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The following papers were first presented in the conference “Faith-based 
Social Action in Combating Marginalisation” that was held in Helsinki 
from 17th to 18th of November 2011. The major theme of the conferen-
ce and the common thread that run through the conference presentations 
was dignity. 

Dignity is here investigated in the context of faith-based social action. The 
significance of dignity is demonstrated in relation to various areas of social 
care and diaconia. We approach dignity from a variety of angles and with 
the help of various concepts. Citizenship and resilience are a few examples 
of such concepts. The role of religiosity and spirituality as a guiding frame-
work and ethical foundation of faith-based social action is also discussed.

Tony Addy, Adam Dinham and Esko Kähkönen discuss the concept of 
dignity in the context of faith-based social action. Their papers provide the 
background for the rest of the volume by highlighting the importance of 
dignity for social action and introducing the three key domains of faith-
based social action, that is, service provision, community cohesion and ad-
vocacy.

These three are also the three main sections of this publication. The ser-
vice section begins with an article by Ella van `t Hof and Sytske Teppema, 
who present the findings of a pilot study on how the philosophies of life are 
accounted for in the social work practice. This article is followed by Ulla 
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Jokela’s paper that, by using institutional ethnography as a methodological 
approach, points out relations of ruling that can be criticized for not being 
respectful of the client in the diaconia work.

Heikki Hiilamo studies the poor relief of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Finland between the recession in the early 1990s and the global recession 
beginning in 2008. Einar Vetvik, in contrast, addresses the poverty situation 
in the Norwegian welfare state and the role of diaconia in alleviating it.

In the next section, Community cohesion, Jim Robertson and David Penn 
offer a glimpse into British projects and policies that aim at community de-
velopment and resilience. Teemu Pauha introduces his study focusing on 
the identities of Muslim youth as well as a theoretical framework for furt-
her explorations of the topic.

The advocacy section contains articles by Mikko Malkavaara. In his first 
article, he investigates the history of rights-based thinking within Finnish 
diaconia before 1975. In the second one, he informs the reader of both the 
history and the current situation of the Dalits as well as ecumenical and 
church initiatives for improving their status in society.

Keywords:
Faith-based social services; Community development; Marginality, Social; 
Poverty; Dignity; Social action; Diaconia; Social work practice	
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Tony Addy (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences), Adam Dinham (Gold-
smiths, University of London) & Esko Kähkönen (Diaconia University of 
Applied Sciences)

Exploring interpretations of the concept 
of dignity in the context of faith-based 
social action 

1 Introduction: dignity does not “grow” in poverty and exclusion

The more economic integration is seen as a treatment for poverty and 
exclusion, the stronger talk and action for human dignity are needed. 

In this introductory presentation we observe and analyse key areas of inte-
rest when studying dignity in the context of faith-based social action. Our 
approach includes pointing to research needs in specific contexts of faith-
based social action. 

Our view is that one cannot theorise about dignity without touching on 
poverty and exclusion. The recent and present financial and economic cri-
ses both increase levels of poverty and challenge people’s resilience to it. We 
perceive that human dignity is threatened in contexts of poverty by narrow 
‘pathological’ understandings of poverty. Academic social policy literature 
has, over the last 20 years, used many wider interpretations of poverty than 
the now very widespread, economic and employment perspectives. This is 
why both the EU and other actors have used the concepts of exclusion, mar-
ginalisation and deprivation alongside poverty. An emphasis on dignity and 
cohesion is part of this development of a wider conceptual understanding. 
However, welfare policies are increasingly being based on the idea that emp-
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loyment/unemployment related poverty is best approached in narrow per-
sonal terms. The principle of ‘less eligibility’ underpins many neo-liberal 
approaches and lies behind the curtailing of social benefits. The European 
Charter’s commitment to human dignity as a fundamental right challenges 
narrow interpretations, yet it remains under-developed in policy terms. 

 By working against poverty in communities across Europe, faith commu-
nities experience the distinction between material deprivation (which dif-
fers between member states) and the broader manifestations of poverty, as 
they play out in people’s lives. Faith communities recognise that, in practi-
cal situations, relative poverty is not just about income but also levels of in-
debtedness, unemployment, poor health, educational opportunities, hou-
sing and environmental conditions and access to adequate public services. 
These factors are emphasised in the language of social inclusion. Faith-based 
social action argues that the degree to which people feel that they are able 
to exercise power and control, participate in decisions about their own lives 
and engage in community life also has to be taken into account. 

In spite of the overall wealth in Europe, poverty is persistently at a high le-
vel and children, young people and women are disproportionately affected. 
The EU regards poverty as ‘a direct attack on people’s fundamental rights’ 
[which include dignity] as well as bringing with it its own high costs, finan-
cially and in terms of human misery and indignity. 

Traditional approaches to understanding poverty can be divided into two 
broad schools. The first locates poverty in the pathology of individuals and 
by extension to the areas in which they live, understanding poverty as a re-
sult of individual incompetence, and people in communities as architects 
of their own disadvantage and that of those around them. As many have 
shown, this emerges from a long tradition (for example the English Eliza-
bethan and later Victorian ‘Poor Laws’ in the UK), which sought to encou-
rage people to find the means to support themselves by making alternative 
state-provided welfare unbearably unpleasant. What underpins this appro-
ach is the view that, if states provide support against poverty, people will 
become dependent upon it, whereas if they minimise support, people will 
fend for themselves. The second approach takes a broader structural view 
which locates poverty, not in personal pathology, but in macro-economic 
and social systems which oppress poor people through unequal processes of 
competition, power and distribution of wealth. 
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Recent policy and practice in relation to overcoming poverty in the Eu-
ropean context has focused on the idea of social cohesion. In some count-
ries (notably the UK), the idea of community cohesion is widely used, yet 
according to many commentators ‘there is no effective and agreed defini-
tion of social cohesion’ even though in sociological discourse it has a long 
history stretching back to Tönnies and Durkheim. The tradition contrasted 
the mechanistic solidarity of preindustrial societies with the organic solida-
rity of industrial societies and ‘Gemeinschaft’ with ‘Gesellschaft’ but more 
recently it has been claimed that a differentiated society achieves cohesion 
through shared normative values and ‘impersonal expectations’. 

There are strong ideological, nationalistic and even xenophobic elements 
in the discussion of social cohesion. This is seen most clearly in discussions 
of ‘immigration, integration and citizenship’ but also in actual or potential 
disputes in countries marked by cultural and religious divides. Consequent-
ly, when exploring the present situation in European societies, greater kno-
wledge and understanding of multi-faith -based social action across religio-
us traditions and serving people of all faiths and none is needed.

We identify two dimensions to social cohesion:

The first ‘dimension’ concerns relationships: shared norms and values 
and associated interpersonal social relations – in civil society, in reli-
gious and cultural life and in social and work life.

This strand is related to the preceding discussion and emphasises shared 
norms and values (sometimes including culture and religion), interlocking 
networks, high levels of trust, ‘other regarding behaviour’ and social cohe-
rence. This discourse informs debates about many topics from ‘anti-social 
behaviour’ to the impact of refugee and black and migrant communities 
in Europe and their ‘integration’. Nationalistic movements are also nouri-
shed by this discourse which also informs an emerging ‘liberal racism’ — 
being against the ‘other’ in order to protect the inclusive values of ‘Euro-
pean culture’.

It follows that social cohesion has to encompass social relations (formal 
and informal, private and political, economic and cultural) and opportu-
nities for participation in political life, including civil society, and in sha-
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ping working life conditions. Social cohesion also concerns the quality of 
familial relationships, and relationships in localities (solidarity or conflict, 
attitudes and cooperation between groups; social isolation). Cohesion is, 
therefore, a concept which is related to dignity and to the question of po-
verty and inequality. 

The second dimension of social cohesion is related to the issue of po-
verty and inequality in different national societies and between regions 
and countries. 

This theme can be explored in terms of specific locations and with reference 
to large scale policy (for example EU policies concerning cohesion between 
regions). Debate about this aspect of cohesion ranges from asserting that 
cohesion is mainly concerned with the need for legally enshrined ‘equality 
of opportunity’, to the need for policy and practice to address the ‘inequa-
lities of opportunity’. This leads on to arguments about the need to redu-
ce disparities in income and wealth or of minimising inequality and pover-
ty. The debate highlights the fact that a society may be cohesive (in the sen-
se of being socially integrated) while at the same time be very unequal and 
therefore not truly cohesive. 

Recent studies of social cohesion indicate that all regional disparities and 
inequalities, inequality of opportunity (taking into account life-cycle, gen-
der, stratification, different abilities and citizenship issues) and social exclu-
sions have to be taken into account in assessing cohesiveness. 

We conclude that attention should be paid to both dimensions of so-
cial cohesion and that an emphasis on the human dignity of everyone 
facilitates this. 

2 Dignity is the key issue for well-being

Dignity is used in the EU Fundamental Charter of Rights to describe a ba-
sic right, but it remains largely undefined. It is a term widely used in rela-
tion to human rights and in moral, ethical and political discussion to sig-
nify an innate right to respect and ethical treatment. European culture has 
been built on three pillars: Greek philosophy, Roman law and Jewish-Chris-
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tian religion. Religious traditions have helped to shape social thinking and 
legislation, but reciprocal human rights, although they grew in ‘Christian 
soil’, were formulated in the Enlightenment, which was, in the main, criti-
cal of religious perspectives. Human rights have developed through comp-
lex, interacting historical processes, informed by experiences of oppression 
and totalitarianism, injustice and violations of human rights. Nevertheless, 
human rights can be seen both as rooted in older religious beliefs and prac-
tices, and as modern political fruits of those beliefs.

Dignity draws on Enlightenment notions of universality residing in the 
person (as opposed to residing in God or gods) and is regarded as a precon-
dition of freedom. Politically it is used to critique the treatment of oppres-
sed and vulnerable groups and individuals. While dignity is a term with a 
long philosophical provenance it is rarely defined outright in political, le-
gal and scientific discussions. Recent research has shown how the concept 
of dignity tends to be restricted to practical welfare contexts such as those 
dealing with people with learning difficulties or disabilities. 

In modern Europe, citizenship has been an important concept underpin-
ning dignity and it is emphasised in such documents as the European Char-
ter of Fundamental Rights and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
From these and other documents legal citizenship rights are derived but no 
obligations are set, except that citizens act within the law. As already hinted 
however this ‘citizenship by status’ is potentially an inherently excluding 
concept. There is a second view of citizenship, deriving from the Athenian 
polis, where civil life is understood in terms of community and the obliga-
tions of citizens to it. So for Aristotle, a citizen is ‘someone who participa-
tes in public affairs’. Such a conception focuses on mutuality and the ‘sha-
red life of the polis’ and has more recently been developed into an under-
standing of ‘citizenship by practice’.

It has been suggested that the dichotomy between status citizenship and 
practice citizenship has been superseded, not only in the rise of the idea of 
participation as a form of citizenship, wherein ‘local people work together 
to improve their own quality of life’ in an ‘active citizenship’, but also in the 
way in which status (rights) can be defended or extended through practice 
(agency). Thus citizenship may be understood, not as an absolute, but as a 
continuum so that people are citizens to a greater or lesser extent. The is-
sue of how practice citizenship and status citizenship are inter-related and 
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how they support human dignity in the context of overcoming poverty, is 
a pressing practical and research question. 

Developing ‘practice citizenship’, particularly in context of poverty and 
human dignity, is likely to require community development processes that 
build capacity for engagement and facilitate the identification of aims and 
their delivery. These are the activities that can be very effectively explored 
in faith-based contexts. The question to be answered is how can dignity 
sustain, and be a part of, the sense of citizenship-identity in context of po-
verty and to what extent can dignity support resilience and action to over-
come poverty.

3 Faith-based actions to strengthen dignity

Research suggests, that faith-based social action seeks to fight poverty through 
social inclusion, participation and well-being. We presume that faith-based 
social action therefore presents opportunities for adding value to anti-po-
verty approaches by promoting human dignity as well as simply meeting 
basic needs. Churches and other faith communities have a long tradition 
of working for social change and reform, which has been adapted to the 
new context.

The idea of dignity needs to be sharpened, specifically in the context of 
combating poverty and promoting cohesion. The social practices of faith 
communities in tackling poverty can be examined in terms of their explicit 
or implicit understanding of human dignity and of the processes which en-
hance resilience against and recovery from poverty. It is also important to 
know how people ‘living in poverty’ understand human dignity and to ex-
plore ways in which it could be enhanced. 

A broader understanding of poverty relates closely to the three domains 
of faith-based social action –– service provision, community cohesion 
and advocacy and campaigning. 
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3.1 Faith-based organisations and communities make a significant contributi-
on through the provision of services which meet individual and group needs. 

Faith communities have a long tradition of working with people, particu-
larly in disadvantaged areas, to achieve change and development. Nowadays 
in many societies, a focus on more market-led approaches is apparent. The 
impact of this change in focus varies depending on the context and on pre-
vious developments. The balance of the so called welfare-mix differs accor-
ding to local conditions, for example in some countries faith-based organi-
sations and NGO’s have become major service providers with varied finan-
cial arrangements. 

Statistically, one of the most important elements in service provision re-
lated to faith communities is the significant volume of organised and in-
formal care and social work based in local communities and congregations, 
temples, mosques etc. In the UK it has been calculated that informal servi-
ce, if estimated at the minimum wage, would amount to about five times 
total state spending on social services. Therefore faith communities as or-
ganisations with a long term presence in localities and tuned to local con-
ditions are an important resource for social services.

Another aspect of faith-based social action in contexts marked by high le-
vels of poverty and exclusion is their role in promoting the provision of servi-
ces through locally based community projects. This sort of activity has been 
described in the UK as ‘standing alongside the poor’ and in other contex-
ts the emphasis of liberation theology and the liberation pedagogy of such 
thinkers as Paulo Freire has influenced Christian faith-based social action 
under the heading ‘option for the poor’. 

Another dimension is the relationship of faith and belief to the provision 
of services. In some organisations, faith orientation has a ‘low profile’ but 
for some propagation of faith is a central part of the organisation’s ethos. 
The impact of these differences on efforts to support human dignity needs 
to be explored. The implementation of different ideals of service and ana-
lysis of the effect of these on supporting human dignity as part of the ef-
fort to overcome poverty and build social cohesion needs to be better un-
derstood. An examination of the relationship between the two axes of ‘di-
verse orientation – close focus’ and ‘high faith profile – low faith profile’ is 
required as is an analysis of human dignity in relation to combating pover-
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ty and promoting cohesion. 
There is a need to explore and clarify the meaning of human dignity wit-

hin arenas of faith-based social service which address poverty, both in the-
ory and in practice. This involves asking ‘what is the relationship between 
theory and practice?’ and seeking to identify links between interpretations 
of dignity and efforts to combat poverty.

