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Socia l  movements in a neo- l ibera l  era

Transnational activism and the Dalit 

women’s movement in India

Upasana Mahanta

Transnational advocacy networks have emerged as a crucial pheno-
menon in regional and international politics in the twentieth century. 
This has led to a remapping of relations between local and global social 
movements. New links are being built among actors in civil societies, 
states and international organisations, thus multiplying the opportunit-
ies for dialogue and exchange. Feminist movements today also seem to 
increasingly become part of transnational networks to further the cause 
of their domestic struggle. In this context, one can examine the Dalit 
women’s movement in India, which has worked towards forming cross-
border collective action so as to internationalise the domestic grievances 
of Dalit women. 

What is transnational activism? 

Transnational activism networks are defined as including “those actors 
working internationally on an issue, who are bound together by shared 
values, a common discourse and dense exchanges of information and 
services” (Keck and Sikkink 1999, p 89). Transnational networks may 
include national and global NGOs, foundations, advocacy or research 
organisations, media, intellectuals, and such others. The growing visib-
ility of transnational networks in the international arena, it is argued, 
may point towards the emergence of a “global civil society” (Clark et 
al 1998). Local women’s movements today are increasingly aligning 
themselves with global advocacy platforms. They “remain rooted in 
national or local issues, but their vocabulary, strategies and objectives 
have much in common with each other and have taken on an increasingly 
supra-national form” (Moghadam 2000, pp 61-2). However, it needs 
to be acknowledged that the construction of goals and strategies that 
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integrate the interests and concerns of domestic struggles with global 
concerns is an immense challenge. In this context, this article explores 
the processes through which the Dalit women’s movement in India has 
emerged within the larger Indian women’s movement discourse, and 
how this movement has worked towards aligning its domestic struggle 
with transnational networks. The article further examines whether this 
interaction of local and global ideas significantly alters the local contexts 
of the Dalit women’s movement in India.   

Understanding the Dalit women’s question  
Dalit women in India are argued to be suffering from multilayered 
exploitations and subordinations on account of their caste, class, and 
gender. Caste hierarchy has been recognised as one of the most crucial 
instruments for the oppression of Dalit women. As per the caste system1 
prevalent in the Hindu society in India, there are four castes – the Brah-
mins (priestly caste), the Kshatriyas (warrior caste), the Vaishyas (traders) 
and the Shudras (menial task workers). Dalits (formerly known as the 
untouchables) fall outside these four castes and are considered below all 
and polluting. As Zelliot argues (2001, p 264), Dalits represent “those 
who have been broken, ground down by social groups above them in a 
deliberate manner.”

Although the law of the land in India bans untouchability as a punish-
able crime,2 the discrimination and subordination of Dalits continue to 
exist in various ways and forms. Within this rigid caste hierarchy, Dalit 
women face further discrimination owing to their gender. For instance, 
the Manusmriti3 explicitly justifies the killing of a Dalit woman by a 
Brahmin as a minor offence (TNWF 2007, p 2). Women, argues Dr 
Ambedkar, are the gateways to the caste system (Pardeshi 1998, p 5). 
The following statement of the All India Dalit Adhikar Manch (All India 
Dalit Women’s Rights Forum 2007, p 2) bears testimony to the large 
scale exploitation and violence that Dalit women are subjected to: 

On an average 27,000 incidents of serious atrocities and human rights 
violations are registered under the SC/ST4 (Prevention of Atrocities 
Act), annually. Despite the lack of disaggregated data on the extent of 
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violence on Dalit women, there is no doubt that women are affected 
disproportionately in these incidents. A micro study of 124 cases by the 
Centre for Dalit Rights of atrocities in 5 districts of Rajasthan between 
October 2004 and January 2006 showed that 55 of these cases were 
directly inflicted on Dalit women and girl children. They ranged from 
rape, gang rape, rape of minor girls, murder and attempt to murder, 
physical assault, battering and acid attacks. Another 28 women were 
affected along with their families through land related violence, social 
boycott, murder of husbands and sons. It is clear that Dalit women are 
the prime victims in violence against Dalit communities.

