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Foreword

Namaste.

Following the recent publication of the sixth edition, | am delighted to share
with you the seventh and final edition of the Policy Review — the latest
publication from the National Democratic Institute (NDI) Nepal. The Policy
Review series is an initiative of the five-year USAID funded Niti Sambad
(‘Policy Dialogue’) project. Niti Sambad contributes to USAID/Nepal’s goal
of helping to advance a more democratic and resilient Nepal by helping to
support democratic institutions and by strengthening political inclusion.

Through this Policy Review series, NDI Nepal has aimed to make policy
analysis more publicly accessible, thereby strengthening even further

the democratic linkages between citizens and elected political party
representatives. The overall aim is to examine how policies relating to key
issues affecting citizens are being, and need to be addressed, by policy
makers at all levels of government. This final edition covers the key topic of
Dalit political representation.

Certainly, the Dalit community has long suffered from caste-based
discrimination and untouchability, which has largely been entrenched by a
hierarchal caste-based system. While the move to democracy has taken hold
over the last 75 years, important issues related to the challenges faced by
this community still remain.

However, in establishing and consolidating Nepal as a fully-fledged
democracy, the safeguards and rights of all its citizens need to be fully
protected, both in law and in terms of implementation. When political parties
are unable to effectively engage with different marginalized groups, such

as Dalits, disregarding their contributions to political reform only serves

to further undermine the key tenets of accountability, equality and justice
within a democratic system. By bringing Dalits more fully into the political
process, Dalit representatives will be able to speak and act on behalf of their
community, thereby creating a cycle of trust, involvement and policies most
need by this community.
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Finally, in hoping that you will enjoy reading this publication, can | take this
opportunity to thank you for your feedback, which has always been greatly
appreciated.

With kind regards,

Deborah Healy
Senior Country Director
NDI Nepal
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Dalit Leadership

in Political Parties:
Contradiction between
Principle and Practice

B Parshuram Ramtel

Introduction

For over 3,500 years, Dalit community in the region has faced widespread
caste-based discrimination and untouchability, which has forced them to live
below the poverty line. In particular, such discriminatory practices has led to
their exclusion from the spheres of the state and political parties. Yet despite
this, over the past 75 years, Dalit groups have come together to organize
movements to campaign for their rights. Through their respective political
parties also, Dalit community has contributed to the transformation of Nepali
democracy. However, this community is rarely ever politically represented and
has scant influence either in political parties or the structures of the state. So,
while their right to proportional representation was theoretically ensured in
the Constitution, the main parties still appear unwilling to include them in their
decision-making structures at a senior level. Therefore, it is important to assess
the progress made by parties in ensuring Dalit rights.

The political exclusion of Dalits

The Varna system provided both the Brahmin and Chhetri communities with
the right to effectively run the state, formulate policies and oversee the state
administration with different marginalized groups effectively excluded from
political positions and tasked only with often menial labor roles. This division
of power relations was and still remains discriminatory with the consequence
that Dalits are largely politically excluded from all political and administrative
positions. Such a situation has ensured that the state has not formulated

the relevant legislation, palicies, regulations and programs to address the
fundamental needs of the Dalit community. Although political parties have
accepted the principle of there being an inclusive democracy, they have not
been able to implement this principle in practice.
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Therefore, the Dalit community remains excluded from the democratic
system while the historical feudal relationship to production has forced them
to continue living below the poverty line. They have also been forcefully
subjected to be treated as ‘untouchables’, which has been established as a
societal norm. That is why it is important to develop and implement policies
to end all forms of discrimination against this community by introducing the
principle of proportional representation in the formulation and delivery of
policy and election of leaders within political parties and the state. Without
such interventions, caste-based discrimination will remain with the goal of an
egalitarian society still remaining a far distant dream.

The role of Dalit political movements

In 1998, the National Dalit Peoples Development Council of Nepal (Nepal
Rastriya Dalit Janabikas Parisad) demanded reservations in all of the political
and administrative sectors of the state - the first time that such a demand
had collectively been made. Following the first People’s Movement in 1990,
Dalits began to raise further demands to end discriminatory practices as

well as look to increase their level of political representation. As a result,
along with the freedom to establish new political parties, the formation of
Dalit political wings also increased, which continued to raise the issue of
Dalit political inclusion. Similarly, this community participated in the People’s
Revolution, raising their voices strongly within their respective parties.

Similarly, the Joint Political Dalit Struggle Committee in 1990 demanded

the meaningful participation of the community in all aspects of public life. In
regard to one of their key demands, namely proportional representation, the
CA promulgated the new Constitution in 2015, which ensured this principle
and hence, the inclusion of Dalits in the structures of political parties and the
state. However, in reality, proportional representation in all levels of political
parties remain low with parties unable to formulate policies and action

plans to effectively develop the leadership capacities of persons from this
community. There are many reasons behind why political parties still have not
been able to develop substantive responses to support these communities.