3.2 Faith-based social action has emphasised community cohesion and com-
munity development

There are many examples of initiatives and projects designed specifically to 
promote community cohesion and development, especially in contexts whe-
re a community is weakened by poverty, or threatened by perceived com-
petition for resources and jobs, for example where there is significant im-
migration and/or high levels of need. In very different European contexts, 
faith communities are present in, and share, local life. This provides a base 
for them to help communities develop. Sustaining communities, and buil-
ding or rebuilding them, drawing on community development approaches 
and structural critiques of poverty is a task that is quite distinct from mee-
ting needs through the provision of services. Community cohesion will be 
a key challenge of the recession years and there is much to be learnt about 
this from faith communities. There is a need to focus on local action to 
overcome poverty and explore how the perspectives of faith communities 
enable them to engage with people and to support their actions for chan-
ge and development. It is our understanding, that although there are very 
good examples, there is much untapped potential in community develop-
ment. Good practice models need to be identified, along with relevant trai-
ning concepts.

Dignity helps sustain the citizenship-identity of individuals and commu-
nities, even through periods of acute poverty. Dignity helps to equip peop-
le and communities to be more resilient to the effects of poverty and to re-
cover from it with self and community more intact. 

Faith communities can be agents which create cohesive communities that 
are exclusionary and nationalistic. On the other hand there are claims that 
faith communities, by involving their members in their organisation and 
in social action become ‘schools for citizenship and democracy’. So, rather 
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than being exclusive, faith communities can provide a basis for joining in 
the common life of the locality and nation. The challenges that social co-
hesion presents to faith communities should not be minimised. However 
it is also important to recognise that there is extensive, if low profile, work 
going on at local and even national levels to find ways of developing social 
cohesion across and beyond faith community boundaries. Work is needed 
to identify the self-defined characteristics of those faith communities which 
promote the ‘relational and participatory dimension’ of cohesion, thereby 
strengthening dignity and overcoming poverty. 

The same way, work is required to identify the practices of faith commu-
nities and related organisations which promote the ‘economic and political-
participatory dimension’ of social cohesion as an aspect of strengthening hu-
man dignity. It could be useful to study the self understanding of the diffe-
rent actors, especially the ‘users’ or ‘participants’ in such initiatives. 

Faith-based approaches to community development can be divided into 
different types and some important related characteristics might be identi-
fied. The majority of faith-based community development projects are based 
in local faith communities or in associations of faith communities (either of 
one faith, or multi-faith). These local projects relate to the immediate so-
cial area in which the congregations are set and it might be expected that 
there would be a close ‘fit’ between their interests and the interests of local 
people. In practice this is often an area of considerable misunderstanding 
and even conflict. There are two axes to this, one is the mismatch between 
the life world of the members of the faith community and other local resi-
dents and the other is conflict or rivalry between different faith communi-
ties in the same place. On the other hand when these relationships are fun-
ctioning well faith communities have considerable potential to help over-
come poverty and build community cohesion. In some contexts faith com-
munities have resources to employ their own community development wor-
kers or local social workers who choose to work with a community deve-
lopment approach.

The second type of faith-based community development could be called 
‘low profile’ and is linked to the idea of people of faith being ‘present’ in an 
area (maybe even living in the area, sometimes having a small office). The 
aim of this type of community development is to accompany people in the 
neighbourhood staying close to their life world (everyday life) and to sup-
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port them in creating their own response to the issues which they face.
Thirdly large faith-based welfare organisations may establish their own 

community development project in a particular locality, alone or in part-
nership with local faith communities or others. Such agencies are very si-
milar to projects run by secular NGO’s or municipalities. Whether there 
are any particular characteristics of these projects that tend to promote hu-
man dignity, in overcoming poverty and building community resilience, is 
a question which needs to be explored.

New insights could be gained by examining case studies of faith-based 
community development from the perspective of human dignity. Analysis 
of projects could help identify the factors which promote the dignity and 
empowerment of the people involved.

Approaches to community development vary and depend, in part, on the 
character of the project sponsor and their organisational framework. Ana-
lysis of varying approaches adopted by faith-based projects is required to 
assess the impact different approaches may have on human dignity and on 
learning. 

A third research priority is to develop a deeper understanding of the con-
cept of community that underlies community development and how this 
is related to dignity, resilience and overcoming poverty. By analysis of the 
ideas about community held by those involved in faith-based community 
development it should be possible to see how their attitudes affect the pro-
motion of dignity and community cohesion. 

3.3 Faith communities have a tradition of advocacy and campaigning on po-
verty and human dignity issues. 

Advocacy and campaigning against unjust structures, practices and attitu-
des is increasingly being recognised as a fundamental aspect of a life of faith. 
Advocacy includes raising awareness, building movements for justice wit-
hin churches and other faith groups and mobilisation of people of faith to 
lobby local and national governments, the European Union, businesses and 
multi-lateral organizations. It also means building up partnerships with ma-
ny who share common goals on these critical issues.

The effectiveness of advocacy is an important area for further research. 
Advocacy by, rather than on behalf of, marginalised people, may yield the 
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most sustainable results. In the poor communities it is usually children, 
young people and the women who are most marginalised. A greater under-
standing of the impact of direct involvement of marginalised people in ad-
vocacy and campaigning is needed. Issues such as trans-generational pover-
ty, and gender as a structural cause of poverty, also need to be explored in 
the context of advocacy and awareness raising actions. This research should 
lead to a fuller understanding of human dignity. 

The hypothesis that human rights, and especially dignity as a human right, 
provide a firm basis for advocacy work, locally, nationally, on European le-
vel and even globally should be tested. In exploring the hypothesis differen-
ces and nuances would have to be explored. Human rights principles and 
processes are important tools for the protection of human dignity. Faith-
based social action, which takes a rights-based or dignity-based approach, 
uses these tools for the advancement of justice for all, especially for the po-
werless, the most marginalized and excluded. Advocacy, which is essential-
ly about revealing the reality of people’s experiences through their stories, is 
often related to resisting the power of the mighty and their ideology. Dig-
nity-based advocacy work involves defending people and seeking justice. 
Because of the challenging nature of its work faith-based social action can 
cause problems within the power structures of faith groups. 

 The issues of empowerment of excluded people in processes of advocacy 
and campaigning as well as the effectiveness of advocacy and campaigning 
in terms of policy changes which have an impact on poverty and margina-
lised communities and groups in Europe should also be addressed.

FAZIT
“We aim to explore how faith-based social action supports the dignity of 
people in poverty, and the extent to which this underpins their resilience 
to it. It will consider how it helps to uphold people’s dignity as citizens in 
contexts of poverty, as expressed by the European Union Charter of Fun-
damental Rights which states “Conscious of its spiritual and moral heri-
tage, the Union is founded on the indivisible, universal values of human 
dignity…”  

The following topics are of particular interest in terms of priorities for 
further research in the field of faith-based social action:
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1. To identify the meaning and importance given to human dignity by 
people living in poverty and those working with them, in relation to pre-
serving, sustaining and restoring resilience against poverty and strengthe-
ning engagement in action to overcome poverty.

2. To explore the added value and distinctiveness of faith-based social ac-
tion in combating poverty and how this relates to the meaning of dignity.

3. To sharpen the understanding of dignity in operational contexts as a 
key aspect of addressing poverty and translating this understanding and re-
lated practices into renewed practical policies for social cohesion and to cre-
ate guidelines and frameworks for policy and practice in local, national and 
European Union contexts.

4. To identify the participatory and innovatory working methods which 
promote dignity in the context of poverty, through service provision, com-
munity development and advocacy and so identify best practices.
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Tony Addy (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences)

Exploring dignity: 
developments & ambiguities

1 Introduction: ambiguity & relevance

This essay aims to explore some ideas related to the reformulation of 
thinking about human dignity in relation to understanding poverty 

and the policies and practice related to overcoming it. The reason for this 
is that human dignity is normally seen to be undermined by life in poverty. 
For example, the European Union regards the safeguarding of human dig-
nity as a ‘human right’, yet as far as can be ascertained, the Union has not 
precisely defined human dignity. The concept has roots in different tradi-
tions, including at least the enlightenment and Christian teaching. Furt-
hermore, the concept of human dignity underpins Catholic social teaching 
and has formed a key aspect of that church’s response to the developments 
of work and welfare under capitalism. Human dignity is also often mentio-
ned in UN documents as a basic concept underpinning development. Ho-
wever, in general terms we can see that the concept is largely undefined and 
implicit in such official EU and UN documents. In everyday discourse, hu-
man dignity seems to be a self evident concept and people intuitively un-
derstand what it means. The original international ‘Dignity’ research pro-
ject proposed exploring the meanings given to dignity by different actors in 
order to deepen understanding, complementing what may be uncovered in 
historical, philosophical and theological studies.

Recent events have even strengthened the rationale for the project. For 
example, the movements originally springing up in early 2011 in southern 

PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED REPORT
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Europe, especially Spain, gave themselves the title ‘Los indignados’ — the 
indignant ones — those whose dignity has been offended. This is interes-
ting because the movement is directly a consequence of the harsh econo-
mic policies unleashed by governments, as a result of the various interlin-
ked financial crises. The austerity measures are seen to be a direct attack on 
human dignity. This is a very graphic illustration of the way in which the 
(financial) economy acts directly on personal life, work and welfare by cre-
ating precarious conditions and diminished life chances. The fact that this 
is seen to be an ‘indignity’ is relevant to our concern with the concept of 
dignity and its salience. We are now facing the situation that the ‘financial 
economy’ (rather than simply the productive economy of manufacturing 
and services) directly affects people’s lives. In a situation where the financial 
system operates with minimal checks globally, it acts as the arbiter of work 
and welfare through direct control of finance and the consequent inclusion 
and expulsion of population groups. (Hardt & Negri 2009.)

Another example of the salience of the concept of dignity as an element in 
social exclusion can be found in the latest UNDP Report on social exclusion 
in eastern Europe and the Balkans (UN Development Programme 2011). 
Through case studies and interviews the report argues that there are three 
dimensions to exclusion:

- The impact of unemployment and low pay, economic migration and in-
formal working conditions on exclusion (labour market)

- The availability or otherwise of good quality health, education and wel-
fare services as well as affordable housing

- The quality of relationships with others beyond the immediate family, 
including the various dimensions of civil society and political participati-
on (which also depend on the transparent functioning of state institutions 
and governmental structures)

What the report argues is that all three dimensions are important and that 
it is not enough to secure ‘decent work’ and a living income and to ensu-
re that education and other welfare services are adequate. The personal en-
gagement of people and communities in shaping their own future and the 
effectiveness of their ‘agency’ is very important. The functioning of labour 
markets and services of course affect ‘dignity’ but opportunities for effec-
tive participation is also a significant component in combating exclusion 
and supporting dignity. The report also points out that faith communities 
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play a very significant role in promoting participation and voluntary acti-
on in the region. 

2 The link between dignity and economic thought

As already mentioned, human dignity has found expression in many church 
documents criticising working conditions especially in the early phases of ca-
pitalist development. It was as an alternative to Marxist analysis that the Cat-
holic Church was instrumental in the formation of the International Labour 
Organisation and the concept of the dignity of labour was reflected in the 
teaching of many churches on work life issues. Of course, the concept was 
also central to the struggle by trade unions for better working conditions. 

However, one of the most important dilemmas we have to face is that in 
recent thinking the connection has been made between ideologies which 
support free market thinking and the diminution of political responsibili-
ty for economic and social welfare and the promotion of ‘dignity’! How has 
this come about?

In secular thought, the roots of the modern understanding of dignity lie 
in the enlightenment ‘anthropology’ of dignity based on the optimal pictu-
re of the ‘rational decision making person, with their own autonomy’. This 
is a very individualistic notion but it provides the deep background to the 
idea that ‘people are responsible for their own future’ and this responsibi-
lity is an expression of ‘inherent dignity’. Of course at the time of the for-
mulation of this concept, it was understood that the decisions made by in-
dividuals should be informed by a moral code. Adam Smith, the father of 
liberal economics, which is rooted in this concept, recognised that the po-
wer of the capital owner would reduce the worker to pauperism, even dea-
th if (he) did not act within a moral framework. He also recognised that 
this moral framework is not generated by this free market theory and prac-
tice. (Smith 2007.) In fact, the operation of the ‘free market’ erodes the va-
lue base on which it depends. We see this very clearly in the justificatory 
reactions of those responsible for some of the biggest ‘financial mistakes’ in 
recent years, as well as in the irresponsible way that very high earnings ha-
ve become detached from any sense of ‘merit’ or ‘contribution’. Now we 
are living in a time where ethical relativism has grown to encompass views 
which would be foreign to Adam Smith. For example the thinking of Ayn 
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Rand, which extols the virtues of selfishness has become quite influential in 
recent years (Rand 1992).

This basic enlightenment thinking about dignity was modified by the ro-
mantic movement to include the freedom to articulate one’s inner self. Ele-
ments of this modified understanding have now been fused with classic en-
lightenment thinking about dignity. By this I mean that the fusion of an et-
hically critical viewpoint and the goal of ‘self realisation’ in the frame of the 
free market, set the scene for a ‘hedonistic individualism’ which now exp-
loits the potential of the free market for the successful and which also tends 
to justify the neglect of the ‘other’. The principle exponent of this viewpoint 
is the Polish/British sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (Bauman 1997; 2011).

These roots are reflected in the dominant economic concepts through the 
link from liberalism to contemporary neo-liberalism. The basic picture of 
the human being as an individualistic rational decision maker, out to ma-
ximise his (sic) own profit is at the root of liberalism. The understanding 
that it is up to the individual to make ‘his’ own way in life and work now 
informs much of social policy making. Many aspects of government policy 
in the European context assume that if a person is unemployed it is because 
‘he’ has not worked hard enough at becoming employable. From this it is a 
short step to ‘blaming the victim’. This perspective erodes many aspects of 
welfare such as the idea that education is a public good, in fact tends to be 
dismissive of the idea of the common good in its entirety. 

What I aim to demonstrate in this section is that paradoxically, the very 
idea of dignity which lies behind currently dominant economic ideas and 
which also informs public policy is based on an unsustainable individualis-
tic view of human dignity. For example, even the ‘capabilities’ approach of 
Amartya Sen can be used as a rationale to focus on overcoming the ‘defecti-
ve’ capability of the individual to the neglect of structural factors and con-
ditions (Sen 2001). I believe this is one of the central issues which the ‘Dig-
nity’ project should address. 

