions have impacted their lives and livelihoods (Krueger 2014).

Focus groups are appropriate for obtaining rich contextual data, as they help to
identify subjects’ concerns and stimulate fresh ideas pertinent to research issues through
debate and discussions, particularly when little is known at the outset (Hakim 2000). The
focus group discussion was also an efficient means of determining the language people
used when thinking and talking about their life experience as Christians in Nepal and the
prevailing social and institutional settings that facilitated their conversion to Christianity
(Krippendorff 2018). This helped to provide concentrated amounts of data in the partic-
ipants” own words. The participants’ interactions added richness to the data that might
be missed in individual interviews or surveys and, more importantly, provided critical
information for appreciating the social and cultural intricacies of the Dalit community both
under Hinduism and Christianity. Focus group discussions also provided an opportunity
for the researchers to interact directly with participants, facilitating discussions, probing
responses, posing follow-up questions, and clarifying any dubious and contentious issues
(Stewart and Shamdasani 2014; Foddy and Foddy 1994). Articulating opinions and pre-
senting their arguments on important aspects such as state restructuring, citizenship, and
constitution-making can be difficult for illiterate Dalits. The focus group method helped to
avoid answers such as, “I do not know what to say”. The rationale for choosing focus group
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discussions was also based on the necessity to stimulate research participants to build a
clearer picture of the political and social fabric within which the notion of citizenship was
visualised, claimed, and contested.

5. Analysis and Discussions
5.1. Overcoming Sociocultural Discrimination

The caste system is based on the “Hindu Pollution Concept” (Dumont 1980), which
underpins many sociocultural aspects associated with the Hindu religion. Despite sharing
many sociocultural practices including common deities, festivals, and rituals with higher
caste non-Dalits, Nepalese Dalits continue to face a myriad of complex sociocultural
disadvantages and discrimination linked to the violation of human rights, challenging
values of human dignity, democracy, equality, and social justice (Bhattachan et al. 2003), as
one respondent said:

[ ... Walking to the temple, singing, and dancing together during the ladies festival of
Teej has no meaning; we were not allowed to enter inside the temple, we had to worship
outside the temple. But once our family converted to Christianity, other fellow Christians
do not treat us differently ... ]

[Dalit Female, 55 years old]

Caste-based discrimination takes multiple forms including prohibition in temple entry,
avoidance of food and water, restrictions on intercaste marriage, and untouchability, even
though the constitution of Nepal declared Nepal as an “‘untouchable-free” country (Gellner
2007), as another participant said:

[ ... 21 years old Dalit man and his other five friends were brutally murdered and thrown
into a swelling river in Rukum District in western Nepal just for falling in love and
attempting to marry a girl from higher caste . .. |

[Dalit Male, 24 years old]

Discrimination and humiliation are experienced by Dalits in other aspects of their
social and economic life such as renting rooms, purchasing land and houses, and setting up
a business, as higher caste people avoid interactions particularly those with socioeconomic
implications with Dalits due to religious-based taboos. Such experiences were reported by
a number of research participants, as one of them said:

[ ... Iwas trying to buy land from a higher caste Brahmin to open a fresh house (meat
shop). Instead of selling his land to me, a local higher caste Brahmin family sold it to
another non-Dalit customer despite me offering competitive price because his high caste
neighbour did not want me to set up a meat shop in his area as I was a Dalit, but I also
had the money, mine was cash too . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 45 years old]

Higher caste individuals usually do not consume meat and meat-related products and
cooked food prepared by Dalits. Whilst consumption of beef is totally forbidden amongst
the Hindus, specific meat items such as pork and buffalo are not usually consumed by
higher caste Brahmins and Chhetris. Opening of a meat shop by a Dalit to sell buffalo meat
and pork was disapproved by the higher caste Brahmin, denying economic opportunity
for a Dalit. Evidence from around the world demonstrates that granting more rights and
opportunities, reducing inequalities, and tackling discrimination significantly contribute to
social justice and economic development (Pariyar and Lovett 2016; Lawoti 2005; Lawoti
and Hangen 2013). However, Dalits in Nepal continue to face a multitude of hindrances
not only in terms of their inability to contribute to society but also to benefit from the
community.

