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Dalit 
Solidarity 

Movement
1960s

Offspring of strengthening 
human rights, (after the 
Second World War and 

especially after the 1960s), 

1970s

and an offspring of Dalit 
movement (began in the 

1970s)



Launch of the 
concept of 

Dalit

Anti-caste reformer and writer Jyotirao Phule in the 
19th century, came in general use in the 1970s.

Meaning: crushed, broken

Collective word replaces caste names and 
expressions like casteless, untouchable or Harijan

Mahatma Gandhi worked for names Harijan or 
Children of God

English-speaking media began uses quite exclusively 
the word Dalit. 

In Nepal, the most common way when speaking 
English is to use word low caste.



Caste is based 
on social rules

• Caste is based on the social rules of endogamy, and traditionally also 
on occupation.

• Endogamy means marriage exclusively within the own caste 
community.

• Dalits are those whose traditional occupations and habits of life have 
been regarded as ritually polluting.

• Such occupations are those where you 
- kill animals, 
- use the bodies or parts of dead animals like skin or fur  
- are in contact with any dirt, like all cleaning and laundry work. 

• Also eating the flesh of dead animals has been seen as polluting. 

• Big differences between areas.

• What is common in all areas is that there are those who are below 
others and who are regarded as polluting, and this is reason for 
oppression.



Indigenous 
people

In Nepal there are a lot of people 
belonging to indigenous tribes. 

In some areas in India and in Nepal the 
orthodox Hindus regard them as 
untouchables 

There are areas where the status of 
the indigenous people is above the 
Dalits. 



Social 
restrictions of 

Dalits

There are many social restrictions to which Dalits are subjected. 

They have been forbidden entry

• to temples, 
• to wells from which higher castes drew water, but also 
• to schools, 
• to police stations and even 
• to hospitals. 

In most cases in the countryside, they are segregated in hamlets 
outside the real village. 

Their touch has been seen as polluting, and therefore they have no 
permit to walk freely in the village but only when they are there for 
duty.



The International 
Dalit Solidarity 
Network (IDSN)

The IDSN was founded in March 2000.

Formally registered as an organization in October 2003.

Its purpose is to advocate for Dalit human rights and to 
raise awareness of Dalit issues nationally and 
internationally. 

IDSN is a network of international human rights groups, 
development agencies, national Dalit solidarity 
networks from Europe, and national platforms in caste-
affected countries.



Internationalization 
of caste 

discrimination

The caste discrimination is a critical human rights issue. 

IDSN works through engagement with United Nations, 
European Union, and other multilateral institutions

It has successfully lobbied for action-oriented approaches 
to address ‘untouchability’ and other human rights abuses 
against Dalits and similar communities that suffer 
discrimination based on work and descent.



Discrimination 
based on work 

and descent

Discrimination based on work and descent is important 
term because “caste” is too problematic word when one 
speaks of human rights and human rights issues. 

First, it is a question of India. 

No one denies that caste belongs to the South Asian 
culture. Caste is present in India, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and to some extent in Myanmar.

No one denies that caste discrimination is a problem. 

India admits caste discrimination and how much it 
causes problems, inequality, harassment, and real 
oppression. 



Legislation in India 
and in Nepal

• The legislation against caste discrimination 
in India is quite good. 

• The legislation against caste discrimination 
is quite good also in Nepal. 

• The Constitution of Nepal guarantees 
equal rights to every citizen, and it also 
includes a special part, fundamental rights 
of Dalits, guaranteed in the Constitution in 
its Article 40.

• The law is not the problem. The mind-set 
of the people is. 

• The culture itself supports caste practices 
which from the point of view of the Dalits 
mean caste discrimination, problems, and 
inequality for the Dalits.



Caste 
discrimination 
under racism? => 
Discrimination 
based on work and 
descent

Dalits in India, in Nepal and in neighboring countries would need a 
lot of support from the international community. 

India does not want use of caste or caste discrimination in the list of 
human rights violations or human rights crimes. 

India admits the problems, but it does not want foreigners and 
outsiders to interfere to its problems but wants to take care of them 
by itself. 

In the United Nations Human Rights Council there have been 
attempts to include caste discrimination under the category of 
racism, but India has prevented these aims.

Therefore, when the word caste is dangerous when speaking of 
human rights violations, the Dalit Solidarity Network has introduced 
the phrase “discrimination based on work and descent”.



Lobby and 
advocate activities

• IDSN bases its work on contributions from 
members and associates. 

• Joint interventions in the United Nations 
and the EU constitute a major part of 
IDSN’s activities. 

• The network produces crucial input in the 
form of documentation, strategic 
interventions and lobby action and 
supports national level lobbying. 

• The Copenhagen-based secretariat 
coordinates lobby and advocacy activities 
in close cooperation with members, 
associates, and alliance partners.



Dalit 
Solidarity 

Network in 
Finland

Part of the International Dalit 
Solidarity Network, founded in 2010.

Has worked mainly as a lobby and 
advocacy partner of the international 
network. 

Usual cases are such that the IDSN asks 
us to contact Finnish politicians and 
political life.