1. A discriminatory mindset

The mainstream political parties continue to largely have a superficial
understanding of the Dalit community and this is heavily reflected in

their responses, party strategies and programs. For example, their party
statutes and other key documents lack any credible analysis on the level of
discrimination faced by Dalits. If there have been a few progressive changes
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in the traditional discriminatory mindsets of political parties, it has certainly yet
to be translated into practice. At present, instead of prioritizing the issue of
Dalit discrimination, parties seem to harbor a negative bias against them.
Therefore, all political parties need to urgently take the necessary initiatives
to end discrimination against Dalit community, in particular, in relation to
ending their economic inequality and discrimination and strengthening their
leadership capacities.

2. No acceptance of leadership

The leadership of Dalit community continues to be poorly accepted inside
political parties, while the practice of accepting leaders from only a specific
ethnicity or gender continues seemingly unabated. Disregarding their past and
the significant contribution to their parties, Dalit leaders continue to be heavily
looked down upon in all areas of political life with political parties demonstrably
failing to act against all discriminatory practices. The trend of party cadres
themselves discriminating against Dalit leadership have also served to damage
the overall dignity of the community. This treatment against persons who
join politics with a commitment for reform runs against the aims of any
political party. Therefore, to end the trend of refusing political leadership
opportunity to Dalits, political parties must, as a matter of priority, introduce
programs and policies to end all levels of discrimination within party structures
against this community.

3. The contradiction between policy and leadership

The main aim of a political party is to achieve power and work for the national
advancement of the country. As such, policies play a key role in any party,
formed with specific perspectives and purposes. It is only natural, therefore,

for different political parties to have different policies, which seems to be the
case in the context of Dalit representation where the NC, Communist Party of
Nepal-Unified Marxist Leninist (CPN-UML) and CPN-MC all have special policies
covering the area of Dalit representation. However, such initiatives have been
unable to ensure the proportional representation of Dalits. Instead, political parties
display wide differences between their policies and practices. In its statute, the
NC made a provision to provide reservations to a Dalit in the party’s working
committee. Yet, while implementing the provision, only one Dalit member

was elected as Deputy General Secretary in the recent general convention
held in December. Though seemingly the most progressive in terms of Dalit
representation, allocating 15 percent of seats for this community and proposing
a special rights policy, the rate of change within the CPN-MC seems to be a
great deal slower.
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4. Need to develop Dalit political leaders

The leadership development of the historically oppressed Dalit community is
not similar to the leadership of non-Dalits, as the ruling elites have constantly
led the party and excluded Dalits. Hence, political parties need to adopt and
implement special policies, provisions, and programs to develop the leadership
capacities of this community. After all, political competition cannot be deemed
as fair between an individual who holds access to the party, society, and state,
and an individual from the Dalit community, who are ruled over and excluded
from economic and political power. The leadership evaluation criteria within
political parties also needs to be reformed, reflecting the different economic
and social standings of the individual. Parties need to reflect inward and
assess their policies and programs, to correct their past mistakes.

Conclusion

Discrimination against the Dalit community is mainly a class-based political
issue and came into practice as a process to strengthen the feudal state. It is
clear that the powerholders intentionally pushed this community backwards
politically, economically, culturally and socially. In this context, political parties
need to identify and analyze these issues, including how it could be resolved
politically, while creating a dialogue to form special policies, approaches

and processes to increase the leadership capacities and opportunities for
persons from this community. It is only after this, that the issues affecting
the Dalit community will be effectively resolved, paving way to develop new
opportunities for Dalits and the democratic system.

For a decade now, political parties have included a few persons from the Dalit
community in leadership positions arguably more as ‘show pieces’ to garner
votes. Instead, political parties need to develop a deeper understanding of
Dalits and create a ‘masterplan’ to develop their political leadership, which
will enable the Dalit community to combat the rife discrimination. However,
one issues is crystal clear — the Dalit community will not accept policies from
any political party where the effect is that they continue to be counted only
as 'vote banks’ during election periods. Given their democratic rights and
their contribution to the development of democracy in this country, the Dalit
community demand and deserve a life with dignity.
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Political
Reservations for the
Dalit Community

B Meen Bishwakarma

Introduction

Discrimination is prevalent throughout the world. In Nepal, economic, political
and social discrimination has been prevalent now for some three centuries
based on the cleavages of caste, ethnicity, gender, language, religion and
region. Nepali society too has been in a continuous conflict due to the issues of
‘discrimination” and ‘exclusion’. In such an environment, it was quite impossible
for Dalits to effectively participate in politics and raise their voices against the
rulers, who also effectively banned all political parties.

Political parties were eventually formed in Nepal during the late 1930s to
establish a democratic political system and to end all levels of socio-economic
inequality. During the 1950 revolution, the NC carried the slogan ‘caste will not
be adhered to, let all of us sit, eat and be happy’, which aimed to portray the
party as one that disregarded issues to do with caste and instead favored the
principles of ‘equality” and ‘individual freedom’. This was a slogan that certainly
appealed to the different oppressed and marginalized communities. Another
slogan of the NC emphasized that, ‘land is of the tiller, house is of the painter’,
which focused on the economy and raised issues related to land ownership
for farmers and laborers as well as the rights of women to own assets. Nepal's
various communist parties have also raised strongly issues related to ending
class and caste-based discrimination.