The Dalit women’s movement in India  

The first autonomous assertions of the Dalit women’s movement in 
India can be traced to the early 1990s. Although the Dalit women’s 
question was largely absent from the social movement discourse in the 
first two decades of the post-independence period, it has to be acknow-
ledged here that Dalit women played a very significant role in the Phule 
and Amedkarite5 movements in the pre-independence era. However, 
it may be observed that two of the most prominent social movements 
that emerged in India in the post-independence period – the women’s 
movement and the Dalit movement – paid little attention to the issue of 
the intersections of caste and gender, and failed to take up the question 
of structural discrimination and oppression of Dalit women. Describing 
this phenomenon as “masculinisation of Dalithood and savarnisation of 
womanhood,” Sharmila Rege (1998, p 42) argues that it was a “classical 
exclusion” where all the Dalits were “assumed to be male” and all the 
women came to be looked at as “savarna.”6  However, the assertions of 
autonomous Dalit women identity in the early 1990s ushered in an era 
that saw Dalit women carving out their own independent struggle within 
the larger social movement discourse in India. In this context one may also 
point out that during the 1980s and the 1990s, politics of difference was 
gaining vast prominence in the global feminist movement, with increasing 
affirmation of black feminist and third world feminist identities. As Guru 
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argues (1995, pp 254-89), “[i]n a situation, where the organization of 
politics around difference has become a major feature of feminist politics, 
the organization of Dalit women around the notion of difference is bound 
to be a logical outcome.” This independent assertion, as Guru argues 
(ibid), should not be perceived as divisive by Dalit men, “instead, it ought 
to be seen as carrying positive emancipatory potential” that can “lead to 
a meaningful engagement of their creative energies.” With the assertion 
of autonomous Dalit women’s identity, the 1990s saw the formation of 
the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) and the All India 
Dalit Women Forum. There were also various regional Dalit women’s 
organisations that came up during this period (for instance, Maharashtra 
Dalit Mahila Sangathana). Thus, intersections of caste and gender have 
emerged as a crucial component of feminist movement in India. 

Transnational advocacy and the Dalit women’s movement in India

The Dalit women’s movement in India made conscious attempts to align 
themselves with transnational advocacy networks to further the cause of 
their domestic struggle. Mobilisation of Dalit women was happening in 
India prior to the Beijing Conference in 1995 in form of conferences 
organised in Mumbai, Pune, and Bangalore. The question that is crucial 
in this context, however, is why the need was felt by the Dalit women’s 
movement in India to align itself with international forums for the furth-
erance of its domestic struggle. Keck and Sikkink (1999) argue that this 
linkage happens in order to alter the behaviours of the states that have 
hitherto failed to recognise the rights of the domestic groups by bringing 
pressure on them. Calling it the “boomerang pattern,” they argue that 
in situations when “…governments are unresponsive to groups whose 
claims may none the less resonate elsewhere, international contacts can 
‘amplify’ the demands of domestic groups, pry open space for new issues, 
and then echo these demands back into the domestic arena” (ibid, p 93). 
Thus, through transnational networks, a non-powerful, non-state actor 
can assume a position whereby it is able to “persuade, pressurize, and 
gain leverage over much more powerful organizations and governments” 
(ibid, p 89). 
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Dalit women in India were feeling alienated both from the women’s 
movement and the Dalit movement discourse. There was also much 
discontent with the states’ response to Dalit women’s oppression.7 
There was, therefore, a belief that by raising the issue of Dalit women in 
international forums, pressure would be put on the state to create ins-
titutional mechanisms for addressing the issue. In this context, one need 
to highlight that despite the recognition of women’s rights as human 
rights, the international human rights discourse for a long time was not 
addressing the issue of discrimination of women based on caste. In fact, 
the key focus of the first two UN World Conferences against Racism, 
held in 1978 and 1983, was apartheid in South Africa. However, the 
Dalit women’s movement in India played a crucial role in mobilising 
support for their cause in the UN World Conference against Racism, 
Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (WCAR) 
held in Durban, South Africa, in 2001. Alliances were formed between 
various Dalit groups to come together and to raise their concerns in an 
international platform. These alliances were also being supported by 
lower caste activists in other South Asian countries, such as Nepal, and 
Sri Lanka. 

The National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR), formed 
in 1998, sought to bring in international attention to the issue of atroci-
ties against the Dalits. The First World Dalit Convention that was being 
held at Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in October, 1998, also urged the UN 
to appoint at the earliest ”Special Rapporteurs” in order to investigate 
into the human rights violations of the Dalits. The International Dalit 
Solidarity Network (IDSN) that was established in the year 2000, with 
its secretariat in Copenhagen, Denmark, also played a significant role in 
mobilising international support for the Dalit women’s cause. Following 
the setting up of the IDSN, a number of organisations and networks across 
the globe took up the cause of the Dalits. For instance, in Europe alone, 
networks working on issues of caste-based discrimination are operating 
in seven countries, all of which are members of the IDSN.8  

The pressure created through transnational activism has finally 
compelled the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimi-
nation (CERD) to affirm in 2002 in its General Recommendations of 
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the International Convention that discrimination based on “descent” is 
defined to include “discrimination against members of communities based 
on forms of social stratification such as caste and analogous systems of 
inherited status which nullify or impair their equal enjoyment of human 
rights.”9 Thus caste discrimination came to acquire a new meaning in 
international platforms. 

Apart from the UN, another key site for transnational feminist activ-
ism since the Beijing Conference of 1995 has been the World Social 
Forum (WSF) (Desai 2005, p 325). The Dalit Network Netherlands 
(DNN), in collaboration with the NCDHR, the NFDW, the All India 
Dalit Women’s Rights Forum, the Feminist Dalit Organization, Nepal, 
and the IDSN, organised a conference on human rights and dignity of 
Dalit women in the Hague, November 20-25, 2006. The Declaration 
adopted in this conference, known as the Hague Declaration on the Human 
Rights and Dignity of Dalit Women, argued that domestic governments 
have an obligation to take up all the required policy measures to facilitate 
the realisation of Dalit women’s human and fundamental rights. 