Here I would like to introduce the first critical idea, which is to reflect on 
the understanding of the ‘human’ which lies behind economic thinking and 
much present day social policy. There is a long tradition of thinking rooted 
in the Christian and Jewish traditions which runs counter to the individua-
listic approach just outlined. It takes a much more realistic approach, seeing 
persons being formed, not as isolated individuals but in their relations first 
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with their carers and then in the wider societal context. This tradition en-
compasses such diverse thinkers as Martin Buber and John Macmurray. It is 
unsurprising that Macmurray is being ‘rediscovered’ because, as well as de-
veloping a personalist understanding related to the Christian tradition, he 
was also very well aware of the shaping power of the economy. Not surpri-
singly such approaches also receive support from exponents of contextual 
theologies, especially feminist theologians who are normally extremely cri-
tical of individualistic masculinist ideologies. (Buber 2010; McIntosh 2011; 
Macmurray 1971; 1991) Another thinker who is critical of this individua-
listic approach and who informs much thinking about diaconia is Emma-
nuel Lévinas who bases his relational understanding on the ‘unconditional’ 
demand which the ‘other’ makes on us (Lévinas 2006).

3 Further problems in present understandings of dignity

So far I have presented some reasons why the present understandings of dig-
nity need to be criticised and more realistic reformulations found. The first 
point is that the present dehumanising economic thought is grounded on an 
already heavily biased root understanding of dignity. Secondly, this under-
standing is basically rooted in a limited individualistic anthropology which 
has already been subjected to deep critique by social science and theology. 
It follows logically, that if public policy is based on the same understanding 
it will lead to a dead end!

Now I would like to introduce some further critical ideas related to this 
root ideal of the human being as an individual, autonomous decision ma-
ker responsible for ‘his’ own life. The first and most obvious point to make 
is that there are many people (especially those for whom diaconia and social 
work has a priority concern) who are unable to reach this ideal. For either 
physical or other reasons (such as learning difficulties) some people simply 
cannot achieve this ideal and an understanding of dignity which does not 
include all people is not adequate. Another group of people may be unab-
le to reach this ideal because of circumstances related to their life course or 
context, or the relation between the two. We can say all people should be 
treated in a dignified way but if we always have the ideal picture presented 
by the dominant view there is no possibility to integrate those who are (eco-
nomically, socially) dependent. Social work is recreated so that there is no 
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real space for those who need continual social support, as someone wrote 
recently, it is a mark of diaconia to stick with people where there is no ex-
pectation that they will reach this ideal. Should we then say their dignity 
is not ‘real’? And what about those persons who are so ill or damaged that 
their ability to communicate is reduced to their ‘skin’ (touch) as an extre-
me case? All the apparatus of case management and individual action plans 
is based on a similar anthropology, looking for outcomes in terms of auto-
nomy. At this point I only want to make the connection, it is for further re-
search to investigate this issue and come up with a more ‘realistic’ perspec-
tive on dignity and practice.

There are other groups of people for whom this understanding of dig-
nity maybe problematic. For example, some people may, for reasons con-
nected with their circumstances and life course not fulfil this model of dig-
nity. This would include not only some elderly dependent people but also 
people who have suffered traumatic personal or group experiences. Further-
more, those who do not share the same cultural, spiritual or religious back- 
ground as those who formed these now dominant ideas may also have ve-
ry good reasons for not following them. In fact it may be that such ‘alterna-
tive’ values contain elements which are much needed to renew the present 
dominant economic culture.

When we examine the employment related policies and practices promo-
ted by the European Union, they are shaped by the dominant ideas pro-
moted by neo-liberal assumptions about human flourishing and the rela-
ted background ideas of human dignity. These ideas are presented as ‘value 
neutral’ but are in fact heavily biased and neglect perspectives related to di-
versity of culture or religion as well as to gender and class bias. 

4 Developing counter-arguments

In the previous paragraphs it has been argued that contextual shaping and 
life-situation are important factors in the understanding of human dignity. 
For example the discipline of the financial market (and not simply the labour 
market as previously) now bear directly on the individual worker and in ma-
ny instances prevent autonomy and fulfilment. This has an impact on the 
formation of character and reconstructs even professional work in an ‘eco-
nomistic’ way. The relationships in the workplace are very important in the 
development of dignity and if work is tightly structured and highly pressu-
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rised there is a consequent influence on the person. In fact all social rela-
tionships affect the dignity of the person through the fact that people ‘mir-
ror’ the assumptions that other’s make about them for good or ill. (Sennett 
1999; 2009.) Neo-liberal ideas (or any other dominant ideology in another 
context) shape the possibility for different groups to flourish, along with 
racism and other forms of discrimination with which these ideas inter-rela-
te. This means that the promotion of human dignity requires engagement 
with systems, structures and the overall ideological environment which in-
forms politics and economic and social policy.

As we have already seen, any realistic proposal should build up an under-
standing of dignity based on a relational model. This model is in any case, 
viewed from the point of view of human development and nurturing, more 
‘realistic’! These more theoretical approaches taken together with the previo-
us analysis and the experience of the Diaconia University of Applied Sciences 
with participatory approaches to community development work also imply 
an inductive, participatory and relational approach to building up an under-
standing of human dignity. On this basis, to develop a ‘realistic’ understan-
ding of dignity, it is important to work with marginalised groups and per-
sons in a process of defining dignity from their own situational and contex-
tual perspectives. Out of such a process, new knowledge about human dig-
nity may be produced. Such a process will also link discussions about dig-
nity with a critique of the recent mainstream anthropology discussed above, 
which has focussed on the link between poverty and morality, emphasising 
personal ‘failure’ as a causal factor. What this discussion opens up is not on-
ly the classical ‘blame the victim’ approach which tends to ignore systemic 
factors but also the exploration of the normative values behind the policies 
adopted. The values of different ‘life worlds’ are normally defined as ‘patho-
logical’ in relation to ‘reproducing’ the mainstream system. But realistical-
ly, it is not possible to assume everyone can be or will be successful on one 
‘model’. It is well known that these views have also been reinforced in cul-
tural Protestantism which has tended to focus on individual shortcomings 
at the expense of fullness of life. A more differentiated approach would me-
an for example, to take a case example, not working with Roma communi-
ties as if they have a similar individualistic culture to mainstream ‘white’ so-
ciety. In theological terms, the focus would be more on relational concepts 
and common grace as important foundations of life in community.
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5 Constructive understanding 

What follows from this line of argument is a reformulation of our under-
standing of the place of marginalised groups in society, of those whose va-
lues and cultures are different from that of the ‘system world’. First, in so-
cial and diaconal work the task is very often uncritically defined as being 
simply to incorporate marginalised people into the mainstream. Margina-
lised groups such as homeless people, jobless people, many immigrants and 
people who are mentally ill are consequently identified as a kind of ‘residue’ 
of the mainstream and the ensuing policies and practices tends to reinforce 
their exclusion. To put it more directly, the criteria by which marginalised 
groups as ‘judged’ have been constructed by those who are ‘successful’ on 
the mainstream model and these criteria and related policies and practices 
are supported by powerful interests in economy and politics. The evaluati-
on is usually related to labour market participation — rather lack of it!

In relation to the evaluation of anti-poverty policies then, the starting point 
should be that exploitation and deprivation are unacceptable regardless of 
the morality of the persons negatively affected. This is a pre-moral under-
standing because the supply of the basic resources to sustain life is a fun-
damental right not connected to ‘performance’. Yet in present day Europe 
there are a growing number of citizens and residents who are denied the-
se basic ‘pre-moral’ rights. It also means that any policies which are based 
on coercion (or manipulation) should be rejected on the grounds of infrin-
gement of human dignity, especially when the basic resources for life itself 
are dependent on following coercive demands. Of course it also means that 
slave like conditions of work are also totally unacceptable. To put it more 
positively in the European context all residents (not just citizens) should be 
entitled to the means of life (basic income etc) unconditionally. This also 
implies unconditional access to basic health and welfare services and edu-
cation as well as to shelter.

In terms of anti-poverty practice, it goes without saying that such an ap-
proach requires participatory practice with people and a rejection of instru-
mental goals. This is to a large extent self-evident in social work and com-
munity work literature. Yet there is a huge diversity of interpretation of 
this practice and much pressure on the field to shift to time limited and 
instrumental approaches linked to ‘integration’ into and conformity with 
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mainstream norms, values and expectations. The casework approach (ca-
se management) not only tends to relate to the ‘individual’ aside from con-
textual factors but it also tends to create goals which are performative in re-
lation to these values. The time limited approach, often dictated by econo-
mic considerations, which shapes both social and community development 
is an added pressure to work in a way which reinforces this. Social work 
has therefore in the recent past become more and more shaped in its fun-
damental operating conditions not only by economic practice but also by 
the assumptions about the human being which are underlying neo-libera-
lism. Diaconia and Christian social practice should be very critical of this 
and open up space for a practice which is relational and critical. To put it 
more sharply, should the practice of Diaconal social work and community 
development be orientated on ‘reproducing’ the dominant ideas or be an 
open process which aims for transformation, working with persons in rela-
tion to each other and the context?

Linked to this are two further questions which have to be explored in the-
ory and practice which arise in the discussion about enhancing human dig-
nity as a goal of practice. The first is how to ‘position’ the worker ‘in-bet-
ween’ the (diverse) life world(s) of those with whom she works and the sys-
tem world which has itself excluded or marginalised the person. Does the 
worker so identify with the norms, values and expectations of the ‘system’ 
that she aims to enable those she works with to identify with these? If so, 
the practice may become oppressive and the possibilities for newness dimi-
nished. If the worker starts with an attitude of disrespect for the culture of a 
given life world, the production of change is usually blocked. This is an es-
pecially important issue in working with minority groups, immigrants and 
Roma. The concept of integration implies a process which affects and chan-
ges ‘both sides’ but, given unequal power relations, this implies work over 
the longer term (Alghasi, Eriksen & Ghorashi 2009; Freire 1996). 

Secondly, the implementation of project-like structures which are time li-
mited also presses workers to aim for short term instrumental rather than 
transformative goals. The ‘time factor’ can itself be an instrument of oppres-
sive practice when working with people who are excluded from work life or 
included only in marginal ways. Time concepts are also different in different 
cultures. For example in in nineteenth century Europe, the imposition of 
factory time regulation was a way of restructuring cultural relations to time. 
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The present day more ‘flexible’ approach to work life embodies another un-
derstanding of time but this may itself be oppressive. Social workers should 
also examine the structures of their own work from this perspective, as the 
profession is increasingly shaped by time micro-management. This raises the 
question of the nature of professionalism. (Sennett 2009.) The perspective 
of Diaconia and Christian social practice should be rather in the direction 
of working with people relationally for the longer term, even when there is 
apparently ‘no return’ in terms of ‘integration’ to the system (such as emp-
loyment). To work with marginalised people and communities in a trans-
formative way demands a longer term commitment. 

7 Conclusion

These introductory comments are intended as the start towards creating 
a critical frame for the exploration of social and community development 
work by a reappraisal and clarification of the meaning and implications of a 
commitment to ‘human dignity of all’. It also points to the need for chan-
ge in political practice and as well as in social and economic policy of the 
‘right to dignity’ is to be upheld.
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Ella van `t Hof & Sytske Teppema (University of Applied Sciences Utrecht)

Philosophy of life in social work

1.  Introduction

‘Municipal youth work taken over by Christians’ (Binnenlands Be-
stuur 2009). This heading refers to the work of Youth for Christ 

in an Amsterdam neighbourhood. This organisation, successful in youth 
work nationwide, last year came out first in an open competition of the 
Amsterdam district De Baarsjes. Because of this they were commissioned 
to undertake all the youth work in this multicultural neighbourhood. The 
conditions were not to evangelise and not to limit recruitment to personnel 
inside their own circle but to recruit from outside the organisation as well. 
When they later appeared to have put a job advertisement only on their own 
website, this led to heated debates. Finally Youth for Christ acknowledged 
and rectified this mistake.

This example is a concrete illustration of the actual and sometimes delicate 
relationships between philosophy of life and social work.

1.1 Revaluation of philosophy of life

In the Netherlands the transformation from a pillarised society to a secular-
ised society took place over a relatively short period. This depillarisation led 
to a more strongly professionalised and intervention focused sector in social 
work. Philosophy of life and questions on the meaning of life were viewed 
as part of the private domain. Given the protestant, catholic and socialist 
roots of social work in the Netherlands this is a remarkable shift.

PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED, 
PEER-REVIEWED RESEACH ARTICLE
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The current curriculum of social work at the University of Applied Sci-
ences Utrecht exactly reflects the changes that took place in society. In the 
field of education the attention to philosophy of life also moved out of the 
heart of the curriculum and one’s philosophy of life came to be viewed as 
the individual student’s private concern. Surprisingly so, given the attention 
to multiculturalism and theology of the dedicated institute De Horst in Am-
ersfoort, now merged with the University of Applied Sciences Utrecht.1

This transformation was strengthened by two far-reaching didactic devel-
opments taking place during that period. On the one hand the educational 
system was transformed from a modular structure with specialist teachers to 
thematic (project-based) education with education coaches. On the other 
hand institutes for higher professional education developed more demand-
driven education. Consequently parts of education on philosophy of life 
moved from the common subjects to the minors, which the student can 
choose individually.

Now the tide has turned. In our society we see a re-evaluation of the 
meaning of philosophy of life. Philosophy of life is, to a much lesser extent, 
connected with an institution. Philosophy of life is mainly viewed and re-
garded as individually experienced religiosity and ideology. (Alma 2005.) 
Non-religious individual philosophies of life are often grouped under the 
umbrella term ‘ietsism.’ According to the SCP-report ‘God in the Nether-
lands’ (2006) a large proportion of the Dutch are ‘ietsist.’

Interest in religion among the Dutch was also raised because many non-
western immigrants hold religious beliefs. Since 9/11 the religion debate has 
really erupted. The presence of Muslims in our country and fear of political 
Islam led to feelings becoming heated. Violent incidents like the murder 
of Theo van Gogh in 2004 and attention attracting debates about Islam 
(Geert Wilders) contributed and overturned the dusty image of religion. 
Religion has once more become very much part of the public debate. As 
James Kennedy argues in a newspaper column ten years after 9/11: The 
debate about religion still has a long way to go (Kennedy 2011).The return 
of religion as an issue for public debate may be an unpleasant surprise for 
many Dutch people; however, Kennedy suggests that it will continue for 
some years. His view is that the debate about religion does not depend on 

1  De Horst in Amersfoort was the Institute for Social Work and Services and Cultural-social Training. Between 
1984 and 1993 these social-agogic studies were combined into Theology and Society. Philosophy of life, Women 
and Welfare, and Multi-ethnic Social Work received a great deal of attention.
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how religious a country is, but on why changes in religious patterns disturb 
expectations and balances of power. For decades the Netherlands did not 
experience religious unrest, because it seemed to be self-evident that reli-
gion would disappear. Now that this does not appear to be the case we are 
very much on the alert: religious minorities are closely watched for fear of 
radicalisation, differences between Christianity and Islam are named and 
religious tensions have grown. Kennedy expects at least another ten years 
of intense debate before the Netherlands will have found a new balance of 
power. (Kennedy 2011.)