Although Nepal began practicing democracy after the end of the party-less
panchayat system in 1990, the commitment to end discrimination and create

an egalitarian society has never really been translated into practice. Instead,

the core agenda of political parties has been to simply rotate governments of
different political hues rather than to establish a truly democratic system and
end discrimination and exclusion. Therefore, Dalits and other marginalized groups
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have demanded proportional representation in all the different democratic
structures of the state. As a result of this pressure, political parties eventually felt
compelled to accept this democratic principle. However, in the public spheres of
political parties and government, while the practice of inclusion has admittedly
begun, it is very hard to sustain the view that it has been implemented in
practice to any meaningful extent.

Political reservations for Dalits

The concept of reservations is a special provision that is extended to those
different societal groups who have been subjected to historic levels of
discrimination and exclusion by the state. In this respect, the provision is
extended to further improve their respective advancement on a par with

other communities. In short, this concept aims to reduce and ultimately end
systemic discrimination. However, Dalits have been and continue to be subjected
to significant levels of economic, political and social discrimination. With a
history of intentional political exclusion by the state, deprived of economic
resources and exploited in the area of employment, Dalits face high levels of
poverty deprivation and been subjected to caste-based discrimination. The
policies required for these communities to enjoy their democratic rights cannot
be developed and implemented until they are better represented in all the
political and state mechanisms available. That is why political reservations are
a necessity for this community at this time. Although political parties have
demonstrated their opposition to the caste system during the first Peoples
Movement of 1990, they soon forgot about such issues when in government
where they neither formulated policies nor undertook any concrete actions to
establish equality for the Dalit community.

Of course, political parties alone will not be able to formulate all the necessary
policies to solve those issues affecting the Dalit community without the active
participation of this community in all of the key roles within a party structure.
Dalit representation is important at every level of the party as having one ethnic
and/or caste group leading the party could see it turn into a dictatorship. Yet,
within the current leadership of main political parties, Dalit members are rarely
ever appointed into key leadership roles. And when they are included, they are
usually unable to effectively intervene in regard to the direction of the party’s
overall ideology, policies and/or programs. Hence, political reservations for the
Dalit community remains key in terms of developing Dalit-friendly policies and
programs that can help solve all outstanding issues affecting this community.

Let us not forget here that the Dalit community has made a major contribution
to the establishment of political parties in this country over the last 75
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years. Though claiming one’s rightful share of political posts, in line with their
population size, is surely a fundamental right within any democracy? Rather
than promoting Dalit rights, political parties instead continue to weaken the
effectiveness of those representatives appointed through the reserved quotas

, while also spreading the bogus impression that they, i.e. the parties, were
working in the wider interests of the Dalit community. With a higher level

of reservations within political parties, more Dalits would be able to enter
leadership positions themselves with the result that they could directly influence
the direction of policies in relation to the ending of discrimination.

Opponents of reservations

Yet, despite understanding that reservations can offer special opportunities to
excluded communities, enabling them to enjoy equal rights, it seems that a set
of ‘ruling elites’ continue to oppose the idea of reservations altogether. While the
current Constitution provides Dalits and other different marginalized groups with
the reserved quotas, the Khas/Arya caste are also included, which surely cuts
against the principle of reservations in the first place. Here, the contention is
that an egalitarian society cannot be based on providing reservations to a ruling
or dominant class who does not have to suffer discrimination in the first place.
However, with the inclusion of this dominant caste, those marginalized groups
who are currently stagnating at the bottom of society will remain there.

In a political context, the Khas/Arya caste has fully utilized the reservations
provision and, in so doing, has been able to further strengthen their political
representation within political parties and the structures of the state at the
expense of others, most notably the Dalit community. That is why political
parties need to end this ‘double standard’ of benefitting from reservations, while
opposing them at the same time. If the leadership of the political parties falil

to collectively bring about a more inclusive democracy, with the meaningful
representation of all communities, then this will only serve to further increase
the possibility of conflict within and across parties and society in general.

Meaningful reservations

Reservations should not only be limited to politics but also be linked with
political issues relating to the overall economic and social transformation

of Nepali society. Positive outcomes in regard to the interest of different
marginalized groups will only be seen if such a process is implemented
effectively. Until now, any reforms made within political parties, or at a state
level, have been possible as a result of Dalit advocacy. For example, the 2017
Local Election Act, which provided for the mandatory representation of Dalit
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woman, and the establishment of the National Land Commission to resolve the
land issues affecting this community, were all made possible because of the
various initiatives taken by Dalit MPs and other activists within this community.
Therefore, should the community continue to campaign on these and other
similar issues, through the use of reservations, a further increase in their political
representation is likely.

Additionally, political parties should also be able to better differentiate between
reservations and proportional representation. While reservations increase the
participation of historically excluded communities, proportional representation
ensures a measure of representation proportional to the population of a specific
minority group. However, proportional representation alone cannot effectively
ensure the meaningful representation of Dalits. Hence, the ruling caste groups
should strictly allocate reserved seats to Dalits as compensation, until such a
time that the community reaches a similar position to that of the ruling castes
in terms of their representation. In this way, political parties should aim to
endorse all reservation policies and look to implement them in full.