Lobbying the 
OECD to renew 

its guidelines 
for the multi-

national 
companies

• Target: Finnish policymakers 

• Goal: The OECD guidelines would mention caste 
discrimination.

• This February caste-based discrimination was mentioned 
for the first time on the official agenda during the OECD 
Forum. 

• Caste-based discrimination has been explained, why it is 
relevant to take it into account in production chains in 
South Asia, what kind of role caste plays in the production 
chains in South Asia, and how businesses can approach and 
address these questions and problems, and more. 

• There is an urgent need for improvement in labor rights, in 
identifying and preventing labor rights risks and violations. 
These questions of decent work concern Nepal as well.



Open letter 
to the 
leadership of 
Indian state

• Finnish Member of European Parliament Alviina
Alametsä had written and signed with 20 MEPs from 
different countries and different political groups an Open 
letter to the leadership of Indian state. 

• The signatories expressed their deep concern regarding 
the treatment of human rights defenders in India.

• Many of these human rights defenders are Dalits, leaders 
of Dalit organizations.

• We built a contact with young MEP Alviina Alametsä and 
her office. 

• We want to bring to our network all politicians and 
policy-makers who work for human rights to Dalits and 
defend human rights in South Asian countries.



A memo to 
Finnish 
Prime 
Minister 
Sanna 
Marin

From IDSN we heard that Indian Prime 
Minister Modi will travel to Europe, 
and the Nordic prime ministers from 
Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Iceland 
will fly to Copenhagen to meet him. 

We were asked to forward a memo 
concerning caste discrimination to 
Finnish Prime Minister Sanna Marin, 
and that we did.



Advocacy and 
lobbying by
voluntary
basis

We are a one hundred per 
cent volunteer organization. 

We don’t have any staff at 
all. 

Despite this during last 
years we have met ministers 
and members of parliament, 
and members of European 

parliament. 

We have been lobbying at 
the United Nations Human 

Rights Council and met 
many important people. 

We have worked also in the 
schools and met people at 
big gatherings where we 
have tried to give some 

information of caste 
discrimination. 

Advocacy and information 
have been main purposes of 

our work.



Partnership
with a 
Nepalese
Dalit 
organization

The Dalit Solidarity Network in Finland opened a partnership 
with a Nepalese Dalit-organization Samaritan Uplift Service.

We wanted to work with Dalits and give our support to Dalits. 

Also, we wanted to create a channel by which our supporters 
and friends can follow genuine Dalit communities, their lives and 
possibly also their progress.

We had many contacts in India, but we rejected that possibility 
mainly because of the political situation of India, restrictions, 
and abolitions of NGOs and especially NGOs of Dalits and those 
working with Dalits.



Nepal – a 
natural 
choice

Nepal and Finland have been bilateral partners 
in development cooperation for decades. 

We have good contacts with Finnish Evangelical 
Lutheran Mission FELM.

FELM had been founding and supporting a Dalit 
organization Samaritan Uplift Service which 
works with Dalit communities mainly in Sarlahi 
area, the southernmost area of Nepal.



Samari Utthan Sewa or Samarita Uplift Service (SUS)

• SUS is a non-government, not-for-profit social development organization. 

• It was founded in 2008 by a group of committed youth from Dalit community. 

• It works with the Dalit, poor, vulnerable and other socially excluded segments of the 
society.

• It is focusing on their basic needs and improving livelihoods, while also contributing to the 
process empowering them to raise their voices for the cause of human rights, particularly 
Dalit and women human rights.

• For us, an advocacy and lobbying organization cooperation with this NGO in Nepal was a 
big change.



Main 
principles

- SUS is committed to empowerment, dignity, and holistic 
development of oppressed people.

- SUS takes the right-based approach to development as 
one its most important working approaches in the 
implementation of development programmes.

- SUS duly adopts the principles of non-discrimination, 
empowerment, participation, accountability legal linkage 
and transparency in project cycle management.

- The programmes of the SUS organization are raised from 
the needs of the Dalits themselves.

- Those programmes lean very much on the future, the 
equality of possibilities of the Dalit youth are in the 
foreground.



Reliability

- The leader of the SUS organization is a Dalit herself, but 
also a qualified social worker.

- The programmes have been planned very carefully.

- One member of our board lives in Kathmandu, and he has 
personal contact with the SUS.

- One member of our board works in the FELM 
organization, and she has been in change of the Nepal 
desk and has spent long times in Nepal.

- Some other members of our desk have shortly visited the 
area and the programmes of the SUS organization.



Big difficulties, 
desperate need

• The situation of the Sarlahi Dalit 
communities is quite bad. 

• Many of them are migrants from India who 
have crossed the border for some decades 
ago. 

• SUS focuses in its work on the people, who 
are in desperate need of support, for 
building and strengthening their capacities 
to get them self-sufficient in the long run.



Everything 
must begin 

from very 
bottom

• Landless

• Living in very dense communities on land areas to which 
they do not have legal rights

• No kinds of civil rights because they have not been 
registered as citizens. 

• Those communities, which have been involved with the 
programmes of SUS, situation is much better.

• People work, they cultivate their own small land plots, and 
the children can go to school.