The increased cultural and ideological diversity in our society is of course 
reflected in the field of action and in the composition of the social work 
student population2. Increasing interest in philosophy of life is evident 
here at the Utrecht University of Applied Sciences (Miniutti, Steendam, & 
Rijsdijk 2008). The role and the meaning of philosophy of life for profes-
sional practice in general social welfare organisations are issues that are being 
discussed (Koekkoek & Vandereycken 2008). In discussion interns, social 
professionals, volunteers, and colleagues made clear how strongly — and 
sometimes how controversially — people experience this issue. The fact that 
Christian and Jewish ethics have inspired the emergence of the discipline of 
social work and that the roots of social work are mainly faith based (Van der 
Linden 2007) seems to be rather overlooked in our secular society. For the 
Research Centre for Social Innovation (Kenniscentrum Sociale Innovatie 
[KSI]) these signals were reason enough to give new impetus to the study 
of religious diversity.

1.2 Research centre for social innovation and philosophy of life

To give shape to this reconsideration of philosophy of life a research group 
Philosophy of life and Diversity was given the task of exploring the diversity 
of philosophies of life within social work. A pilot study was to be held for to 
provide some orientation on the theme and to stimulate internal discussion 
within the Faculty of Society and Law.

The pilot study was rounded off with an internal publication of the re-
search report (Van ‘t Hof & Teppema 2010) and led to a follow-up study 
with MOVISIE, the Netherlands research centre and consultancy company 

2  In 2010, there were 7,993 students of non-western origin enrolled in Social-agogic Studies at the University 
of Applied Sciences Utrecht (HBO-Raad).
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for social development. This research is now well under way. In chapter 2 
the research of the pilot will be described more in detail. 
 
2 Research on philosophy of life and diversity

After a preparatory phase the first stage of this research started in 2009 with 
a pilot study, which was completed in 2010. The objective was to collect 
empirical data and to start a more extensive study based on the pilot’s out-
come in stage two in 2011.

The research group consisted of six members who represented different 
studies within the Faculty of Society and Law: Social Legal Services, Cultural 
Social Training, Social Work, and Law. Parallel to the pilot the research group 
supervised student studies on the ideological backgrounds of students and 
the need for expertise in the field of philosophy of life. The outcomes will 
not be discussed here, but will be used as input for the follow-up study.

2.1 Pilot study

In this paper we confine ourselves to describing the pilot. Of course from a 
pilot of this limited size no firm conclusions can be drawn. However, we have 
been able to test questions, assess how far the subject was relevant, and find 
intriguing points of view, dilemmas, and questions that help the reflections 
and discussions among professionals and researchers. For our exploratory 
research we used a broad central question: What role does philosophy of life 
play in the professional practice of the social professional?

 This central question is divided into the following sub-questions:

1. In what way does the philosophy of life of the social worker play a role 
in his professional practice?
2. What policies do organisations pursue with respect to philosophy of life 
and what influence does this have on the practice of the social worker?
3. What attention is given to the philosophy of life of the client?
4. Is there a need for training in the field of philosophy of life and if so, 
what kind of training?
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2.1.1 Methodological and theoretical framework

To obtain answers to these research questions we interviewed eight profes-
sionals who were active in various areas of social work, namely youth work, 
welfare work, special needs education, and chaplaincy. Since we aimed at 
as diverse a research group as possible in terms of philosophy of life, eth-
nic origin, age, and gender we selected professionals from both so-called 
ideological organisations such as the Salvation Army and general welfare 
institutes and organisations in the city and area of Utrecht. We approached 
them personally and obtained permission from their employer. A number 
of interviews were held during the employees’ working hours. For practical 
reasons and at their request a number of interviews were conducted in their 
own time. Everybody reacted with enthusiasm to our request.

In addition a focus group conversation took place with ten professionals 
from a general social work organisation in Utrecht. 

We also interviewed four volunteers who were active in various social 
fields. These interviews served as extra orientation and also helped guide 
the composition of the volunteer group to be explicitly included in the 
follow-up research. This report is limited to the information collected from 
interviews with professionals.

Using semi-structured in-depth interviews the following subjects were 
covered:

Description of the personal philosophy of life of the professional and •	
its meaning for their work;
Their organisation’s policy with respect to philosophy of life;•	
The attention given to the client’s philosophy of life;•	
The need for staff training on philosophy of life.•	

2.1.1.1 Definition

The concept philosophy of life has many definitions. For this study the 
definition by Den Besten3 was used (Besten, Paping & Pol 2002) which 
was later adapted by the research group. An attempt was made to express 
the relationship between philosophy of life and the everyday reality which 

3  G.J. den Besten et al. cluster world religions and humanism under ‘ideological movements’. These are distin-
guished from political-social movements and from alternative movements, the so-called one issue movements. 
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social workers have to deal with.

Philosophy of life is understood to mean all religious traditions (Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), spiritual traditions, and re-
ligious and secular movements which give direction in one or more of the 
following areas:
- values that people find worthwhile striving for in life;
- answers to the question of the sense or nonsense of life;
- behaviour in everyday life;
- giving shape to life by means of rites and rituals.

Because of the open research attitude during the process of interviewing 
and our main goal, investigation of empirical data, we did not begin with 
a defined theory but instead kept some of our ‘sensitive concepts’ in mind, 
including:
Religion and social exclusion (Davelaar & Van den Toorn 2010; 2011)
Primary and secondary reference frames of social workers (Mooren 2008)
Spiritual competence in social work (Van Leeuwen 2009)
Normative professionalism (Kunneman 2005; 2008)
Psychology of religion (Hood, Hill & Spilka 2009)

2.1.2 Results of the interviews

Below we give the most important results of the interviews held with the 
professionals. This is presented using the research sub-questions.

2.1.2.1 Sub-question 1: In what way does the philosophy of life of the social 
worker play a role in his professional practice?

We talked to the respondents about their own philosophies of life and their 
own interpretations of the concept. We also asked them about the meaning 
of their philosophies of life in their jobs.

2.1.2.1.1 Definition of one’s own philosophy of life

Almost all interviewees were able to think aloud and formulate what the 
concept of philosophy of life meant to them. For those who were not able 
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to do so immediately our definition was helpful. Even though the concept 
of philosophy of life conjured up different reactions the above mentioned 
description appeared to be recognisable and manageable. Remarkably so 
no-one reacted negatively or unfavourably to the concept. Sometimes they 
were quick to say though that for them philosophy of life had nothing to 
do with institutionalised religion.

Most respondents linked their philosophies of life directly to traditional 
religions: Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and to hybrids of, for example, 
Islam and Zoroastrianism. Some linked their philosophies of life to ideologi-
cal beliefs as well, such as socialism and communism. A number of times 
‘faith in Something’ was mentioned too. Whatever philosophy of life people 
mentioned it was always characterised by universal values such as solidarity, 
love, respect, equality, justice, openness, being there for others, doing good, 
giving self-respect, and being open to growth.

2.1.2.1.2 The meaning of one’s own philosophy of life in one’s job

Most interviewees made a direct connection between their philosophies of 
life and their professions:

“I only want to do work that contributes to the welfare of society or of a 
person.”

“By doing good I want to contribute to strengthening the God of love 
and light.”

“I do this work while knowing it will not make me rich. It will make me 
happy though, because it fits in with my view on life to mean something 
to others.”

Some respondents linked their motivations for having jobs that fitted in 
with their philosophies of life to important personal, heartfelt experiences:

“My story was never listened to. I know how bad this is. That’s why I do 
it in my job.”

“I have been through a lot; I know how vulnerable people can feel them-
selves. Therefore I am able to understand them and mean something to 
them.”

“Without Jesus I have no foundation. He rescued me; suddenly the burden 
had gone and my shoulders were light. (…) And so I give the young people 
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the feeling that they are important, worthwhile.”

2.1.2.1.3 Role models

What is striking in the stories of those who found inspiration in their tra-
ditional religions is the meaning of role models in the family, who lived up 
to their philosophies of life:

My Dad was a Muslim, but had a Jewish friend. He saw no point in bu-
ying something in a Jewish shop; he shook hands with and talked to the 
owner and made jokes. This helped me to have no fear for people from dif-
ferent religious or ethnic backgrounds. In my job I similarly want to sti-
mulate (young) people to become world citizens.

In a way Christianity inspired respondents sometimes talked of Jesus or 
even of God as their role models:

“We do God’s work.”
“Bringing Jesus Christ in our comings and goings.”

2.1.2.2 Sub-question 2: What policies do organisations pursue with respect to 
philosophy of life and what influence does this have on the practice of the so-
cial worker?

As regards the question whether and how philosophy of life is visible in 
the organization and in its policy we can distinguish between organizations 
that present themselves as general or neutral and organizations that explicitly 
present themselves as religiously inspired (the so-called faith-based organiza-
tions). In the interviews we talked about the way in which philosophy of 
life in the policy of these organizations is expressed in the ensuing corporate 
culture.

2.1.2.2.1 Philosophy of life and policy

In religiously inspired organizations philosophy of life is expressed in policy, 
mission, methodical work, and personnel management: the Salvation Army, 
for instance, does not hire Muslims or non-Christians. Within the general 
organizations we see a dichotomy. On the one hand there are organizations 
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that explicitly pursue a policy on ideological diversity. For them religion is 
one of the relevant points of interest, which are made visible in their mis-
sion, methods, and personnel management. On the other hand there are 
organizations that have no (explicit) diversity policy.

General organizations often have a vision in writing that amounts to equal 
and respectful treatment of diverse groups and clients. Mostly managers 
tacitly assume that their employees act accordingly. Within the organiza-
tion this vision is no active and recurring subject for discussion. Within the 
religiously inspired organizations on the other hand a lively exchange takes 
place on ideas of vision and life principles. These exchanges are elicited by 
the faith-based identity of the organization, as with Youth for Christ for 
instance.

2.1.2.2.2 Corporate culture

In general organizations things are often understood implicitly. This fits 
in with colleagues who hardly (dare to) speak to one another about their 
ideological views, which is done for fear of damaging the professional rela-
tion. This is evident, for instance, in the following quotation from a youth 
worker in a social-cultural centre:

Our policy says: ‘Youth do have a place.’ This is quite a statement in a ti-
me in which youth are marginalised. I have many colleagues with diffe-
rent philosophies of life. We find each other on the basis: being there for 
youth. But we are completely different and all express this basic convicti-
on in a different way. I have learnt to be careful in choosing with whom 
I talk about politics and religion, for that can be a delicate matter. To my 
strict Christian colleague I expressly do not talk about my view on organi-
sed religion, because doing so I would hurt him.

The other way round is the exchange culture of religiously inspired organi-
zations where discussions, including confrontations, are explicitly sought 
after, and from which people draw inspiration. A major in the Salvation 
Army says:

Our organization hires people who more or less hold a Christian view of 



40

life. A convinced Muslim or someone who admits he is an atheist during 
the job interview will not be hired. We have had trials on this issue, four of 
them related to Muslims, but have won each time. Since we are a Christi-
an organization we are allowed to make certain demands on people. Wit-
hin the organization one is given a free rein. I am allowed to go my own 
way with people from other religions: from handing out a rosary to a Cat-
holic to buying a Koran for a Muslim and even charging the organizati-
on for it.

2.1.2.3 Sub-question 3: What attention is given to the philosophy of life of the 
client in the professional practice?

The question which role the philosophy of life of the client does play in the 
professional contacts was very diversely answered by the interviewees. There 
appeared to be a clear dichotomy in their views.

2.1.2.3.1 Reserved attitude

On the one hand one sees professionals who are reserved, even careful, in 
this area. They are of the opinion that attention to a client’s philosophy of 
life could create an unprofessional impression or even harm the contact. For 
them it is a sign of acting professionally to be very reserved on the subject 
of one’s philosophy of life.

Examples are found in the following quotations:

A youth worker with an open mind (23, female, Dutch, inspired by hu-
manism):
“In my job I think it is important to approach everyone with an open mind. 
I see each person as an individual human being, not as a member or repre-
sentative of a group, a culture. (…) I myself do not want to give too much 
attention to someone’s philosophy of life, for that can hinder the contact. I 
simply want to get to know the person.”

A pragmatic assisted living worker (40, female, Kurdish, inspired by Za-
rathustra and Muslim, Kurdish idealism, communism influences):
“In my job I usually do not talk about faith issues. My clients go through a 
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crisis and live in survival mode. Then one should not talk but act. If it is 
necessary to build a relation of trust religion may be a subject for discussi-
on. And when I did something good in my job I am glad to have strengt-
hened the God of light.”

A no-nonsense outreach youth worker (39, male, Dutch, inspired by hu-
manism):
“In my job I hesitate to talk about someone’s philosophy of life. I call all 
youth to account on the values and rules that apply in our country: deal 
with one another with respect and an open mind. Young people sometimes 
get confused when they see me talk to all kinds of subgroups. They are not 
used to dealing with or being interested in people who have different views. 
I do confront them with their religion if, for instance, Muslim youth drink 
heavily while I know that their religion does not permit drinking.”

2.1.2.3.2 Actively making use of philosophy of life

On the other hand there are professionals who experience the added value 
of actively making use of the philosophy of life of the target group or cli-
ent in their contacts; this can be very helpful in signalling a question or a 
problem and add depth to the relation. This goes along with using one’s 
own philosophy of life professionally as well according to them. This is clear 
from the following quotations:

A social worker looking for the essence (52, male, Iranian, inspired by uni-
versalism with humanism, Muslim, socialism influences):
“In my job I deliberately use culture and religion. At the GGZ we now use 
a cultural intake in which we ask many questions on religion and how this 
is linked to the problems. I walk alongside the client and cross the border 
into the landscape of his philosophy of life. Without judging I just listen and 
watch. (…) Thus you earn their trust. You understand how their problems 
began and what tools that landscape has to address those problems.”

A school youth worker with Youth for Christ (24, female, Dutch, Chris-
tian):
“In my job I view each youth as a unique, worthwhile human being, and 
not, therefore, as a ‘little pest to be kept off the street’. This positive portra-
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yal of mankind comes forth out of my image of God. Therefore there are no 
limits, how negative a youth’s behaviour may be. I think that makes a dif-
ference. (…) The fact that I am religious breaks down barriers, with Mus-
lim girls for instance. They are quick to talk about their stories, background 
and ask me what I believe in, which we then talk about.”

An emphatic major of the Salvation Army (60, female, Dutch, Christi-
an):
“In my job I often come across Muslims who do not practise their faith. As 
a Christian I look for similarities. I may say: I could pray the Lord’s Prayer 
with you, but you probably learnt a prayer when you were young, which 
you have not forgotten. Or I may talk to a Hindu who says: ‘Yes, I stay in 
a Christian home now, but I remain a Hindu, for that is what I am. Ho-
wever, Hindus have not been able to help me; Christians offered me shel-
ter and they are now my family.’ But later on I have to come and chase the 
ghosts out of his room; so it kind of becomes mishmash.”