Conclusion

Political parties need to be committed to ending all caste-based discrimination
and exercising inclusive democratic based policies, where all diverse
marginalized groups have proportional and meaningful representation within

the realms of political parties and the state. As such, all past promises made
during the People’s Movement should now be honored in full and thus translated
into both policy and action. In particular, political parties also need to put
forward clearer perspectives and plans to resolve the political, economic, social,
educational and other issues facing this community. To achieve this, the effective
representation of the Dalit community has to be secured in the policy formation
level of all political parties. Similarly, Dalit wings within political parties need to
continue playing an ‘interventionist’ role when the party is developing policies,
action plans for the further emancipation of their community.
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Challenges

B Gaura Nepali

Introduction

Although Dalit women have played a key role in Nepal's various political
movements, they have nevertheless continued to face multi-layered levels of
discrimination. Living in a heavily caste-based system, they are subjected to
discrimination and oppression while also being denied access to economic and
other state resources. Consequently, the Dalit community, and Dalit women in
particular, are in the grip of extreme poverty, which has resulted in their weaker
economic position in society compared to other communities. In addition, Dalits
are further oppressed by men, as patriarchy persists to a fundamental level
within Nepali society as well as also being discriminated against by non-Dalit
women. Furthermore, by being treated as ‘untouchables’, this community faces
discrimination in almost every area of their daily lives.

Political representation

Although the current Nepali Constitution and various other pieces of legislation
have been enacted to address the challenges faced by the Dalit community, not
all provisions have been implemented as effectively as they should have been.
The Dalit women’s movement has continuously demanded for the mandatory
implementation of the proportional representation system in all sectors of the
state, and meaningful participation at all levels of decision-making, enabling
Dalit women to implement and formulate necessary policies. However, the
unwillingness of party leaderships to adopt such a system has resulted in the
low participation and representation of Dalit women in the sphere of political
parties and the structures of the state. Hence, these provisions related to Dalit
rights need to be implemented by the state to empower Dalit women further to
practice their democratic rights.
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In 2007, the Interim Parliament included the representation of

57 women, out of which 18 were Dalit out of them six were Dalit women -
the first time that Dalit women had represented in parliament. Similarly, in
the first CA in 2008, there were 25 Dalit women represented out of a total
of 50 Dalit MPs. In the second CA in 2013, 21 Dalit women had represented
out of a total of 40 Dalits elected in total. Finally, the 2017 parliamentary
elections saw 90 women and 19 Dalit elected out of which 13 were Dalit
women. Yet, despite this, Dalit women were not represented in the executive
government, which further demonstrates their low representation overall in
the areas of policy making and executive-level governance.

Representation of Dalit women at the local level

As a result of several political movements, the Constitution now guarantees

at least 33 percent women’s representation in all three tiers of government.
Similarly, the 2017 Local Election Act has made a mandatory provision that at
least one Dalit must be elected in each ward at the local level. Henceforth, in
the 2017 local elections, 6,664 Dalit women won ward level seats. In that same
election, out of a total 12,790 elected municipal council members, only 995
were Dalit women, which is still a very low level of representation’. These women
also received little to no opportunity to hold key positions such as that of the
mayor, chair, deputy mayor, and vice chair. This demonstrates that while Dalit
women are represented at the local level, they are not given responsibilities at a
senior level.

Current challenges faced by Dalit women representatives

However, locally elected Dalit women continue to face a number of challenges®. As
they remain in a minority at the local level, their voice also remains weak. Due
to unequal power-structures, they also have to struggle when trying to formulate
policies and programs relating to their community. Though current legislation
assigns duties to mayors and deputy mayors, the duties for Dalit women
representatives were never included. As a result, many elected Dalit women still
do not have sufficient expertise or knowledge about the constitutional, legal

and policy provisions to effectively work within the newly established federalized
structure.

As a result, many Dalit women representatives are subjected to political
exclusion, forcing them into a dilemma as to what could be done as compared
to what cannot be done. Consequently, it has taken time to build their
understanding regarding their rights and jurisdictions while, at the same time,
also experiencing a lack of support from the non-Dalit community. More broadly,
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they have had to struggle against discrimination brought on by the patriarchal
and caste-based societal structures. Moreover, due to the discriminatory
power-structure in the society and political parties, it is difficult for Dalit
women to hold key positions at the local level. As a consequence, there is
also a probability that they may choose to exit from the world of politics and
the structures of the state.

Conclusion

Following the 2017 municipal elections, for the first time, a large number of Dalit
women were elected at the ward and municipal council levels. The experience of
the past five years seems to suggest that they have developed their leadership
skills, while also increasing their own levels of confidence. Their representation
has also contributed to creating a socio-political identity for the Dalit community
as a whole, despite the multiple challenges that exist.