It is argued that this international recognition of the Dalit women’s 
rights as human rights creates a sort of moral expectation on the 
domestic political system to address the issue of caste-based oppression. 
“Moral leverage,” as Keck and Sikkink argue, “involves…’mobilization 
of shame,’ where the behaviour of target actors is held up to the bright 
light of international scrutiny” (1999, p 97). This can be a very effective 
mechanism in a situation where a lot of value is placed by the state on 
“international prestige” (ibid).  It may be seen that the Indian Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh, in his address at the Dalit-Minority Inter-
national Conference in December 2007, has come to acknowledge, in 
front of the international community, that “untouchability is not just a 
social discrimination. It is a blot on humanity” (cited in Human Rights 
Watch 2007). The Government of India has now extended permission to 
UN Special Rapporteurs to investigate within India. The Dalit Women’s 
Access to Justice and Dignity (DWAJ) project was launched in November 
2006 by the Department of Justice, the Government of India, and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
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Conclusion 

The practice of untouchability in India is argued to be continuing to 
prevail as a “hidden apartheid” (Human Rights Watch 2007). Although 
the Indian government today has expressed commitment to address the 
issue of violation of the Dalit women’s human rights, as the discussion 
earlier in this paper reveals, the realities on the ground tell a different 
tale. Custodial torture of Dalits, rapes of Dalit women, and the looting 
of Dalit property by the police are argued to be “condoned or at best 
ignored” (ibid). Thus, although transnational activism has been able to 
exert some sort of pressure on the domestic government to address the 
Dalit women’s issue, it may be argued that it can work only as an “enab-
ling” condition. The success of transnational activism requires vibrant 
and strong domestic movements that mobilise and exert pressure from 
within the boundaries of the state. Western human rights norms often 
seem to become the defining framework within which transnational 
networks work. Therefore, aligning local struggle with global platforms 
must not put the local realities in the back banner in the pursuit of 
global norms. Thus it may argued, in the words of Keck and Sikkink, 
that transnational networks are “not conveyor belts of liberal ideals, but 
vehicles for communicative and political exchange, with the potential for 
mutual transformation of participants” (1999, p 100). 

Notes

1.  “The caste system is a hierarchy of endogamous groups that individuals enter only 
by birth. A caste differs from a clan or sib in being endogamous and recognizing various 
ranks. It differs from a class in its strict enforcement of permanent endogamy within 
caste groups” (Olcott 1944, p 648). 

2.  Article 17 of Part III (Fundamental Rights) of the Indian Constitution abolishes 
untouchability and forbids its practice in any form. To further reinforce this commit-
ment, the government of India had passed the Untouchability (Offences) Act, 1955, 
which was later amended in 1976 as Protection of Civil Rights Act. 

3.  Known in English as the Laws of Manu, Manusmriti is the most important and earli-
est metrical work of Dharmasastra (learning, religious and legal, pertaining to Hindu 
Dharma or Hindu religion) textual tradition of Hinduism. 

4.  The terms SC (Scheduled Castes) and ST (Schedule Tribes) are essentially legalistic 
categories, which are a sub-part of a larger term “backward classes.” Under the Govern-
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ment of India Act of 1935, a separate schedule was created to govern relations between 
the state and the classes/castes/tribes under the category of backward classes. Scheduled 
Castes include all those castes that were originally considered “untouchables” while 
scheduled tribes referred to all aboriginal and hill tribes (Zachariah 1972). 

5.  Jyotiba Phule had launched a massive movement against the tyranny of Brahmins in 
the 19th century India and worked towards eliminating the stigma of untouchability. Dr 
B R Ambedkar, the chief architect of the Indian Constitution, also led a life-long crusade 
against the Hindu caste system. 

6. As part of the Hindu caste (varna) system, communities that belong to one of the 
four varnas Brahmin, Kshtriya, Vaishya, and Sudra are called “savarna”.  Dalits (formerly 
known as the untouchables) fall outside these four castes and are known as “avarna.”

7.  The Indian government’s stand was that caste is purely an internal matter of the 
country and the international community should have no business to be involved in this.

8. It is argued that “…as networking becomes a repertoire of action that is diffused 
transnationally, each effort to network internationally is less difficult than the one before” 
(Keck and Sikkink 1999, p 93). 

9.  The General Recommendation 29 concerned Article 1, Paragraph 1 of the Interna-
tional Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, which defines “racial 
discrimination” as “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, 
colour, descent, national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or 
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of 
public life.” Find the Recommendations at  http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/
f0902ff29d93de59c1256c6a00378d1f?Opendocument (accessed November 30, 2011).
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