2.1.2.3.3 Orientation on philosophy of life with young professionals

The younger, recently graduated professionals seemed to differ greatly in how 
far their philosophies of life have crystallized. For those saying they were still 
searching this often went together with a relativistic view. Thanks to their 
interests in diversity and their deliberately open attitudes they seemed to be 
well equipped for professional practice.

At the same time the interviews gave rise to the assumption that there 
might be hiatuses in the area of signalling and managing philosophy of life 
related questions. The most obvious conclusion is the lack of work experi-
ence. However, an interview with a young professional from a faith-based 
organization gave food for thought. On the basis of her religious experience 
and knowledge she appeared to have sufficient religious sensitivity to notice 
signals in a timely way, to interpret them and to handle them effectively. 
She described her professional motivation as inextricably anchored in a 
profound ‘drive’. Therefore she seemed to be sure of her ground. She did 
not shy away from questions on the meaning of life and the accompany-
ing struggles and was able to coach young people without forcing her own 
philosophy of life on them.
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2.1.2.4 Sub-question 4: Is there a need for training on philosophy of life and 
if so, what kind of training?

The last research question focused on the need for training on philosophy 
of life. The respondents by and large agreed on this subject.

2.1.2.4.1 Offer of courses and organizations

Most interviewees were of the opinion that the social work studies did offer 
some training and instruction on philosophy of life. At the same time they 
indicated that one could never have enough. They said they would appreciate 
courses in this area on postgraduate level. Apart from this some saw it as their 
own responsibility to take initiative. They emphasized that there is no time 
for reflection in the work field and that training would be very helpful: 

I think it would be very inspiring if the study Social Work would offer 
training on philosophy of life. As a youth worker in a social-cultural cent-
re you are mainly concerned with keeping things going. There is hardly ti-
me for deepening insights.

The faith-based organisations appear to offer their staff members regular 
and broad refresher courses, they have no need for extra training:

Twice a year I am offered training weekends, apart from lots of other trai-
ning. They cover a large number of subjects: from Buddhism and Islam to 
fear of failure and aggression reduction. And — very importantly — we 
intensely support and coach each other.

2.1.2.4.2 Emphasis on attitudinal aspects

Almost everyone emphasized that in their professional practice attitudinal 
aspects are of the highest importance: humanity, genuine interest, open com-
munication, and the ability to empathise with other people’s values. These 
aspects are regarded as professional core values. The professionals considered 
reflection on core values, transfer of knowledge and skills training to be 
necessary and useful additions, which the study should pay attention to:
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Make students attend such an evening with us so that they experience the 
tensions between the different subcultures of youth. Then they can design 
plans to deal with this problem. We could probably learn something from 
them.

The studies have the opportunity to provide more follow-up for students. 
My experience is that the questions asked in this interview give food for 
thought: I am getting new ideas. The study could do more by organising 
courses, workshops, and meetings for youth workers.

I think it is important to promote world citizenship among students. The-
re is less openness than in the past, everyone gets stuck in one’s own story. 
Students have to learn how to stimulate people to leave their trenches. For 
this it is necessary to learn to acquire this open attitude and dialogue du-
ring their studies.

2.1.3 Conclusions

The conclusions drawn from the interviews are described below. Firstly we 
answer the four sub-questions then the principal conclusion addressing the 
central question of this pilot will be given.

2.1.3.1 The influence of social worker’s philosophies of life on their professio-
nal practice 

For all interviewees the philosophy of life of the social worker appears to play 
an important role in their motivations for choosing this profession. They all 
mention a number of universal values which offer inspiration and put their 
work in perspective. ‘Being there for others’ appears to be the core value. 
Apart from this a distinction can be made between two groups: those who 
explicitly mention a religious or political source of inspiration for the values 
they strive for, and those who do not make a connection with an underlying 
source of inspiration.

There is also a dichotomy with respect to the role of philosophy of life in 
professional practice. On the one hand there are social workers who think 
that the philosophy of life of the professional belongs to the private domain. 
This group tries to acquire what they call ‘neutral attitude’. On the other hand 
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there are professionals who are convinced that an individual’s philosophy 
of life inevitably plays an implicit role in their professional practice. This 
group thinks that philosophy of life should therefore be used explicitly if 
the context asks for it.

Furthermore there are differences to be found in the way in which profes-
sionals deal with the philosophies of life of their clients. These differences 
seem to be connected to the way in which they deal with their own philoso-
phies of life. On the one hand there are professionals who attribute a deep 
heartfelt meaning to their own philosophies of life in their private lives and 
in their jobs. In the professional practice this group appears to focus explic-
itly on the role the philosophy of life of the client could play. These social 
workers openly communicate about their own philosophies of life with the 
client and experience a deeper dimension in the contact.

Opposing these are the professionals who formulate their philosophies of 
life in terms of generally accepted values, without connecting these to a deeper 
source of inspiration. In their contacts with clients about their philosophies 
of life these professionals primarily focus on concrete values. Professionals 
who think that their philosophies of life belong to the private domain also 
do not address (deeply) the philosophies of life of their clients. They do so 
out of respect for what they regard as someone’s private domain.

2.1.3.2 Policy on philosophy of life and influence on the social worker’s prac-
tice

A similar dichotomy can be seen in the policies of organisations on phi-
losophy of life. On the one hand there are faith-based organisations which 
explicitly state their philosophies of life. There the employees have lively dis-
cussions on this subject, through internal training and coaching programmes 
and other approaches. On the other hand there are organisations that do 
happen to be universalistic, but which are neither explicit nor active as far 
as philosophies of life are concerned. In these organisations hardly any com-
munication on this subject takes place between employees. There is a culture 
of tacit assumptions and fear of damaging professional relationships. 
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2.1.3.3 Attention given to the philosophy of life of the client

There is disagreement on the choice whether or not to pay attention explic-
itly to the philosophy of life of the client. In their contacts with their clients 
most professionals are confronted by considerable ideological diversity areas 
amongst their clients.

Some say that they deliberately pay attention to the client’s philosophy 
of life; they experience this as a prerequisite for the quality of their work: 
it is helpful in defining a problem, or a source of power, and adds depth 
to the relationship. Others deliberately pay as little attention to it as pos-
sible: believing that a focus on philosophy of life would hinder rather than 
clarify the professional relationship and distract them from the focusing 
on the client’s need for help. Sometimes they explicitly refer to a cultural 
relativistic vision.

2.1.3.4 Need for expertise in the field of philosophy of life

In general the interviewees were positive about the idea of giving attention to 
philosophy of life in their studies. Still social workers in general organisations 
would welcome possibilities for refresher courses. Knowledge of ideological 
diversity in society and a method for managing ideologically related ques-
tions are mentioned as important subjects. They also mention learning to 
reflect on their personal prejudices and blind spots. The social workers who 
work for faith-based organizations say that they receive sufficient support 
from their own organisations. They regularly attend internal training, receive 
coaching and keep in close contact with one another.

2.1.3.5 Principal conclusion

Our central question in this pilot was: What role does philosophy of life 
play in the professional practice of social professionals? On the basis of our 
research we conclude that philosophy of life does matter: all professionals 
have to deal with ideological diversity in their daily work.

There does seem to be a — seemingly irreconcilable — dichotomy in the 
way in which professionals deal with it. One group explicitly uses its own 
philosophy of life in contacts with clients; the other group rather has res-
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ervations about doing so. The significance of the professionals’ philosophy 
of life seems to be suggesting that the stronger the meaning, the more they 
give room to it in their jobs.

2.1.4 Reflections

The pilot was successful as a first exploration of the role of philosophy of life 
in social work. The results reveal delicate tacit tensions and call for further 
research, since lots of questions remain to be answered. 

This was also the outcome of a symposium for faculty colleagues, where 
the preliminary results of the studies were presented and a workshop on the 
role of philosophy of life in our education and research was held.

If social professionals hold very different views on how to deal with phi-
losophy of life in practice, what does this mean for the applied methodology, 
for instance? We are also curious to find out if and how the opinions of the 
interviewed professionals will be reflected within the student population of 
our faculty. What role do the perspectives of different generations play? 

Within the general, secular organisations interchanges on the philosophy 
of life of professionals do not seem to be promoted. Even within one or-
ganisation or team there can be unspoken conflicting views on how to deal 
with philosophy of life. Tensions in society on issues such as government 
funding for faith-based social action (Davelaar & Smits 2010) and the grim 
way in which the debate about religion is carried out by the media seem to 
foster this reservation. Apart from this cultural relativistic reasons are given. 
The opportunities — given the results of this research — to make good use 
of philosophy of life in contacts with clients remain unaddressed. This also 
calls for further research.

It would be interesting to link this to further research on the policy of gen-
eral organisations relating to ideological identity. The richness of ideological 
identity seems to be acknowledged but used insufficiently.

A number of respondents raised an interesting issue about working with 
volunteers in relation to religious sensitivity. Volunteers who themselves 
have religious backgrounds would be able to draw on their background in 
a sensitive way to make sustainable contact with clients and to deepen the 
relationship. This corresponds with the outcomes of studies on the role of 
faith-based organisations and social exclusion (Davelaar & Van den Toorn 
2010; 2011). Quite often they have an advantage over the reserved or insensi-
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tive professional, which leads to unbalance in the triangle client-volunteer-
professional. This may lead to volunteers gaining access to so-called difficult 
or unreachable clients or client groups, whilst the necessary professional help 
cannot be delivered. This also arose in interviews with volunteers who have 
been excluded from this account. In our follow-up research we would like 
to address this issue.

The interviews made it clear that there is a need for continued training. 
The question is what kind of training is needed most. Is there need for a 
specific ‘spiritual competence’ in the curriculum within the general educa-
tion (Van Leeuwen 2009)? The development of demand-based education 
has led to a less integrative basic body of knowledge. Van Ewijk states that in 
social work practice and in the education of social workers there is a strong 
need for the integration between ethics, philosophy of life and culture (Van 
Ewijk 2010, 64).

On the basis of the results of this research the assumption is made that 
religious, or more generally, ideological sensitivity can have added value in 
the work of the social professional. Is this really true? If so in what context? 
And what exactly is the influence of the ideological inspiration of the social 
worker? 

This last question fits in with the question of what is ‘good work’ and how 
to deliver ‘good work’ as a professional; this brings us to the field of norma-
tive professionalism, the professional practice driven by moral values:

Normative professionalism stands for the so-called practical wisdom of so-
cial workers, physicians, teachers, welfare workers, and chaplains as well 
as for the value loadedness of professional choices, actions, and decisions, 
and its reflections[.] (Jacobs 2008.) 

In the collection from which above quotation was taken Van den Ende 
and Kunneman state that normative professionalism also has an important 
social meaning:

… because normative professionalism, according to almost all authors who 
tackled the subject, has an existential anchoring and also depends on tap-
ping and letting flow the sources of inspiration of the persons involved[.] 
(Jacobs 2008, 86.)
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The authors argue that normative professionalism carries the concepts 
of meaning and humanising, because these contain hope and belief in the 
possibility of contributing actively to a more humane society.

This notion also comprises the historic foundation of social work, as de-
scribed in this paper’s introduction, which makes things come full circle.

Based on the above conclusions and reflections, further research will be 
carried out in 2011. In this new research we hope to include a group of re-
spondents who are actively engaged in social work as volunteers. The results 
of this new study will give us extra input and inspiration.
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Ulla Jokela (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences)

Relations of ruling in the diaconia work 
of the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran 
Church

1 Introduction

Research into diaconia work is a rapidly growing field in Finland. Earlier 
studies were produced mainly in theological faculties, but now diaco-

nia research is also being undertaken in nursing science disciplines (eg. Rät-
tyä 2009) and in the social sciences (eg. Paajanen 2008). Information about 
diaconia work is also emerging from studies concerned with social service 
institutions and organisations in Finnish Society. Through social work (eg. 
Juhila 2008), and poverty research (eg. Krok 2009) knowledge about diaco-
nia work relating to services for people in need and last resort support has 
been gained. Theological research has been expanded to include everyday 
practice of diaconia work (eg. Juntunen 2011; Pessi 2009; Yeung 2008).

Diaconia work has gained a foothold among the Finnish welfare service 
providers, in particular since the recession of the 1990s. When public sec-
tor responsibilities are reduced, expectations of the third sector and church 
provision tend to grow. (eg. Grönlund & Hiilamo 2005; 2006; Hiilamo 
2009.) The politics of diversion (Hänninen et al 2007) brings new clients 
from public sector to diaconia work. Many clients are actually directed to 
seek help from the church (Juntunen 2006; Suominen 2008; Kinnunen 
2009). Diaconal workers are critical of these trends and feel that their work 
is becoming more like social work (eg. Siivonen 2003). During the period 
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when the welfare state was expanding diaconia workers were accustomed to 
be able to focus more on pastoral care. (eg. Kettunen 2001, 23).

My interest in the subject rises from my personal experience of diaconia 
work. I have worked in various positions in the diaconia field for about fif-
teen years, and then as a lecturer at Diaconia University of Applied Scien-
ces for about ten years. As a young diaconia worker many years ago I fa-
ced clients, who were seeking financial assistance. I wondered why my re-
lationship with them was different from my relationship with those who 
were seeking pastoral or counselling help. I understood vaguely at that ti-
me, that the question was somehow related to differences in the quality of 
the relationship and that it had something to do with power. At that time, 
I did not have tools to evaluate the issue in more detail.

2 Research task

Research has shown that diaconia work (eg. Juntunen et al 2006; Kinnunen 
2009) can be seen as an important support and ‘walker alongside’ clients at 
various life crises. ‘Walking alongside’ is a key phrase used to describe dia-
conal work in a variety of contexts. The experience of ‘walking alongside’ is 
described both by diaconia workers and by clients (eg. Jokela 2011). What 
else can these experiences tell us about diaconia work?

My interest relates specifically to clients' experiences, a topic which has 
not been extensively researched within diaconia studies. The question I am 
addressing is ‘Is it possible to gain a broader picture of diaconia work by loo-
king at practice through the experiences of clients?’ I decided to investigate 
the meanings which clients attribute to diaconia work by asking two questi-
ons: how is work with clients shaped in diaconia practice and what kind of 
‘relations of ruling’ does it include?. The research inquiry started from the 
experiences of clients but also extended beyond them. The primary purpo-
se of the research is to examine the ‘relations of ruling’, which are hidden 
within the everyday life experiences of the clients of diaconia work. 

3 Institutional ethnography’s window into diaconia work

Institutional ethnography is used as an analytic tool in order to investi-
gate the research task. It makes it possible to rely on knowledge arising 
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from clients’ experiences. Thus, the client maintains his or her subjectivity 
through the study process and is not objectified as a target. Instead the tar-
get is the relations of ruling which are embedded into his or her experien-
ce and are organizing his or her everyday life as a client of diaconia work. 
(See Smith 1988.) 