Representation at the state level is the fundamental right of the Dalit community
ensured by the Constitution. However, a narrative has been forcibly built by

the ruling elites against the reservations provided to Dalit women, stating that
they would not be able to make any difference should they be elected. It is

also important to understand the working environment of locally elected Dalit
women representatives to see if it is conducive enough for them to effectively
conduct their constitutional duties. In reality, since the first set of elections were
held for the newly formed federal republic, Nepal has witnessed a lower level

of representation of the Dalit community in senior leadership roles, especially
for Dalit women. That is why it is even more important to build the leadership
capacities of this community, especially of Dalit women, to further strengthen
their overall political representation. In this respect, the following points should
be further considered as ways in which this can be done:

1. Locally elected Dalit women representatives have imparted expertise to
others while also gaining increased confidence as community leaders. They
have worked closely with citizens, attempting to work for women and
the Dalit community. Such work needs to continue as their expertise will
continue to be of benefit to future elected Dalit women representatives.

2. The narrative developed by the dominant caste groups that a Dalit woman
cannot work in comparison to other castes, runs contrary to the principle
of inclusive democracy. In fact, when given the opportunity, Dalit women
have played a key role as chairs, municipal council and ward members.
Should they be further empowered and given more opportunities, they will

Fodh! B | T AGARTHN HROT Sfosd ARG ARG IR TReRA!
YHIHR] HBT Werd HES THUD] gD |

T rES uRRYfIS: @RoT evel efed afker sufaffae eifas
YRE-3TRI T Wbl B a1 df%a TRl W64 a1 v | Roge il
RISHITS YO 9T BRUT Siew Godl Hal ay Jod: & T4 g1 I & T
Tg1 =1 SERAT g | gfed after S 3 R SReReT aAfeRaR
g 7 SEwels e 999 ordl | ISR SHews IRefod dagerar uft
AT HEART OIS W | IRk A B, &fod AfRel SUkiEes g I
SRR ARG ARG TRadeg U R Fey TRReg o= | I3
HRY FHIG R IAGHIIS GGl I5h] [AHEHR] ARG-FHEHl HRU Irlewne R
TEP! U T AE@YUl USH! RrHaR] Ued Waed | ISR U FHERIET
@I 3aegd S/ I I BRIHA a4 o | I99) @ Fermn faffaa
cfod Afker SHUfMIeR Fed a5 &M W Ha ddmaRo] g9189 A
WY T8l U RIeifde dfeeeroe PR Us Wl drd B |

forseoy

Q098 HT T WY T8l Farade sferd uffel e Fd 3ol d=am
efoq aRerer e gea Meifa = | a9e 9 SEee @Y
FRMIGSEH F9d IRIFARE T o@wR Uy | e dieawr gfod Az
SHUfIFES o1 Ioifae Aq@d! (e IReT B9 99 STAfIeard J9d

[N

IBIYH] B | IiEwd! ISHId Y@ gfod THarRId] AMISTh-ITST 1w
SR W BE! AW uRdcd 1S WgAN gl B | e, gfed
AfR@T AR W T8 Wi WaT sFal FART anb dfdl 1 B |

Ted! AU afed FgeRel FEgUie giiitEers difee seh
gaa We1 B | FEf, SH T AN G "B Gold aidl

DE J9e gfod ARSI &M T o I itadl it dfad

f=TdT OIS Ade I ABRIHS T Saoril (A0 I SR R

B | W, SEws BT THESR &M T Fad 91 q2ad! @ol TRIue |
IEEGS AAEM X PIIT0 QU AR R T6H1 S Fgol arrar]
Syee [ & fIgg ¥R 21 O B | a1, Ao S 9 YOS
g9 WRUfsHl A uftel Fafem RRl | THeRe R TReR Faread!
TR SHIEwes UK S G | IR R 86! g Tqeddl afod
erre! ufaffda e s fed wRerer ufifRa sewt g7 w2 |
IR aferd wlker SHufaffEe a7 Iomifde avaierR e rs-a]

I & QD] B | IS Seedl el gl T Sidw] Javdd

forl | wes ¥ |edarh areRv 91 efod wfte SHufafee gweer) &/
Fa1 g e | Il gl &fad Al yHEaeRt ufifa ghRed
T B T Seolad [Avders &F &9 9 8

Q00Q | 3R | §Q



——
—
—
=
h
——
el
(=7
kel
(="—
(— =
el
[="—
i
=
=
—
d
(—)
(— =
=
A
=
(—|

40 July 12022

undoubtedly be able to further shoulder an even greater role in the area of
democratic reform. Therefore, incorrect social prejudice towards Dalit women
as elected representatives needs to change.

3. Elected Dalit representatives are being subjected to discrimination based on
the practice of ‘untouchability’. Therefore, municipalities need to commit
themselves to ending such discrimination. As Dalit representatives also
suffer from significant financial hardship, as a result, they are unable to
engage in politics. That is why municipalities need to develop concrete
action plans to ensure a more favorable environment is created for them to
participate in politics.

4. To strengthen Dalit women’s situation at the local level, the community
needs to be made more politically aware and active. In particular, they
should be given political knowledge and strength so that they can
independently campaign for their democratic rights. In this regard, the
role of political parties, government agencies as well as the family are
important for a Dalit woman to be able to better develop their political
leadership capacities.