[ ... Under Hinduism, Dalits have become like deadweight as caste-based hierarchy
constrains opportunity to play an active role in village sociocultural life. Upon conversion,
I have become a pastor in the local church;, our youths, girls, and women are also active
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in the church group. All Christians are children of Jesus Christ, the God. There is no
caste amongst the Christians . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 27 years old]

Furthermore, Dalits have been taking traditional occupations such as stitching clothes
(Damai), jewellery- and utensil-making (Kami), shoe-making (Sarki), cleaning (Pode/Jyapu),
dancing (Badi), street and sewage cleaning (Pode), singing (Gaine), and many other service-
oriented occupations, which are necessary for the everyday living of the individuals and
communities. However, such traditional occupations are often considered to be Dalit-
specific, low, and dirty jobs and are neither positively perceived nor fairly remunerated by
the Hindu society. As such, the construction of collective identity amongst the Dalits in
Nepal has largely been shaped by the need for resistance primarily against social segrega-
tion, cultural, and religious repressions including untouchability (Kharel 2010). Therefore,
many respondents mentioned that avoidance of caste-based discrimination and improving
their social and economic status has been one of the important aspects of Dalit movements
in Nepal (Kisan 2005).

5.2. Improving Gender Equality

As with religious practices elsewhere, the Nepalese Hindu cultural practices are also
nested upon and embedded within a complex network of historical relations maintained
by a range of sociocultural factors including religion, which underpins human actions and
interactions (Shellnutt 2017; Fricke 2008; Letizia 2012). The superimposed hierarchical
structure of the Hindu religion has many traditional practices, which not only create
gender inequalities but also perpetuate them. Many Hindu mythologies and religious texts
explicitly mention that males hold superior positions compared to females in almost all
aspects of human interactions including etiquette and conduct, food, and clothing amongst
others (Cameron 1998). One of the informants said:

[ ... In this Hinduism, girls, and women are blamed for family misfortunes, and rights
of girls and women are rarely taken seriously. We are considered just the characters to
justify the reputation of the Hindu religion . .. .The world has moved on so much, but
the Hindu religion has remained the same . .. |

[Dalit Female, 35 years old]

The existence of a complex web of sociocultural relationships, which are shaped by
religious norms and traditions, contribute to the formation of gender inequalities and
subordinate the role of women in society (Eriksen 2012; Klingorova and Havlicek 2015;
Bawa 2019). The precarious position held by women in the Hindu religion was opined by
a number of respondents, as one said:

[ ... After getting married, and before conversion from Hindu to Christianity when
I came in my husband’s house I had to address everyone respectfully even if they are
younger than me, especially male members of my husband’s family ... ]

[Dalit Female, 40 years old]

Bennett (1985) argues that, akin to Hindus elsewhere, Nepalese Hindus also have
different meanings and values attached to different physical changes to women’s body
such as puberty, menstruation, labour, and childbirth. Virgin girls are considered sacred
living goddesses (kumari kanya) before menstruation. However, once girls have their first
menstruation, they are devoid of their kumari kanya status. Furthermore, all the women are
considered as impure and untouchable during menstruation irrespective of the caste, as
one participant said:

[ ... We had to stay in cowsheds during menstruation because girls and women have

periods because of the sin committed in the previous life. By living in the cowsheds we

are cleansing ourselves from the sins. However, when we converted Christianity, there is

nothing like that ... ]

[Dalit Female, 34 years old]
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Hindu religion considers natural processes such as birth, puberty, and menstruation
impure and attaches negative connotations with them, indicating predefined conceptions
of the social position and role of women in society. Such hierarchical relation brings
differences, which create discriminating situations, as one of the informants said:

[“... Ifeel good and happy with friends in the church in this old age. I used to be scolded,
discarded, and thrown out of the house for only giving birth to girls. I feel why I didn’t
convert to Christianity a long time back; life is good here in the church ... ”]

[Female, 65 years old]

Gender disparities exist not only in social positions but are also prevalent in other
aspects such as educational, employment, and social engagements within the Nepalese
Hindu community, as one informant said:

[ ... When I was a Hindu, I was just a daughter-in-law in the family undertaking
household chores. Once we converted to Christianity, I learned to read and write, and my
daughter is attending a bible college. I also got a peon job in an office because I learned to
read and write, which was possible through the church community; and no more abuse
by husband . .. ]

[Dalit Female, 45 years old]

Derné (2012) made similar arguments, stating that the Hindu religion has given a
subordinate social status for women but a dominating and ruling social status for men.
She further argued that religions such as Christianity and Buddhism mostly provide equal
social status for women.