In institutional ethnography issues can be approached by looking first at 
problematic data, data which causes ‘bother’. Problematic data in institu-
tional ethnography can be compared to the concept of a variable, used to 
analyse data being examined. I began by ‘kneading’ data relating to vario-
us manifestations of power. In this context power is understood as relating 
more to street-level bureaucracies (Lipsky 1980) than to diaconia work. By 
following to the clues given in my data I started to disassemble the experi-
ences of clients that revealed something about power, which I saw as prob-
lematic. 

Another key concept of institutional ethnography is a standpoint (Smith 
1988). The researcher's task is to choose a side, from where he does his re-
search. My selection focused on the clients’ side because their experiences of 
diaconal work have not received much research attention. A standpoint is, 
however, a broader concept than a point of view, since the standpoint com-
mits the researcher to be accountable to the client. Because I have chosen 
the standpoint of the client my research will also provide knowledge that 
will inform developing diaconia work practice. 

The third key concept in this study is a social relation (Smith 1988). By 
social relations I do not mean relations between human beings, but speci-
fically relations which connect a variety of actors to each other. These so-
cial relations are ‘relations of ruling’ which govern actors’ everyday life. So-
cial relations themselves are not under investigation, but the concept is an 
operational tool for analysing those hidden ‘relations of ruling’ in diaconia 
work practices. 

In institutional ethnography social reality is seen as a local and historical 
process which is created by those involved. Practices, objects, and the world 
are created and constantly reviewed. (Smith 1988, 123–125, 142–143.) Insti-
tutional ethnography does not, however, belong to the tradition of construc-
tionism, although they both share common epistemological principles and 
analytic strategies. Institutional ethnography focuses not only on investi-
gation of how knowledge or meaning is organized (cf. constructionism: is 
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constructed), but also on what occurs in a person's everyday life when that 
knowledge is constructed. (McCoy 2008, 703, 710–711.) 

4 Data

In this study I have used two types of data. First, I sent a questionnaire to 
the diaconia workers of one metropolitan area’s parish union. The main 
purpose of this study was to collect data about the client process of diaco-
nia work. Due to the low response rate (24.1%) it has not been possible to 
make far-reaching conclusions. Instead, the data is used as background in-
formation on how the client work of diaconia is done. It provides a context 
for the knowledge generated by other data. The second set of data has been 
collected by ethnographic methods from a single parish’s diaconia work in a 
metropolitan area. Ethnographic fieldwork took place over a period of one 
and a half months in early autumn of 2008. Institutional ethnography does 
not require a long data collection period, because conclusions can be drawn 
from relatively small samples. 

Institutional ethnography data collection methods are the same as in the 
traditional ethnography: observation, interviews and document collection. 
36 appointments between clients and workers were observed. Some of the-
se took place in reception services where clients were able to come without 
any appointment. Some observed meetings happened in situations where 
worker and client had made an appointment beforehand. A diary was ma-
de of these meetings, recording the observations (a total of 52 pages). Four 
client-worker meetings were also recorded. All clients whose meeting with 
a worker I had observed and who gave permission to do so were intervie-
wed. In addition, I interviewed a few clients whose appointment with the 
diaconia worker I was not able to see during the field work period. In total, 
29 interviews of clients were generated. I interviewed five diaconia workers 
from the field study parish. The interviews lasted an average of one hour. I 
transcribed interviews verbatim, and I have a total of 499 pages of data. I 
collected also seasonal brochures, the management rules and the financial as-
sistance guidelines as document data. In addition, l collected some brochu-
res of individual events. 

The clients were pleased to give an interview which I think reflects the 
fact that they felt positive that someone was interested in their story. Some 
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clients also showed their interest by asking their diaconal workers about the 
progress and completion of the study. 

5 Data analysis

Institutional ethnography does not prescribe a specific methodology for da-
ta analysis. It can be seen more as problem-solving process in which know-
ledge is organized little by little. Analysis can also be continued indefinite-
ly, as analysis of the data opens new perspectives. (Devault 1999, 50; De-
vault & McCoy 2002, 755.) A specific step by step strategy can be follo-
wed to progress the analysis and obtain results. The first step is the identifi-
cation of experiences. The second step is to identify those institutional pro-
cesses which shape experiences and are relevant to the research task. The 
third step is to investigate and analytically describe those processes which 
are embedded in experiences. (Campbell & Gregor 2002, 46; Devault & 
McCoy 2002, 755; 2006, 20; cf. Smith 2005, 41–42.) I used my personal 
experience from diaconia work as a tool when I identified experiences. The 
guiding principle in identifying processes was to pay particular attention to 
data which seemed confusing. This is the problematic approach. Issues in 
the data related to power particularly concerned me. The second phase of 
the institutional ethnography procedure, is the collection of ethnographic 
data. This is collected from the transcript records and concerns ‘relations 
of ruling’ and practices. (Smith 2005, 165.) I began to organize the data at 
this stage from the perspective of power, and looked at this through the ‘re-
lations of ruling’ which were structuring the everyday life of diaconia work 
clients. The data gradually began to take shape by using a concept of social 
relations. According to Smith (1988) these might, for example, be the pro-
fessional discourse of diaconia work, the complexity of the administration, 
exchange relations, and textually conveyed discourse, such as the various 
standards and guidelines (Smith 1988, 108, 122; 2005, 10, 18).

I used close reading (eg. Kain 1998) and applied narrative analysis (Smith 
1990) as analysis tools. By using the close reading approach I identified the 
experiences and by reading my data several times I tried to solve the myste-
ry of the problematic data. Narrative analysis in this study means studying 
the narratives that people construct from their everyday experience. This 
narrative helps diaconia work’s actors to expand the image of diaconal work 
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and enables them to develop the work further. This analysis will help cre-
ate a map of the ‘relations of ruling’ (Smith 2005, 51). The map makes it 
possible to expand awareness of the practices of diaconia work and to imp-
rove them. 

6 Research ethics

Clients of diaconia work often live in very difficult life situations. Thus, re-
searchers need to be particularly sensitive when they meet clients as they 
may have been ill-treated by various ‘helping’ agencies. I had two different 
kinds of research permission in my study. I applied for permission from the 
vicar of the parish, and another from each person him or herself. As well as 
obtaining approval for the study I gave to each person a brochure about my 
research and went through it briefly with each subject. Subjects were able 
to commit to observing mode, to be interviewed, or give me a permission 
to look at data-based information of their client carrier from the client in-
formation system. Alternatively they were free to authorize only one of the-
se and refuse the other(s). There was also an opportunity to opt out at the 
mid point of the research process. Refusals which were mainly in relation 
to the interview, were very low.

Ethical considerations also arose in relation to the parishes selected for the 
field study. To preserve the anonymity of the research locations, as far as 
possible, promotional material has been removed in the presentation of the 
results which is why details of parish are omitted. The analysis of power re-
lationships which are presented in the study may seem strange to diaconia 
workers. They even might conclude that the analysis could harm the image 
of diaconia work. Because of the theoretical and methodological approach 
adopted the research inevitably raises questions about ‘relations of ruling’ 
from the standpoint of clients, exposing some painful issues. This should 
not in any way detract from the value of diaconia work or imply that it do-
es not deserve all the appreciation it gets. 

7 Client and financial assistance and ‘relations of ruling’.

In the parish chosen for the study field support to clients is provided mainly 
in the form of small 10 to 20 euro one-off grants. The practice is the same 
in the other parishes of the parish union. Similar small grant activities are 
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carried out in many other parishes around the Finland (Evangelical Luthe-
ran Church 2011). To receive a grant clients have to provide documents 
which verify their revenue and expenditure situation. These do not have to 
be produced for each application as most people are regular clients with few 
changes in their life situations. 

Assistance is normally provided by giving vouchers which can be used in 
nearby shops. Diaconia workers, may on behalf of their clients, apply (via 
the diaconia fund of the parish union) for a larger grant from the diocese 
or Church Council. In this case thorough statements are required. My ob-
servations concern mainly those receiving small grants. 

Ulla: Have you normally got, when you have got this financial support 
from parish, preciously those vouchers to there [shop]? 
Lassi: Yes, but I can’t take either them anymore, because last time when I 
went to buy food there, so the cashier stand up and waved that voucher, 
that here is a client of social work 
U: Yeah
L: and I began to feel shamed and I have got small panic disorder symptoms 
during these years, there were much of people behind me and they started to 
laugh there and look at me like whether I have even afford to buy food. 
U: Yeah
L: and it was so embarrassing situation, as can be, it was a terrible situ-
ation 
U: Yeah
L: I wanted to run from the store 
U: Yeah
L: so humiliating, so terrible 
[…]
L: It’s like you will get a stigma on the forehead immediately. (Lassi)

A voucher is seen as a textual ruling practice in analysis, which binds to-
gether the various actors. When a client comes to meet a diaconia worker 
in financial difficulty, he or she expects a shopping voucher. His daily life is 
organized by this need and his situation requires him to produce the kind 
of story that is credible, and to provide evidence about his need. The dia-
conia worker assesses the situation and decides whether to make a grant for 



60

his client or not. If a client receives a grant, he or she goes to a nearby store 
to buy, what it is possible to get with the small amount of grant provided. 
Thus, this voucher organizes the everyday life of the diaconia worker, client 
and vendor together. By analysis it is possible to connect the administrati-
on of the parish union, which coordinates the small grants, with its role in 
assisting in the setting of standards and practices. It is also possible to con-
nect with the co-people in store. Co-people are able to follow how the situ-
ation of diaconia work’s client is developing in the shop. The client’s experi-
ence of humiliation might be strong if the shopping process does not work 
discreetly. The voucher system also provides a connection to the suppliers 
who bring food for trade. (Jokela 2011.) 

Through analysis of ruling practices it is also possible to examine the hid-
den power embedded in the client-worker relationship. Power is demonstra-
ted firstly by the worker’s decision to assist or not assist. Secondly power is 
apparent in the limited freedom of choice that the client has when she or he 
uses the ten euro voucher. It is written on the voucher that it is valid only 
for food and hygiene products. If a client comes to meet a diaconia worker 
so late that the situation is critical, he or she has to be very rational in ma-
king shopping decisions in order to obtain best value from the voucher. 

There is a possibility of humiliation hidden in the voucher system. This is 
very obvious in the interview with Lassi (above). Just seeking help involves 
the client in humbling his or herself for the first time by admitting that she 
or he cannot not survive alone, but has to seek help. The second time he has 
to be humbled in the shop by having to present a voucher to the seller. Hu-
miliation can be exacerbated if the client is in a queue of other customers 
keen to follow the situation evolving. If the seller is a professional, she may 
be able to manage the situation discreetly. At worst however, the voucher, 
provides to the seller an opportunity to exercise power. In this process, the 
client can be stigmatized as deviant and strange (see Goffman 1990/1963). 
It is also possible that the diaconia worker may refuse to provide assistance. 
In this case, the client’s experience can be humiliating, because he has app-
lied for assistance, which he has not been able to get. Matters are complica-
ted by the fact that he may have to apply for assistance again from the same 
worker in the future. 
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8 Client, emotional and spiritual support, and ruling practices

Diaconia workers interviewed want to be seen as givers of holistic support. 
One of the diaconia workers interviewed defined financial assistance as spi-
ritual presence in people’s everyday life. The process does, however, invol-
ve more tension than the term suggests. The diaconia workers have to deal 
with a large number of clients wanting economic assistance and they have 
an important job to do in emergency situations often organised on a busy 
timetable. The tensions are apparent in the following transcript of a diaco-
nia worker’s responses in a number of different ways: 

Annika: I was confused when I went there [to work] as a diaconia wor-
ker, when I suddenly noticed that when there were those crisis grant appli-
cations and that kind of what were done. I had to work with six or seven 
at the same time in order to get them into the meeting. Then I started to 
think, because it took a lot of time to clarify them, so it takes a lot of wor-
king time, in generally it takes still [time] to clarify people’s things and for 
calls on the behalf of them, or with them. That is required to make on be-
half of them or in order to receive information that is relevant, so. But I 
was somehow, how it can be, it can’t be, that this is too much of this kind 
of office work somehow. So surely it wasn’t the idea, rather discussions and 
pastoral care was my idea. (Annika, diaconia worker)

The expectation referred to by Annika is also expressed in the brochure 
used by the field study parish which describes diaconia work. The brochure 
states that diaconia work is particularly intended to provide mental and spi-
ritual support. The brochure does not refer to financial aid. This raises the 
question of whether spiritual and mental needs are valued more than bo-
dily needs in diaconia work. Diaconia workers in local parishes tend to be 
people with high levels of education who have to relate to people with dif-
ficult physical life situations. In practice, financial aid clients are given em-
pathy and focussed attention, but they are seen mainly during reception ti-
mes when emergency help is given. Consequently time per client is limited, 
as there is often a queue of clients waiting for an encounter with a diaconia 
worker. For clients in mental and spiritual need agreed appointments are 
made beforehand and the allotted time available is longer. Clients with fi-
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nancial or other social needs can make separately agreed appointments, but 
in practice, they tend to use emergency help drop-in sessions. Only a pro-
portion of clients are selected for longer conversations. 

Valuing spiritual and mental over social and bodily needs is related to the 
concept of “real social work” found in social work studies (eg. Mäntysaari 
1991, 142). “The real social work” is something more than “only” income 
support. However only a proportion of clients are selected for deeper social 
work (Arnkil 1991; 2005). The same applies in the work of deacons. Often 
those selected for deeper diaconia work are the ones who have the ability to 
handle their own lives more deeply. In diaconia work conflict is evident if 
what is written in Church Order is taken at face value. The document states 
that diaconia work should focus on people who are most in need and who 
are not helped by other providers (Church Order 4§3). Often the most vul-
nerable people are not able to express their needs in a way that would lead 
to an invitation to participate in deeper discussion. Their situation can be 
so acute that they lack the strength for anything beyond coping with eve-
ryday life. Valuing spiritual and mental needs over the bodily ones is a ‘re-
lation of ruling’ which leads diaconia workers to forget who they are sup-
posed to be working for as defined in Church Order yet they have the gre-
atest expertise to help wounded and oppressed people. 