Endnotes

Biswokarma, JB. (2021). Roles and Challenges of Dalit Women Representatives in Local Level
(Study Report). Dalit Mahila Sangh (Feminist Dalit Organization). Lalitpur. Nepal.
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Madheshi Dalit
Representation in
Politics

B Sona Khatik

Introduction

The Dalit communities are settled in the hill and Terai regions of Nepal and

has historically been discriminated against based on region, caste and class.

In particular, it has been observed that Madheshi Dalits have been politically
excluded, and as a result have lower representation in political parties and

the state. Hence, the Madheshi Dalit community are the poorest of the poor.
For example, according to the 2011 Living Standard Survey, conducted by the
Central Bureau of Statistics, 39.2 percent of this community were forced to

live below the poverty line, whereas the national average was 25.2 percent.
Historically, the state has prevented this community from holding land in their
own name and have been systematically excluded from receiving an education,
being forced instead to engage in exploitative labor-relations. In addition,
caste-based discrimination and practices of ‘untouchability” also remain
rampant. Consequently, this community has been unable to gain senior level
representation in political parties, also because political parties fail to recognize
them as leaders. Certainly, there has been no serious debate in political parties
on policies to develop the leadership of this community. Therefore, this article
aims to discuss the political representation of Madheshi Dalits in political parties

as well as the ways to increase their representation at the decision-making level.

Madheshi Dalit political representation

Although the Terai-Madhesh region includes a large population of the Dalit
community, their representation within political parties is very weak. For
example, during its party convention held in December 2021, the NC selected
134 central committee members without any representation from this
community. Similarly, the CPN-UML convention in December, elected four
members of this community out of a 301 strong central committee. With regard
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to the CPN-MC, in January this year, they selected their 299-member central
committee, out of which only one was a Madheshi Dalit. Furthermore, where
Dalit representatives were selected as central committee members, they mostly
represented the hill regions. Though, overall, political parties have chosen few
Dalits in the policy making processes, overlooking the challenges faced by this
community. Likewise, only three members from the Madheshi Dalit community
are represented in the federal parliament while at the provincial level, there

is only seven provincial assembly members (one in Province one and six in
Madhesh Province). Moreover, in the 2017 municipal elections, the Madheshi
Dalit won two mayoral seats, eight deputy mayorships, 76 ward chairs and
249 ward member posts. However, no one from this community is represented
in either federal or provincial government. All of this analysis would suggest
that the major political parties remain reluctant in terms of making their party
structures more inclusive.

The political exclusion of the Madheshi Dalit community

There are various reasons why the Dalit community remained excluded within
political parties and why it continues to be so. Though the political leaderships
mindset and approach could be blamed for the low representation of Dalits in
the political sphere, following points further define the present situation:

1. Although the Constitution has ensured that this community has the right to
proportional representation in political parties as well as the state, political
parties, while accepting these provisions in principle, have nevertheless
not been successful in terms of implementation, especially in regard to
the Madheshi Dalit community who seem to have been totally ignored.
Political parties have not been able to establish a conducive environment
for them to engage and have not developed policies or programs to combat
the multiple levels of discrimination faced by this community. No surprise,
therefore, that this community is less willing to engage with political parties
to obtain their fundamental rights. In addition, as caste-based discrimination
and untouchability are rampant across society, the non-Dalit community
is clearly not ready to accept persons from this community within the
senior leadership of the main parties. Extreme levels of poverty is another
major hurdle for Madheshi Dalits to engage heavily in political parties. The
livelihood of most of the Madheshi Dalit is based on the labor-work. Thus, it
is hard for them to afford sufficient time for in party activities.

2. Insecurity of the non-Dalit community, on the other hand, specifically in
terms of losing power and influence within the political parties by including
Dalit leaders, is another reason why Dalit leadership has so far been unable
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to flourish politically. It is self-evident that political parties do not seem ready
to provide space to the Madheshi Dalit in leadership positions. The principle
of proportional representation also has been ignored by the political parties
while they are forming party committees. It also has become a barrier

to the Madheshi Dalit to make a strong intervention o n their issues in the
political parties.

3. One of the key reasons why political party leaders do engage with this
community is to ‘bank’ votes for their party at election time, rather than
helping to resolve issues facing this community or helping them rise into
leadership roles.

4. As elections become more expensive, the poverty stricken Madheshi Dalits
are unable to challenge the political parties due to their weak economic
status. Pushed into a life of poverty, they are unable to move ahead
politically as, after all, for someone forced to live under the poverty line
cannot be expected to spend millions to represent their own community. For
this reason, they have been unable to rise up the political ladder.

5. Madheshi Dalit women face even more exclusion when it comes to holding
higher party office. Should political parties be willing to establish Madheshi
Dalits in leadership roles, including women, then opportunities for this
community to reach higher office will grow. However, as it stands, such a
practice is not being implemented in reality.

Possible areas for reform

To effectively push against the current political, social and economic barriers,
political parties, the following areas could be further developed to ensure higher
representation of the Madheshi Dalits within all three tiers of the government:

1. Political parties have not prioritized issues and challenges of the Madheshi
Dalit community and the Madheshi and Dalit quotas have not been
implemented effectively. Hence, their political representation in political
parties and different structures of the state need to increase. An increase in
their representation will then create a more favorable environment to run for
higher positions. Thus, political parties must prioritize the key agendas of the
Madheshi Dalit community and develop concrete strategies to deal with their
problems and build their political leadership capacities.