5.3. Economic and Educational Support

Religion guides the development and sustenance of culture and traditions, which in
turn provide a framework for the development of social, economic, and political institu-
tions. Such institutions offer unique sets of belief systems for economic prosperity and
social development (Grier 1997; Iyer 2010). Hindus also make offerings and donations
including gold, cows, grains, money, and clothes during the religious ceremony (karma
kanda). However, they are done in the name of god for the achievement of self-religious
gratification and fulfilment of their ancestral religious wishes.

[ ... Before conversion to Christianity, we had to give so much donation to the Priests,
who was the only beneficiary, and the community, did not get any benefit from such
donations. Donations and offerings were made to make our dead ancestors happy ... |

[Dalit Male, 36 years old]

A significant number of respondents mentioned that Christianity provides greater
emphasis on collective human welfare irrespective of people’s backgrounds. This is mainly
because of the nonhierarchical modus operandi of Christianity as opposed to the superim-
posed caste and gender hierarchy embedded within the Hindu religion, as one informant
said:

[ ... Whatever funding is raised through donations is used for management of the church.

The church committee also used provided loans to do things like celebrating festivals and

starting up small businesses. This is such a necessary and useful funding for us ... ]

[Dalit Male, 45 years old]

A greater emphasis on the pursuit of collective welfare within the Christian community
has meant that altruism for the pursuit of collective welfare including social welfare and
economic progress is much higher in Christianity compared to other religions (Grant 2000).
For example, most of the altruistic behaviours amongst the Hindus are primarily carried
out to gain the religious gratification of individuals and their families rather than pursuing
collective communal gratification. However, the contrary applies to Christianity, as another
informant said:
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[ ... We were just Dalits for this Hindu society. Once I converted to Christianity, I
developed friendship and family ties with other Christians. Just a few days ago my
daughter had a coffee bean stuck in her ear, and one of the churchgoers supported her
treatment . .. |

[Dalit Female, 45 years old]

5.3.1. Muthi Daan

Daan (donation) refers to the practice of giving materials and money to someone
without expecting anything in return. Whilst the practices of offering daans are prevalent
both in Hinduism and Christianity, the daans offered to religious institutions such as
the temples are mainly for the priests belonging to higher non-Dalit castes, indicating an
acceptance of caste system and Dalits” binding to the obligations towards the caste system.
However, in churches, people make a monetary donation but not material things in a closed
fist called the Muthi Daan. One of the interesting things about the Muthi Daan is that
neither the pastor announces the amount to be donated nor the people declare the amount
donated, but donations are made voluntarily. The practice of Muthi daan is a practice of
making small and regular donations to the church to cover the essential costs of the church
activities. One of the informants said:

[ ... people don’t need to donate; they can donate whatever they can. We don’t mind if
people do not donate this time; they can always donate next time when we meet up on
Saturday . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 25 years old]

In this practice, the pastor or the senior female leader (guru aama) announces the church
attendees to make voluntary monetary donations. In order to collect the donations, the
collector goes around the congregation with a collection bag, and people make undisclosed
monetary donations. It should be mentioned that the idea of Muthi Daan is not only
voluntary but progressive in this implementation, as the church service attendants are
expected to make donations according to their circumstances to demonstrate that they are
willing to share socioeconomic responsibilities for the benefit of their fellow Christians and
the church community.

[ ... Wejust get some money whatever we get out from our pocket. We don’t complain
and ask for some of that money if they are making a small contribution. We do not have
any children, and we feel happy to be able to support children in the church through
donations. It’s good to give to other people, isn’t it?...]

[Dalit Female, 46 years old]

The advantages are a voluntary, progressive, and flexible mechanism and how it does
not put people under any kind of pressure to donate. It is a small amount of money being
collected as a process of sharing economic responsibility amongst the Christians regularly.