9 The meeting point of ‘ruling relations’ in the public sector and dia-
conia work 

Many clients come to diaconia work having had demoralising experiences 
of other services. In the diaconia office they often encounter a worker who 
is humane. A client in social office can easily be faceless, as social workers 
increasingly rely on written social assistance applications. In diaconia work 
workers still meet their clients face to face. The explanations which clients 
give for choosing to seek help through diaconia offices vary. Often the client 
is seeking more humane treatment and face to face contact. Some clients 
live just above the standards for social assistance income and their benefit 
from social office is always discretionary. When the norms and standards 
get tougher clients seek help elsewhere. The data I have collected indicates 
that it may be easier to apply support from diaconia work than from social 
work because of its flexibility, although the amounts are very small.
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Pressures on financial assistance resources are growing in diaconia work, 
as the real level of minimum social security has decreased since 1990s eco-
nomic recession. Even benefits such as labour market benefit and general 
pension benefit, which are linked to the pension index, have not kept pace 
with general income (Pykälä 2010). The effect of diminishing public sec-
tor resources is reflected not only in the number of applications for grants 
from diaconia work, but also in demand for help in other sectors. Clients 
report that mental health services and substance abuse services, are increa-
singly difficult to access. They are limiting assistance to, as one interviewee 
said, "The patch for wounds." Thus, from the standpoint of clients diaco-
nia work seems to be trying to fill the gaps left by reductions in official so-
cial work provision, as reported in some previous studies (Juhila 2008, 46; 
Yeung 2007, 11–12, 22; Grönlund & Hiilamo 2005; 2006). 

My data indicates that the advocacy role of diaconia work is growing in 
importance. Workers are increasingly finding that they have to speak on be-
half of their clients. Diaconia workers seek to enable their clients to meet 
the social workers. They also act as advocates alongside with their clients in 
situations where the clients voice may not be heard: 

Ulla: How have you experienced it if the diaconia worker is involved in 
some situations for example, how does it affect to the case of the client the-
re at authorities? 
Eeva: Well, yes it is, it is horrible, but after all, it has a positive effect. My 
opinion is that it is an infringement of human dignity that a person can-
not handle their own affairs. And that she or he should be heard. Why the-
re has to be some diaconia worker as an arbitrator and then it is more con-
vincing or? It is pretty outrageous, no wonder that self-esteem goes down 
when you have to go from one place to another. And then you don’t care 
anymore. (Eeva, diaconia worker)

Other clients have also reported similar experiences. Clients may receive 
advocacy support from diaconia workers in a number of situations, especial-
ly where the client has statutory needs but the benefits are discretionary. Ad-
vocacy is often helpful. At the individual level advocacy has a significant im-
pact but diaconia workers have no resources for a wider social influence. 
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10 Looking at the map of ‘relations of ruling’.

When diaconia work is examined using the tools of institutional ethno-
graphy, the picture it provides is inevitably harsher than the view which 
previous studies have given. This approach gives new shades of meaning to 
diaconia work. The map of ‘relations of ruling’ constructed by institutional 
ethnography forces us to examine diaconia work critically. It reveals practi-
ces of ‘ruling’: including latent humility; elements which limit freedom such 
as the voucher system; the process of selection of clients in general and se-
lection of clients for more intensive relationship with a worker; the valuing 
of spiritual and mental needs over physical ones. These practices point to a 
need to reflect in more detail on the question of respectful treatment. Ac-
cording to Richard Sennett (2004), reciprocity is a solution for the realisa-
tion of respectful treatment. The importance of respect in the worker-client 
encounter is even more significant especially when it concerns an unequal 
relationship, which a helping relationship is. According to Sennett recogni-
tion of the autonomy of the client is the basic premise of the respect for the 
other. (Sennett 2004, 125–130, 177, 215, 222–256.) Reflecting Sennett’s 
thinking it is obvious that the principles of reciprocity should be included 
in diaconia work. 

Diaconia work is also revealed to be filling gaps left by reduced public so-
cial security. When different support agencies in the public sector refuse 
entry to clients from the services, diaconia work has to fill the gap. On the 
one hand it is filling gaps in economic support. On the other hand it also 
fills gaps left by other helping areas, such as mental health care. This issue 
has not yet been publicly discussed. Diaconia workers can be placed in the 
difficult position of having sometimes to reject clients whilst also fulfilling 
the role of being their advocate, defending their rights. Although clients 
may respect diaconia work it nevertheless involves oppressive elements in 
its practices which may counteract the positive effect of the respectful tre-
atment. Sensitivity and awareness of the ‘relations of ruling’ embedded in 
clients’ experience is essential for the development of diaconia work. Adop-
tion of this client focused approach could lead to new to a understanding 
of diaconia work. 
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Heikki Hiilamo (Social Insurance Institution of Finland)

Reinvigorated church poor relief in Fin-
land between two recessions

1 Introduction

St. Mark (14:7) quotes Jesus as saying that “the poor you will always have 
with you.” For a long time this holy verdict was taken as a divine order. Not 
until the modern welfare state was there anything that was supposed to crea-
te a brave new world without poverty. The ideas underpinning the different 
variants of the welfare state were linked to various forms of Christianity: the 
Central European model was based on Catholic, the social democratic ver-
sion on Lutheran and the Anglo-American model on laissez-faire religiosity 
(Kersbergen & Manow 2009). The most comprehensive welfare states were 
constructed in the countries with a Lutheran tradition. The Nordic univer-
sal welfare state was born to secure inclusion across population strata. 

The traditional models used to explain the development of modern wel-
fare states — structural-functional theories, theories of democratic politics, 
state-centred theories — leave hardly any room for church activities. The 
power resources theory does not recognise the church as an independent ac-
tor. The church is viewed as an institution forming, for instance, ideologi-
es and norms concerning the role of families (Korpi 2000). Church ideolo-
gies and norms are transmitted through confessional parties (cf. Kersber-
gen 1995). Esping-Andersen‘s (1990; 1999) typology of three welfare sta-
te regimes, each with a qualitatively different arrangement between state, 
market and family, acknowledges the role of the church only in relation to 
the first type, the "corporatist-statist" regime, where the church, in shaping 
state intervention, maintains class and status differences. The second type, 
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the "social-democratic" regime, is dedicated to promoting equality, parti-
cularly along class lines, without any influence from the church. The wel-
fare state regime hypothesis suggests that the kind of traditional assistance 
the church lends to the poor would die out in the course of "socio-demo-
cratic" welfare state development, a statement analogous with the seculari-
zation hypothesis1. 

Until the early 1990s there was no reason to challenge the regime hypot-
hesis. The Nordic countries had developed comprehensive earnings rela-
ted benefits for the employed and flat rate benefits for individuals outside 
the labour market leaving hardly any space for selective church poor relief 
or inclusion programmes on state or municipal level (Kautto et al. 1999; 
Korpi & Palme 1998). The mature Nordic welfare state construed pover-
ty as a residual problem best combated through active employment-pro-
moting policies combined with an encompassing system of social benefits. 
The welfare state was seen as such a strong safeguard against poverty that 
it would eradicate poverty just as preventive measures and antibiotics era-
dicated tuberculosis. 

A deep economic recession hit the Nordic countries in the early 1990s. Fin-
land was hit most severely (Kautto 2000; 2001; Nordlund 2000; Timonen 
2003). This led to an abrupt end of the golden years of the welfare state in 
Finland, where welfare state development had actually been slower than in 
other Nordic countries (Alestalo & Kuhle 1984; Alestalo & Uusitalo 1986; 
Flora & Heidenheimer 1981). The aim of this study is to analyze crowding 
out/crowding in effects in Finland from the perspective of the poverty al-
leviation activities of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Finland (cf. Dahl-
berg 2005). The hypothesis is that when the government increases expen-
diture on social protection, the role of the Church activities in Finland will 
diminish. But, if the role of the public sector vis-á-vis the needs and sco-
pe of social protection is reduced, Church activities are likely to grow. The 
years of “permanent austerity” (Pearson 1994) between the two recessions, 
i.e., the recession of the early 1990s and the global recession beginning in 
2008, provide a backdrop for the analysis. 

With a membership that covers around 80 per cent of the Finnish popu-
lation as of 2009, the Evangelical Lutheran Church dominates the religious 
1    Secularisation refers to a general conception of historical development where society progresses toward mod-
ernisation and lessening dependence on religion. The secularisation hypothesis suggests that religion loses its po-
sition of authority and religious institutions lose social significance. There is also a shift in the provision of social 
services from churches to the government (Wilson 1966; Sommerville 1998).
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landscape in Finland. Its poverty alleviation efforts like other activities are 
financed mainly with church taxes, which, in effect, correspond to mem-
bership fees2.  Church input in providing social welfare is a charitable acti-
vity. There is no obligation in state law for the Church to provide assistance 
to the poor nor is any right to such assistance provided for by Church sta-
tutes. The assistance provided by the Church represents a form of traditio-
nal poor relief in a modern setting where field workers are left with consi-
derable freedom to address local needs. We exclude social work of religious 
welfare associations and foundations and focus on parish level poverty al-
leviation activities, which is the most exceptional element of church activi-
ties in the Finnish Lutheran tradition (Yeung 2003). 

European welfare state research has focused on the links between religio-
us values, religious cleavages and the shaping of the welfare state but has 
mostly ignored the role of faith-based institutions in providing welfare (Fix 
2003). The literature on the role of faith-based institutions from the U.S. 
suggests that the role of religious-based agencies became more important 
when the federal system of entitlements and social services was dismant-
led and shifted to the states (Cnaan, Wineburg & Boddie 1999; Garland 
2008; Wineburg 2001). 

2 Data and methods

A disciplined configurative case study method is applied, where — using 
Thomas' (2011) language — Church engagement in poverty alleviation in 
Finland is a case of possible crowding out/crowding in effect. The analy-
sis is carried in four sequences using both quantitative and qualitative ma-
terial. The first section, a brief overview of the historical origins of church 
poor relief in Finland is based on published literature and official Church 
documents such as Statures and Church Law. In the following sections two 
forms of Church poverty alleviation activities, church social work offices and 
food banks and advocacy work, are analyzed through quantitative material. 
The unique feature of the poor relief activities of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of Finland is that all field workers (deacons and deaconesses) keep 
a record of their clients (Hiilamo 2009). The tradition was initiated during 
a period when the Church's societal work was closely connected with com-
  2 In 2009 79.7 per cent of the Finnish population belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland. 
The percentage has declined steadily over the last two decades with the exception of the years 1997–1999.
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munity based health care services. The statistics include information on the 
number and age groups of clients and on the nature of client contacts (Kirk-
kohallitus 2009). The most recent statistics also describe the volume of new 
forms of Church poverty alleviation efforts such as the provision of free me-
als, food banks and financial assistance3.  Data on church activities is cont-
rasted with aggregate data on municipal social work (social assistance) (THL 
2009). Quantitative data is contextualised with results from a literature sur-
vey on published research on Church poverty alleviation in Finland (main-
ly available only in Finnish language). Finally, in the fourth section Church 
advocacy work is studied through official documents such as Church docu-
ments relating to poverty alleviation, government programs and National 
Action Plans against poverty (cf. Kuivalainen & Niemelä 2010).

3 Development of church poor relief before 1990s

The qualitative change that Protestantism brought about in the church–state 
relationship has been understood as a historically decisive prelude to secula-
risation and the welfare state (Bruce 1990, 113). The transition of poor re-
lief from the church to the state was a relatively smooth process in the Lut-
heran countries of Northern Europe where Luther's doctrine of the two es-
tates precluded conflict: the religious estate was responsible for the soul and 
the governing estate for order (Kahl 2009). These countries were neither 
religiously heterogeneous nor did the 'national revolution' lead to fervent 
state–church conflicts. Identification between church and state was strong, 
even to the extent that there was little for the church to protest against the 
state taking over responsibility in the welfare arena. The absence of religio-
us cleavage in the Nordic countries accelerated the construction of an en-
compassing welfare state. The Lutheran state churches withdrew from pro-
viding social protection and focused on serving mostly as public agencies 
of moral and religious nurture (Gustafsson 2003). However, the churches 
continued to engage in poverty alleviation.

In Finland the Evangelical Lutheran Church’s poverty alleviation efforts 
share historical roots with municipal social work (Kouri 1997). Countries 
in the dominantly Lutheran region established tax-based and centralised sys-
tems of poor relief to take the place of the church’s charitable activities. As 
3    The data was collected by the Church Council of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (Kirkkohalli-
tus 2009). However, there is no data on Church poverty alleviation on individual level.
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early as in 1788, relief for the poor was defined in Sweden-Finland as a com-
munal responsibility. Community meetings were still chaired by vicars. The 
poor relief statute of 1852 introduced provisions that defined poor relief as 
an activity independent of the Church. However, as late as in the first half 
of the 20th century, Church nurses or deaconesses employed by the Church 
remained the only professionals carrying out poor relief activity. 

The devastation following the Second World War called for new inputs 
from all social actors in Finland. The experiences of the war brought about a 
change in the Church's social doctrine, i.e., in how it viewed worldly invol-
vement (Lauha 2005, 27–30; Malkavaara 2004). Church leaders advocated 
supplementing health care and social services with Church-sponsored me-
asures. The synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church proposed an amend-
ment to the Church Law in 1944. It became compulsory for every parish 
to create an official position of deaconess (later deaconess or deacon)4. The 
Church delivered aid for the needy donated from abroad as well as funds 
collected through fund raising campaigns (Yeung 2003). While parish level 
nursing and social work is a special feature of state churches in Northern 
Europe, its institutional position became clearly strongest in Finland. 

In lay terms diaconal activities may most aptly be conceptualised as church 
social work (or poor relief ). According to Church statutes (Kirkkojärjes-
tys 1991/1993, 4:3) the purpose of diaconia is to help those in the gravest 
need and especially those who are not helped by others. This mission sta-
tement to focus on the most marginalised groups gives parish level social 
work and nursing a distinctive character and a large degree of freedom to 
address emerging needs. 

Development of the universal welfare state in Finland began in the 1960s 
(Alestalo & Kuhle 1984; Alestalo & Uusitalo 1986; Kuusi 1964; Flora & 
Heidenheimer 1981, 23). While the welfare state took shape, the niche in 
which other actors could operate began to shrink. The state assumed all-
encompassing responsibility in health care and social welfare, consequent-
ly the role of the Church was marginalized. Yet the Church did not decide 
to dismantle the diaconate. 

A major shift in the Church’s poverty alleviation efforts took place in 1972 
with the adoption of the Public Health Act. The Act no longer recognised 
the work performed by deaconesses (Church social workers with an educa-

4      Within the Evangelical Lutheran denomination, church social work and nursing are conceptualised as diaco-
nal work. Other Christian denominations conceive diaconal work as a precursor to priesthood (Brown, 2005).
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tional background in nursing) who had to take on other duties in the area 
of municipal health care provision (Malkavaara 2004, 164–165). In 1971 
as many as 40 per cent of parish nurses' individual client contacts consisted 
in some part of traditional nursing activities: tending to wounds, measuring 
blood pressure, administering injections and providing palliative care. By the 
1980s these activities accounted for only 10 per cent of all client contacts 
(Malkavaara 2002). In the golden years of the welfare state, the Church's 
social activities refocused on spiritual activities and work with the elderly 
and the handicapped (Ryökäs 1990; Yeung 2006). 

