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THE POOR TAKE OVER

(text of the Response ' Chrisiian Aid’s Statement of
Conmmitment, entitled *© o Strengthen the Poor’)

Your Statement of Commitment of July 1987 was sent
out, to use your own words, as a basis for action
and reflection”. If you substitute a hyphen for the
conjunction and, you will have in summary form my own
injtial reaction to the Statement, In fact, very early
in its formulation, the Statement indicates, by asking
for < cycles of action, refelection commitment and
renewed obedience”, ' just the kind of ideal response
which I have tried to express: reflection action - re -
reflection - further action not as four or as two processes,
but as one process: reflection making inaction an
impossible betrayal, and action demanding further
intensities of reflection.

My response to your Statement is made from a parti-
cular viewpoint and from a particular standpoint. The
latter is more important, We have not only to look.
at society in a particular sort of way; we have to do
something about it. *The philosophers have only inter-
preted the world, in various ways; the point, however,
is to change it.” My perspective and standpoint are
those of Satyodaya. There the perspective reveals a
mass of little people, people who do not matter even
to themselves. The standpoint is to be for these people,
with them to work for their release from the struc-
tures of injustice and oppression and for the achievement
of a just human society in which the ideal is that
each wlll give according to ability and receive according
to need. And how would wou seek to give life (o
your Statement? As we would at Satyodaya to our own,
which would not be dissimilar, by a proper understand-
ing of religion andfor in the ideals of socialist humanism.

For us it is probably easier than for you fo combine
reflection and action, to have both a viewpoint and a
standpoint, For we are in a country of poor people
tea eostate people and village people and urban slum
dwellers. Our reflection, prayer, viewpoint can never
be oblivious of the context. And the context obliges
us if we think seriously about it to do all we can to
change it. We do it as religious people in the strict
sense, if we can. If not, as religious people in the

broader sense, that is, as humanists
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The masses combine action-reflection, viewpoint-standpoint wonderfully
in' the struggle for life against overwhelming odds. Some of these
odds have come from the extremes of (ropical nature, the immense
rivers which overflow their banks in times of monsoonal rains or dry
up in times of drought, the every hot energy-sapping weather and
sleep-denying mosquitoes. Others have come from the evils of the
socio-political system and in recent centuries from imperialism and
colonialism. Yet the masses have watched imperial powers come and
g0, persisting in their determination to live, basically self-confident,
storing the memories of the past, yet looking forward to the day
when their children will win and will finally inherit the earth. But
let us not romanticize the masses. They are determined to live in
the structures. They are not always determined to change them.

Now the question is this. Do the people need Satyodaya for social
change? Does Satyodaya need Chsistian Aid? I have told this story
before, but it bears re-telling. One day a few years ago 1 was standing
under a tree with large spreading branches on the banks of the
Parakrama Samudra, an immense artificial reservoir of rain water built
in North-Central Sri Lanka during the time of King Parakrama Bahu
in the twelfth century. As I was gazing at that large expanse of
water and thinking of how it came to be there, a fairly old weather
beaten Sinhalese villager, a towel characteristically slung over his bare
shoulder, walked up to me just as a brand new limousine deposited
behind me a bunch of affluent white tourists, with their. complete
gear of sun hats, dark glasses, cameras and binoculars. The villager
told me, “What are you thinking about? Do you really think we need
these people to build something like this again.”” 1 should - like you
to have a similar experience the next time you visit the Victoria
project built with British aid on the Mahaweli river not far from
where 1 live in Kandy. The result will be reflection which makes
inaction impossible. History has much evidence to lead us to suspect
that foreign aid is not indispensable for a whole people to rise. But
the right kind of assistance at the right time may make the wheels

of history turn carlier and faster.

Your statement says:

The majority of the world’s people have scarcely enough to keep them
alive. They have little or no say in what happens to them. Unlike the
strong, they cannot protect or further their own interests. -
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I hope, respectfully, that you really and truly believe what you have
stated. If one or the other of you still has any doubt, go with my
colleague at Satyodaya, Piyasoma, to the village of Kap-cla, 7 miles
from Dambulla, and the furthest of our field workplaces., There are
54 families there, In the dry season they have virtually nothing else
to eat but a kind of millet called kurakkan. When the rains come,
they have no money to buy seed. The nearest dispensary is 7 miles
away. The schooi is at a distance of two miles and is only a prima-
ry school and not all the children have the clothes to go to school
anyway. + Does Kap-ela need Christian Aid to strengthen their arm.

Until they stand up to those who so often act against them and have
the power to determine their own development?

Here my answer is that it does becauss it needs Piyasoma and
Piyasoma is possible because of Christian Aid. When persons from
Kap-cla first began to come the 50 miles to Salyodaya- for seminars,
for discussions, to borrow books from the central circulating library
they seemed to be very much like the Tamil estate workers when
they first began to come to us. They were obviously ill at eascs
unsure whether they could even sit on our chairs, quite awed by the
sound of the telephone and thrilled to watch the TV. This was two
or three years ago. Today the situation is different, they interact
with us quite normally, in the usval free and easy manner of the
Sinhalese willager. Their arm has not yet been strengthened enough
to take on the principalities and powers but, believe me, they are on
the way. Wien that happens, we shall bow ourselves out and count
it our hour of greatest glory.

To make sure that the People get there Satyodaya’s and Christian
Aid's dialectic of action-reflection must be firmly anchored in the
concept of the People. The acid test whether any action it initiates
is in accordance with its belief as expressed in its Statement is the
extent to which such action reaches the People and becomes in time
People’s action.

First, the concept of the People. In any country, the elites are not
the People. The elites are always a minority, Remcmber what one
of your Lords said when there was a proposal during my undergradu-
ate days 1o abolish the House of Lords? ‘‘But the House of Lords,”
he argued, “protects the minorities.”” “Which minority?"® he was asked.
*“The rich” he answered ‘‘are always a minority.” The elites indeed
take great pains to maintain themselves as a minority by strictly
controlling access of recruits to their charmed circle. The People are
the overwhelming majorityv. They are not allowed to take decisions
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