5.3.2. Dash Daan

Similar to Muthi daan the Christian community in the research area also made another
flat rate contribution for communal benefit, which is called the Dash Daan. The concept of
Dash Daan refers to the practice of making voluntary donations of 10 per cent of their annual
salary by every churchgoer for the support of other fellow Christians. The idea of such a
flat rate of contribution was considered to be fair by many Christians who participated in
this research, as one of the informants said:

[ ... I feel when I donate about 10 per cent of my salary because I know for the fact
that this money will be very useful for our own community. This funding will enable to
change people for better . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 30 years old]

In addition to supporting fellow Christians, the practice of Dash Daan also provides
funds for logistic support to the organization of church activities including purchasing
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musical instruments, support for youths and children, and other activities on an ad hoc
basis. Generally, the common practice within the local churches demonstrated that the
pastors of the local churches acknowledge and thank the individuals who donated at the
end of the congregation, as one participant said:

[ ... I found it very difficult to raise my children after the death of my husband. I am
not very well, and I keep falling ill, and I cannot work as a labourer. I received some seed
funding from the cchurch for goat farming. I was given a goat too. I am raising some
pigs, goats, and chickens now. 1 have decent money. I have started to repay the loan on
installments . .. |

[Dalit Female, 53 years old]

5.3.3. Educational Support

Historically, Christian missionaries travelled to many developing countries with the
pretext of spreading education (Blumenfeld 2006; Roy 2008; Boerema 2011). A large number
of countries around the world made significant progress in the education sector after
the arrival of Christian missionaries, mainly because Christianity promoted educational
values and its contribution to the development and human welfare. The contribution of
Christianity in the education sector is well documented globally, for example, in African
countries such as Tanzania (Mushi 2009), Kenya, and Uganda (Hofer 2003). Similar studies
in Asian countries such as India (Ingham 1956; Frykenberg 2008), Nepal and Sri Lanka
(Ullrich 2019), and the Philippines (Gutiérrez 2009) and Latin American countries such
as Nicaragua (Dodson and O’Shaughnessy 2000) and Ecuador (Kurian 2012) show links
between education and Christian missionaries.

Similar to other parts of the world, Nepal has made notable progress in school ed-
ucation after the arrival of Christian missionaries. For example, Christian missionaries
established schools like St. Xavier’s and St. Mary’s in Kathmandu, Gandaki Boarding
School in Pokhara, and Amar Jyoti Higher School in Luintel in Gorkha District. These
schools are particularly known for creating a friendly and competitive environment for
education, especially amongst the disadvantaged caste groups such as Dalits. The impor-
tance of the work of church groups in fostering educational opportunity is expressed by
one of the informants:

[ ... Ieven could not study during my childhood. I went to school, but I was not
allowed to enter inside the classroom because of being a Dalit. I had to remain outside
the classroom and clean the school premises instead. Upon conversion to Christianity, I
could attend teaching in the church every morning. I can read the holy bible comfortably
now. Even my grandson is also studying staying in the church hostel. They have told us
that we can attend a bible college next year . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 60 years old]

Although the government has made it mandatory for parents to send their children to
school up to primary level and education up to secondary level for free, a high proportion
of Hindu Dalit children either do not complete primary education or have a high dropout
rate at the secondary school level (Sob 2012). However, it is rare for Dalit children from
those families who have converted to Christianity to not complete primary education. As
education is highly regarded within Christianity, children from Christian Dalit families
attend church groups, read the bible, and learn prayer songs. These all contribute to their
confidence and educational achievement, as one participant said:

[ ... [was alocal shaman in the village and was always interested in studying books. 1
got many religious books from Varanasi, and I used to read those books, hiding to avoid
detection from the Brahmins. 1 was fluent in many religious texts. Once I converted to
Christianity, I was able to study freely, and now I am also fluent in the holy bible. I can
even translate and preach the holy bible to other people . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 61 years old]
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As such, church groups and Christian missionaries organize a range of educational
activities such as bible reading, children’s storytelling, and adult literacy to foster a culture
of learning for its followers (Elias 2002). Furthermore, they also support children to
complete their formal education through creating opportunities for those people who are in
need or those who are backward in society (Bhattachan and Pyakuryal 1996). The positive
impact of educational achievements supported by Christianity is as one of the participants
said:

[ ... Before converting to Christianity, they used to say that a son of a cobbler cannot

study, but instead 1 will become a ploughman. We were also poor and did not have much

support, which is why our study suffered a lot. But, once we converted to Christianity we
received a lot of encouragement and financial support from the church group. Therefore,

our study slowly improved, and I completed my master’s degree. I work as a professional

now ... |

[Dalit Male, 37 years old]

The practice of providing such scholarships started a few centuries ago in the Christianity-
dominated western world, especially through the Christian Missionary Foundations, which
helped thousands of Christian as well as non-Christian students gain a college education.
In addition to supporting schools, the local Christian church also provided for new converts
to attend bible colleges, as another participant said:

[ ... After completing college education, I have been given the opportunity to attend a
Bible college with all the facilities. And, I work as a gospel outreach officer in Ghorahi
area ... |

[Dalit Male, 26 years old]

As mentioned previously, education is considered a fundamental right of every single
individual; historically, Dalits were not allowed to enter the school, making access to
education virtually impossible for Dalits. This is because they were told that education
was not for the Dalits, as they were born to provide services to non-Dalit caste groups, and
attending school was considered to be a crime and unholy for Dalits. Lack of education
has meant that Dalits were mostly illiterate, lacked skills for formal employment, and were
compelled to take low-paid menial jobs.

5.4. Meeting Social, Emotional, and Spiritual Needs

As people grow old, their priorities shift to religious and spiritual enrichment, which
are influenced by religious beliefs, values, and lifestyles (Wilkinson and Coleman 2010).
As such, elderly people often seek to achieve spiritual satisfaction and welfare needs by
getting involved in religious and spiritual activities. Local social and economic institutions
and resources are needed to meet those needs (Idler 2008). Religious places, spiritual books,
and like-minded friends play an important role in providing peace, and tranquil and safe
places such as tea shops, resting places (chautara), temples, and parks are preferred by
older people, where they discuss issues of social importance. Hodge et al. (2010) concurs
with such eastern philosophy and examines the potential role of religion as a resource for
providing welfare services for older people, which were also echoed by many participants
in this research, as one said:

[ ... I realised the benefit of spirituality and religious faith after retirement. After I
started working for the local community as a President of the local temple management
committee, we chant hymns, sing religious bhajan, which brings many elderly people
together ... |

[Dalit Male, 63 years old]

The existence of a superimposed hierarchical caste-based social structure has meant
that the older people from higher castes such as Brahmins and Chhetris have greater access
to social spaces such as temples and meeting places, where they chant hymns and sing
holy songs (bhajan-kirtan) for spiritual and emotional enrichment. Elderly people should
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be treated with respect and dignity, as a lack of a dignified life negatively affects both
physical and mental health (Singer and Erickson 2013; Goosby et al. 2018). As elderly
Hindu Dalits endured a multitude of discriminatory practices both in private and public
spheres, they perceived Christianity to be accommodative, nondiscriminatory, and tolerant.
The view expressed by one respondent is a testimony to the experience of elderly Dalits
upon conversion into Christianity, as she powerfully posited:

[ ... Ifeel satisfied and peaceful being a Christian, and sometimes I become very emotional
during prayers. I share all my thoughts and feelings; I forget all my sorrows and troubles.
I experience happiness deep inside me right from the soul with the god; I feel so relieved
-]
[Dalit Female, 55 years old]

In Nepal, many elderly people are also worried about their care needs, economic
support, death, and funerals. Many elderly Dalits, especially elderly women, experience
worry about emotional, economical, and after-death religious performance (kagj kriya). The
rising costs of elderly care have meant that often many Hindu elderly people are being
increasingly left in religious premises without adequate support. However, the support
that Christianity provided to elderly people, especially during the funerals through local
church groups, was highly valued by elderly Christians, as one participant said:

[ ... Children these days rather leave their elderly parents at the Pashupatinath temple
because they take it so difficult to support them when they are alive and it's hard for them
to perform the last rituals when they die. Christian people do not have to worry about all
these, as our funerals are organized by our local church ... ]

[Dalit Female, 45 years old]

Unlike Hinduism, Christianity, on the other hand, provides public spaces and inclu-
sive attitudes and behaviours for all elderly people irrespective of their caste affiliation.
Such an inclusive approach adopted by Christianity enabled elderly people to share their
experiences and contribute to the discussion on a range of local issues and national politics
in a safe environment. Whilst elderly Dalits faced discrimination in pursuit of their spiri-
tual desires in religious institutions such as temples and holy places, they were heartily
welcomed in the Christian communities and the church groups.

5.5. Medical Support and Healings

Recognizing the need for health facilities, especially in rural areas, many Christian
organizations and church groups have implemented a range of educational and health
projects. Such projects have proven to be extremely beneficial to local communities, as one
of the informants said:

[ ... Weare Dalits, and on top of that I had leprosy. I was taken out of the village due to
social taboos attached to leprosy. We had a tough time in those days. 1 was admitted to
a mission hospital in Ghorahi, where I received all the treatments. My son was good at
his study, and he was taken to Kathmandu to study medicine by a pastor. He works as a
medical doctor in Kathmandu these days . .. ]

[Dalit Female, 66 years old]

Furthermore, the ideas of healing and traditional medical practices are prevalent
in almost all societies around the world (McGuire 1996; Doron and Broom 2013). Such
religious and spiritual beliefs are prevalent within various communities following different
religions in Nepal. For example, the Lamas (spiritual leaders) perform many spiritual and
healing practices amongst the Mongolians whilst Jhakirs and Gurus do the same within
the Newar communities in Nepal. Evidence both from Nepal and elsewhere in the world
suggests that many people have converted to Christianity for healing as well as for better
opportunities in society (Kehrberg 2000). One of the informants said that:

[ ... Idid all the medication, and there is hardly any hospital where I did not attend. 1
was treated by shamans and done all sorts. But I still didn’t feel well. One of the local
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sisters prayed for me at the church and 1 felt good about it. We attend church together
and I began to feel better gradually. I have no longer illness these days . .. ]

[Dalit Female, 44 years old]

Kirchheiner (2016) argues that most of the Dalits and Magars in Nepal are converting
themselves from Hinduism to Christianity for healing and a range of other opportunities
within Christianity as opposed to Hinduism. Such benefits including different prayers,
medical care through different organizations like Christians against Tuberculosis (CATS)
for tuberculosis treatments, various mission hospitals (for skin diseases, orthopaedics, and
leprosy), and other financial support are provided to the people who are in need. One of
the informants said that:

[ ... Iwas almost dead that day, really, if our local pastor had not taken me to the CATS
office. I had tuberculosis, but no one had a clue about it. I had a bad chesty cough when I
was at the church. I was advised by him to attend the CATS office where they not only
gave medicine but also provided all the necessary food and vitamins. I recovered quickly
from tuberculosis . .. ]

[Dalit Male, 58 years old]

It could be argued that cultural beliefs, traditions, and values play an important role in
many aspects of human society in Nepal. As such, many people still believe that attendance
to the church and surrendering to the mercy of Jesus Christ supports them to overcome
long-term health problems and individual and family difficulties. Such belief was strongly
held by many people who converted to Christianity, whereas their experience whilst they
were Hindus was characterized by discrimination, exclusion and religious rigidity, and
cultural inflexibility.

A summary of the key research findings and discussions presented in Figure 2 indi-
cates a two very different realms of individual and societal life experiences of Hindu Dalits
in Nepal before and after their conversion to Christianity. The analysis here clearly sug-
gests that, for the Dalits, the world of Hinduism is characterized by regressive institutions,
policies, and processes that are deeply embedded in all aspects of governance including
the state, society, religious institutions (temples), and religious leaders (priests), under-
pinned by a rigid and regressive caste system. A systematically exclusionary treatment of
Dalits in Hinduism has meant that their life experiences were severely constrained. This
research has identified a range of regressive factors within the Hindu society in Nepal
that contributed towards Dalits’ conversion to Christianity. Numerous religious practices
were explicitly based on orthodoxy Hinduism with very little scientific basis and were
blindly imposed on Hindus, especially the Dalits. The nonegalitarian religious regime of
Hinduism systematically discriminated against and excluded Dalits from almost all aspects
of human life in Nepal. Such a systematic exclusion and discrimination and a distinct
lack of targeted welfare support for youths, elderly, women, and girls rendered Dalits into
entrenched poverty and inequalities. The cumulative effect of these regressive elements
within Hinduism acted as the push factors of Dalits” conversion to Christianity.