2. Political parties need to develop policies and provisions to ensure the
effective proportional representation of this community. Similarly, the
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principle of proportional inclusion and its norms need to be well placed
throughout all party policies. The effective implementation of proportional
inclusion will help to provide much-needed representation for these
communities. This will further enable persons from the community to rise
politically within their parties and represent their community. Madheshi Dalits
have been demanding that proportional representation is ensured in all
sectors of the state.

3. Political wings formed within the party to support the Dalit community
also have a poor representation of Madheshi Dalits. In particular, political
Dalit wings established for the Dalit community, should not be limited to hill
Dalit, and needs to play a more influential role in assigning responsibilities,
together with the Madheshi Dalit community. The right to proportional
representation should be applied throughout the Dalit community, which will
then create political space for the Madheshi Dalit community as well.

4. The Madheshi Dalit community need to continue to campaign to achieve
their constitutional and legally conferred rights. Exclusion against the
community will continue until they strategically raise their issues and
concerns with the leadership of political parties. Therefore, it is necessary
for the leadership of the Madheshi Dalit community to more effectively
campaign on behalf of those they represent to ensure representation of their
community, both within political parties and across the state system.

Conclusion

The Dalit community, in general, has faced political exclusion, deprivation from
economic opportunities, and extreme levels of discrimination based on their
caste. In particular, the Madheshi Dalits have faced a higher level of exclusion
and discrimination in comparison to the hill Dalits, while also struggling against
linguistic and geographic domination as most of them reside in Madhesh and
Lumbini Provinces, and speak specific local languages.

Such multi-dimensional discrimination and exclusion must end for Madheshi
Dalits to live a dignified life. In particular, political parties need to push for special
provisions and policies for Dalits and Madheshi Dalits, and also be responsible
for developing a new political culture, one that accepts everyone as ‘Nepali’, who
can safely practice their fundamental rights with dignity as per the spirit of the
Constitution. Furthermore, party leaders need to deliver on the promises made
to the Madheshi Dalit community in regard to enjoying a free and fair society,
without discrimination and hatred. Similarly, the Dalit rights organizations also
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need to come together as one with a common voice and objective, raising
issues and challenges faced by the community, and strategically placing
themselves within political parties to make their voices better heard. Such an
approach will not only amplify their standing on a national platform, but will
also support in increasing Madheshi Dalit participation within political parties
and the state.
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The Continuous
Exclusion of Dalits
in Political Parties

B Sushil BK

Introduction

The main political forces in a democratic state are political parties, whose
leadership identifies core public concerns and develops the necessary policies to
address them. This is why the participation of Dalits in the leadership of political
parties is pivotal as only then will they be able to enter the sphere of parliament
and government, and formulate policies to end the discrimination faced by their
community. Their representation in key decision-making positions can play a vital
role in formulating party’s policy and programs to resolve the problems they face.

Over the last six-months, the CPN-UML, NC, CPN-MC and Rastriya Prajatantra
Party (RPP) have all completed their respective party conventions with almost
all of them re-electing their current leaders. While these activities are an
opportunity to assess the political situation, each event seemed to simply

go through the usual formalities. For example, key strategic documents were
approved without any real debate, with many long-standing policy issues not
even raised, including to do with the inclusion of marginalized groups. While each
party has ensured the principle of proportional representation as stated in the
Constitution, they have nevertheless failed to elect their leaders on the basis of
this principle. Although they have attempted to make themselves more inclusive,
in reality, they have not become inclusive in a way that would transform internal
power-relations. Despite comprising 13 percent of the population, the Dalit
community remains politically under-represented. Hence, this article will assess
the level of inclusion practiced by political parties.

The difference between acceptance in theory and practice

Almost all political parties have accepted the principle of inclusion and
the proportional representation of all communities, as ensured in the 2015
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Constitution, and claim that their party’s respective general conventions are
inclusive. Yet, in reality, they are not practicing what they preach. According

to the Dignity Initiative, only 8.5 percent of delegates to the last CPN-UML
convention were Dalits with only 6.73 percent of its elected central committee
coming from this community. Of the NC's convention delegates, only 7.31
percent were Dalits with this community making up only 7.4 percent of its
central and executive committees. Finally, of the delegates who participated in
the CPN-MC's convention, Dalit representation was only 9.38 percent and only
9.76 percent in their central committee. This demonstrates that political parties
are unable to convert their acceptance of proportional inclusion into practice.
However, when they do receive representation, Dalit community’s leaders are
rarely ever assigned with any substantial duties.

An attack on the spirit of inclusion

Nepali society has largely practiced discrimination based on gender, caste,
ethnicity, language, religion, and culture. Persons from different marginalized
groups have certainly not been addressed by political parties in terms of their
leadership roles, policy and program formulation and delivery. The greater
representation of Dalits in parties would help to support the process of reform
within a party, and also help to connect the party with different marginalized
groups. While their issues have been pushed forward within parties to some
extent, they have not been seriously discussed as a whole. As a result, the
daily challenges they encounter remain unresolved. At present, parties also
do not have any substantive plans to build the leadership capacities of Dalits.
Even when persons from this community are brought into the party leadership,
they are often sidelined. Political parties, hence, need to understand that

Dalit representation in parties should be on the basis that they will be able to
represent their community’s interests.

Whose quota is an open seat?

Party leaderships, unwilling to recognize Dalits as party leaders, obstruct

the entry of new competent leaders and have limited the community’s
representation only to the quotas provided. Only handpicked individuals who
have reached a senior position within the party or the state are selected to
serve in Dalit quotas. This hinders participation of the Dalit community and
beats the purpose of the quota system. To resolve this, political parties need to
develop policy provisions through which Dalits can also compete in the open
seat category, while using the quotas to provide opportunity to new individuals
yearning to join politics. Given the opportunity, Dalit representatives could
increase within the party structure and the state.
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It is interesting to analyze the use of reservations and/or the quota system
within parties. In the present context, certainly, relatives or individuals with
close ties to senior party leaders, including the wealthy business class,

are entering the echelons of the party through the reservations process.
Therefore, we can observe that the process of reservations, originally aimed
at the most historically oppressed, are now being used extensively by these
new groups. Such a practice surely goes against the whole principle of
reservations.

As political parties are negating the issues and challenges facing Dalits,
this community is being robbed of their political rights. Such practices
disrespect the principle of inclusion. Likewise, almost all of the open seats
are controlled by the Khas/Arya and ruling elites, despite the fact that the
quota system was meant for marginalized groups with a 2021 Supreme
Court ruling making it very plain that class and caste should not be taken
as criteria. Political parties are excluding persons from marginalized
communities from entering the open seat category and, as a result, no one
from the Dalit community was elected in the NC general convention, while
very few Dalits were selected via the open category in the conventions of
the CPN-UML and CPN-MC. In short, many Dalit political leaders who have
contributed the most to the party, who shed ‘blood, sweat and tears’ for
the party are now made dependent on quota only because they belong to a
certain community. This is another injustice.

The consequences of weak Dalit representation

The current weak political representation of Dalits means that political parties
remain non-Dalit-friendly. It will be impossible to make each of the parties
inclusive until Dalit representatives reach the party policy formulation level.
Similarly, parties will be unable to formulate substantive policies and programs
to effectively address discrimination, which will further obstruct their journey in
establishing social justice within the society. This has affected the ability of this
community to enjoy its political rights. If political parties are unable to address
the Dalit agenda in a timely manner, they will maintain only the status quo, with
a possible danger of it becoming the ‘protector’ of traditional discrimination.

The challenges of Dalit representation

Dalit political representation is challenging because of the orthodox mindset,
ideology, and culture of the mainstream political parties demonstrating

their inability to free themselves from the caste-based system. Parties seem
disinterested in resolving the inter-conflict between principle and practice
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to make themselves more inclusive and end caste-based discrimination.
In particular, higher-caste ego and orthodox mindsets are still prevalent in
the leaderships of these parties who seem unwilling to accept Dalits into
their ranks. This mindset is also obstructing the entry of Dalits into the
party as well as their opportunities to acquire political promotion within
the higher levels of the party. Instead, parties seem to be more interested
in offering superficial representation only to this community. As a result,
an environment against the establishment of Dalit leadership, therefore,
continues to be maintained.

Conclusion

The Dalit community is placed at the bottom of society due to the state’s
discrimination and exclusion and, as such, cannot commit the time and money
to political parties. In addition, elections have become exuberantly expensive,
which further discourages their participation. Moreover, Dalit leaders are not
being assigned with key responsibilities within a party and are limited to the
party wings only. Without such limitations, their relationship within the party
would increase, strengthen public relations and ensure a positive impact on
leadership development. However, as it stands, it is difficult for Dalit leaders

to reach party’s leadership with those who do reach such positions finding it
difficult to work.

To see the more meaningful representation of Dalits, all state structures
need to practice inclusivity and end all forms of discrimination, including
untouchability. Political parties also need to implement policies, strategies
and programs to emancipate the Dalit community so that their concerns
are addressed. In particular, they need to amend legislation relating to
political parties to ensure the meaningful participation of Dalits. The
proportional representation system, in line with the Constitution, also
needs to be implemented in full. Similarly, they need to amend their party
statutes to ensure their proportional representation, especially at a policy
level. Finally, parties should also provide training to develop the leadership
skills of the Dalit community, while also assigning them with leadership roles
at the local level.

As the Dalit community’s economic situation has historically been weak,
political parties need to develop policies to improve their situation first and
then assign them with state level duties. In line with the Constitution, which
grants rights to the Dalit community through the quota system, continuous
dialogue needs to take place between party wings, parliamentarians and
the party leaders. Parties also have to create a favorable environment for
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leadership development, strategy and action, enabling the Dalit community to
rise up within the party system. Pushing ahead for changes within the party and
state system will bring forward the issues of the Dalit community. However, for
now at least, the struggle for equality continues.
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