Contrary to the world of Hinduism, the world of Christianity is characterized by more
egalitarian and inclusive institutions, policies, and processes, which are deeply embedded
in all aspects of governance including community, religious institutions (churches and
missionaries), and religious leaders (pastors), shaped by the progressive casteless system.
Unlike in Hinduism, Dalits were treated progressively in Christianity, providing them a
sense of freedom and liberation. A range of progressive factors ingrained within Chris-
tianity in Nepal attracted Nepalese Dalits towards Christianity. Both the review of the
secondary data and analysis of the primary data indicated that the religious practices in
Christianity were explicitly based on pragmatic or nonorthodoxy understanding. Such
practices catered a greater degree of flexibility for the followers of Christianity, especially
the Dalits. The egalitarian religious regime of Christianity was considered to be inclusive
and nondiscriminatory by Dalits in many aspects of their life in Nepal. Such systematically
progressive and nondiscriminatory practices within Christianity provided more targeted



Religions 2021, 12, 856

17 of 21

welfare supports for youths, the elderly, and women and girls, enabling them to overcome
poverty, marginalisation, and inequalities.

Regressive l 1 [ |

Orthodoxy

Action Situations Orthodoxy
No Castes Caste less socitey

Community Gender equality

Caste
System

State

Soclety Churches Economic suppart

Temples Pastors Spirituality, health

Priests
Missionaries Youth opportunity

No targeted welfare Targeted welfare

|

Figure 2. Summary of the Findings.

6. Conclusions

The findings from this research indicate that the process of religious conversion of
Hindu Dalits to Christianity is much more than just the economic benefits accrued to them.
Dalits in Nepal have endured rather regressive sociopolitical institutions, which are under-
pinned by a rigid orthodox and dogmatic caste system characterised by discrimination,
exclusions, denial, and untouchability constraining their life experiences, dehumanizing
them, and reducing their welfare. Such a systematic exclusion and discrimination and a
distinct lack of targeted welfare support for youth, elderly, women, and girls rendered
Dalits into poverty and inequalities. The cumulative effect of these regressive elements
within Hinduism acted as push factors in Dalits” conversion to Christianity. However, the
Dalits who converted to Christianity believed that the Christian faith was characterized by
a casteless system and nondiscriminatory, inclusive, and egalitarian practices. Unlike in
Hinduism, Dalits experienced a sense of freedom and liberation after being converted to
Christianity. Such systematically progressive and nondiscriminatory practices within the
Christianity provided more targeted welfare supports for youths, the elderly, and women
and girls, enabling them to overcome poverty and inequalities. The cumulative effect of
these progressive elements within Christianity acted as the pull factors in Dalits’ conversion
to Christianity.

It could be argued that the dominant narratives of proselytization presented mainly
by non-Dalits higher castes and their institutions within the Hinduism has little intellectual
and practical relevance, as the evidence here suggests that neither were the converts
enticed by the promise of economic prosperity nor have those newly converted Dalit
Christians improved their economic status as a result of the conversion to Christianity.
Evidence from this research has revealed that the key reasons for a disproportionately
high rate of Christian conversion amongst the Dalits are muticausal and flexible personal
and sociocultural, but not in the sense that the missionaries leverage them, rather in the
sense that the newly converted Dalit Christians recognize them as a valuable sources of
conversion justification. Therefore, Hinduism should rather reform itself by eradicating
caste-based discrimination and implementing inclusive and egalitarian institutions and
policies to make it more relevant to everyday life of both the Dalits and non-Dalits alike in
order to reduce a mass exodus of Hindu Dalits’ conversion to Christianity.
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