Before 1990s it was evident that as a result of the construction of the uni-
versal welfare state, the role of Church social work had become margina-
lised. In accordance with the secularisation hypothesis, the Church’s role be-
came less significant. However, the Church’s social activities were by no me-
ans eliminated. While its tasks were limited and given a supplementary ro-
le to the public services, its resources remained intact. Before the onslaught 
of the recession in 1991, the Church employed as many as 1,100 full-time 
social workers and nurses compared with 4,000 social workers employed by 
municipal social services offices. The ratio of Church social workers to mu-
nicipal social workers is not exceptionally high compared with, for examp-
le, e.g. U.S. (Cnaan & Boddie 2001) but surprisingly large within a Nor-
dic welfare state regime. 

4 The Great Depression in the early 1990’s

In the late 1980s the common conception was that the Nordic welfare state 
had provided a permanent solution to the problem of poverty in Finland. 
Income inequality was the lowest in the industrialised world (LIS 2010). 
With only slight exaggeration poverty was referred to as something that on-
ly homeless alcoholics could expect to encounter. In the early 1990’s Fin-
land was hit by a severe economic recession that later became known as the 
Great Depression (Kalela et al. 2001). As a country with a Lutheran lega-
cy Finland provided generous welfare benefits but required the able bodied 
to work. Due to the recession there were no more jobs available. Between 
1991 and 1993, GDP declined by 13 percent and unemployment rose to 
almost 17 percent (Figure 1). The government introduced an austerity pro-
gramme that cut benefits and raised taxes (Timonen 2003). 
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The recession was followed by rapid economic growth but basic benefits 
were left to erode. Unemployment persisted among single parents and those 
with low levels of educational attainment. Benefits were reduced and plans 
for expansion scrapped. At the end of the 1990’s, the level of social spen-
ding (excluding unemployment-related expenditure) was about 10 percent 
lower than at the beginning of the decade although the number of pensio-
ners had increased (Jonung, Kiander & Vartia 2008). The Nordic welfa-
re state project began to run out of steam. Consequently poverty re-emer-
ged as a formidable social problem (Ministry of Social Affairs 2001; 2003; 
2006) that was further aggravated by the onset of the global recession in 
2008 (LIS 2010). 

 

With the state seeming to fail to alleviate poverty, a number of non-go-
vernmental organisations gained an opportunity to intensify their anti-
poverty efforts. Among these organizations was the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of Finland. 

5 Clients at Church social work offices

In financial terms, too, the Church suffered setbacks as a result of the reces-
sion. There were hardly any new funds to spend on poverty alleviation. Ne-
vertheless the number of Church social workers began to grow towards the 

 

Figure 1. Rate of unemployment and GDP volume change 1989-2010 in Finland, %.
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end of the 1990’s (Figure 2). With improved public and Church finances 
the number of municipal social workers together with Church social wor-
kers increased after 2001.   

During the period of social insurance expansion, Church poor relief had 
become residual. It continued to exist as a last-resort supplement, covering 
only those who fell through the cracks of the social insurance system. These 
groups consisted of the long-term unemployed and those outside the labour 
force without earnings related benefits. The main source of income for the-
se groups was provided by municipal social assistance. The Church quick-
ly reacted to the problems caused by the recession with a wide array of acti-
vities, which included the introduction of debt counselling and settlement 
services, establishing food banks and organising meeting places and activi-
ties for the unemployed (Gothóni 2006; Yeung 2003, 203–204). 

  The most obvious change was the increase in client contact. The number 
of client contacts at church social work offices increased rapidly as soon as 
non-urban parishes also opened social work offices (Figure 3). By 1997 the 
number of client contacts at church social work offices had climbed abo-
ve 500,000 contacts annually. During the 1990’s the number of client con-
tacts at church social work offices varied directly with the number of house-

 

Figure 2. Number of Municipal Social Workers and Church Diaconal Workers 1991-2007.
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holds receiving social assistance from municipal social offices. It is also no-
teworthy that the number of social assistance recipients and church social 
work clients peaked two to three years after the recession was over in terms 
of GDP growth. This reflects the fact that economic hardship is aggrava-
ted if workers are unable to find new jobs, earnings-related provisions ex-
pire, and social security benefits are cut or left to erode. In 1998 the num-
ber of Church client contacts surpassed the number of social assistance re-
cipients5.  

The Church’s administrative structure is based on the idea of autonomo-
us parishes. Given the fact that there are no detailed instructions on how to 
practise poverty alleviation at the parish level it is noteworthy that so ma-
ny chose to refocus their activities from spiritual activities and work with 
the elderly and the handicapped to helping the unemployed and the poor 
(Hiilamo 2010). 

5     Information on social assistance is derived from the social assistance register (THL 2009). Receipt of social 
assistance is measured as the number of those individuals who received social assistance for at least a month dur-
ing the year. Church social work clients are measured as the number of contacts during the year, which means 
that the actual number of individual clients is smaller as many clients tend to have several contacts during the 
year. Statistics kept by the Church Council do not contain information on the actual number of separate cli-
ents at receptions.

 

Figure 3.  Number of annual Social Assistance (SA) Recipients and Clients at Diaconia Receptions 
1990-2009.
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As the employment situation gradually improved, the number of client 
contacts at Church social work offices began to decline (Figure 3). The de-
velopment coincided with an increase in Church social worker and nurse 
vacancies. What was even more puzzling was that the statistics did not show 
an increase in any other type of activity either. Part of the explanation may 
lie in the adoption of new work methods emphasising pre-booked appoint-
ment and computerised client records. However, field workers also made the 
observation that individual clients had a larger number of problems. A simi-
lar development was evident in social assistance statistics. With an improve-
ment in the employment situation, there were fewer social assistance recipi-
ents but those who received assistance needed more of it (THL 2009). 

During the golden years of the welfare state Church social workers were 
mainly occupied in making home visits to elderly clients. In the early 1990’s 
the parishes opened social work offices especially for working-age people 
most severely hit by the depression. They were offered counselling, food aid, 
financial assistance and group activities, among other services. The propor-
tion of 64-year-olds and older among all client contacts remained around 
60 per cent until 1990 but declined steadily over the 1990’s to a level be-
low 40 per cent (Figure 4). The share of working age clients climbed above 
50 per cent in the late 1990’s reflecting a shift of focus in Church poverty 
alleviation. There was also a shift of emphasis in client contacts at church 
social work offices. Previously the contacts mainly involved psychological 
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Figure 4. Church Diaconia Client Contacts 1988-1999 by Age Group, %. 
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and spiritual support. The recession gave an impetus to the provision of fi-
nancial assistance in the form of food coupons and packages, covered health 
bills and rents and the occasional provision of more generous financial as-
sistance for example to service an overdue debt.

The volume of Church aid increased steadily throughout the early 1990’s, 
and the level of 900,000 counselling sessions (at social work offices, homes, 
institutions, etc.) per year for a clientele of 308,000 persons was reached at 
the turn of the millennium. In 2000 the number of paid diaconal emplo-
yees was 1,247. Approximately 7 percent of the population received help 
and counselling from the Church. According to field workers the main mo-
tivations for seeking help were unemployment, financial worries, mental 
health problems, intoxicant abuse, anxiety, and insecurity. 

The amount of Church funds spent on financial aid was very small by 
any standard; it was clearly below one per cent of the amount that munici-
palities spent on social assistance. However, the total cost of Church acti-
vities in 2000, for instance, climbed to 83.6 million euros if personnel and 
other expenses are included6 (Kirkkohallitus 2009). That was equal to 17 
per cent of the expenditure on social assistance (excluding personnel costs) 
for the same year. These figures show that the Church’s input into poverty 
alleviation was mainly realised through client contacts involving counsel-
ling, social support and assistance with filing claims for statutory benefits 
and services. Between the two recessions the Church did not allocate more 
funds for social work but the profile of the work changed profoundly with 
the Church reaching out to help the poor.

6 Establishing Food banks 

In 1994 the Finnish economy began to recover from the recession (see e.g. 
Kalela et al. 2001). The following years witnessed robust economic growth. 
Despite strong economic growth both the state and the municipalities con-
tinued to run austerity programmes, which were reflected in a depreciating 
value of basic income transfers and in a more limited supply of social servi-
ces (Timonen 2003). Persistent unemployment and widening income ine-
quality emerged as new problems. The number of social assistance recipients 
increased until 1996. Subsequently, the number stabilised at a level clearly 

6      In addition to Church social work the figure includes as minor items family counselling, hospital chaplain 
work and telephone help line services (Kirkkohallitus 2009). The amount is expressed in 2009 prices. 
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above previous levels, and the proportion of long-term social assistance re-
cipients increased (THL 2009).

Despite budget cuts Finland adhered to the principles of the Nordic wel-
fare model (Kautto 2000; 2001; Kautto et al. 1999). The range of legislative 
provisions concerning the right to social welfare and health care services did 
not narrow: in fact, there were some improvements such as the introducti-
on of a right to day-care for children and certain statutory services for peop-
le with disabilities. Municipalities were required to reserve adequate funds 
for the provision of social services in all circumstances. However, many so-
cial welfare and health care services were based on budget appropriations. 
In practical terms individual clients were entitled to services only within the 
limits of the funds allocated to them by the municipality in its budget. The 
municipalities began to seek co-operation with local parishes.

The urban parish of Tampere was the first to come up with the idea to set 
up a food bank following the continental European model of food banks 
where a large number of people can pick up food at certain times (Jääske-
läinen 2000; Malkavaara 2004, 167–173). The first food bank adhering to 
established standards was opened in Tampere in 1995. In that same year, 
Finland became a member of the European Union and was entitled to app-
ly for special assistance from the EU for intervention supplies to be delive-
red on social grounds. Food banks began to proliferate in 1997 when the 
Church’s annual fundraising campaign known as Common Responsibili-
ty 7, with the President of the Republic as its patron, made food banks part 
of its programme. In 1997 as many as 272 parishes — half of all parishes — 
distributed EU food aid. At this point there were 150 food banks. Bags of 
food and coupons to purchase food were distributed at field worker offices. 
These activities were focused on urban communities. Food aid was also ma-
de available to elderly clients during home visits. The demand for food aid 
grew, outstripping the earmarked appropriations. Besides the EU supplies, 
the Church and the NGOs distributed food donated by local stores and the 
food industry. They also raised money though collections and campaigns as 
well as using existing funds to buy food. 

While a large number of religious and non-religious NGOs were involved 

7        The Common Responsibility Campaign (known in Finnish as 'Yhteisvastuukeräys') is Finland's largest 
annual fundraising campaign, organised by the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church and its Church Resourc-
es Agency (Kirkkopalvelut ry). Its mission is to promote social responsibility that focuses on alleviating suffering  
and advocating for justice. The campaign was first launched in 1950. A small coordination unit in Helsinki runs 
it. 40 000 volunteers and all parishes around the country participate in its activities each year.
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in the distribution of EU food, the Evangelical Lutheran Church gained a 
dominant position in the distribution of food due to its existing delivery 
chain: there was at least one Church office in every municipality where it 
was possible to distribute food (Hiilamo, Pesola & Tirri 2008). Bread-queu-
es on city corners became a symbol of the economic crisis, exemplifying the 
decline of the welfare state. Some politicians called for the closure of the 
food banks and the raising of the level of basic income benefits. 

Initially the food banks were intended as an efficient way of distributing 
food aid. The food banks were criticised inside the Church for their presu-
med potential to establish a new poor relief system. Also, it was felt that the 
ways in which the aid was distributed were too mechanical and often qui-
te humiliating for clients (Addy 2005, 187–189). The food bank project of 
1997 assumed that food banks would be closed by 1999. However, pari-
shes continued to provide meals and offer other activities for the unemplo-
yed, often collaborating with unemployed advocacy groups. At its peak in 
1999, the programme provided meals to a total of 577,000 persons (Kirk-
kohallitus 2009). 

As general economic conditions in Finland improved some food banks we-
re closed. Food banks and similar systems remained important in the most 
hard-pressed communities. This was an indication of changed conditions. 
General economic improvement no longer guaranteed that people would 
be lifted out of poverty. The Church was not criticised for re-establishing 
poor relief. On the contrary, its activities were welcomed by the great majo-
rity — an attitude also reflected in the fact that during some years in the late 
1990’s nearly as many people joined the Church as left it. A major reason to 
join the Church and to remain as a Church member was that Church was 
engaged in helping the poor. In short, the reorientation of Church pover-
ty alleviation efforts placed poverty at the focal point of the activities (Hii-
lamo, Raunio & Yeung 2008). The Church began to work with margina-
lised individuals and groups. 

By the early 2000’s, with the number of client contacts having declined ra-
pidly for two years, food banks seemed likely to remain a temporary pheno-
menon (Figure 5). However, the Church food assistance programme went 
through another reorientation where the number of EU-provided food bags 
continued to decline but new clients were reached out to through meal ser-
vices. Meal services were given preference over bags of food as a more com-
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munity centred form of assistance. It was also discovered that some who re-
ceived food bags with flour, oil and other basic food items were unable to 
prepare food due to lack of skill or equipment. The actual number of recipi-
ents of meal services (including events serving food from other sources than 
the EU) remained above 400,000 throughout the early 2000s (Kirkkohal-
litus 2009). Based on information on pick-up patterns for EU food aid we 
may assume that almost the same number of people claim social assistance 
as rely on Church food aid at least once during a given year. 

The Church and the NGOs continued to offer food and financial assis-
tance for the most vulnerable groups in the second half of the 2000’s. The 
general trend showed a slight decrease in the number of clients but equal-
ly a small increase in the volume of assistance — a similar development ob-
served in social assistance records. However, the trend turned in 2008 when 
the global recession hit Finland (Table 1). A ten-year decline in client con-
tacts at church social work offices was halted and the volume of food assis-
tance both in terms of clients and money increased. This holds true also for 
other types of financial assistance, including congregational funds spent on 
such items as rents and health bills. Attendance at meal service events also 
increased. Field workers reported a 16 per cent increase in financial prob-
lems as a reason for client contacts (Kirkkohallitus 2009). As many as 150 of 

 1 

 
 

Figure 5. Distribution of EU-food by local parishes 1998-2009. 
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466 local parishes delivered food aid in 2008. The following year the num-
ber climbed to 163. In early 2010 the number of parishes participating in 
the EU’s food aid programme was 193. 

Table 1. The number and share of parishes delivering food aid, 
2000–2010.

It may seem self-evident that the distribution of free food by NGOs marks 
a deviation from the universal welfare state model. However, the question 
is more complicated. The Church had an obvious motivation to distribute 
food: to help the needy according to its calling and also perhaps to polish 
its image. But if supplies are made available at no cost there will always be 
demand. Empirical evidence on motivations for picking up free food is ve-
ry limited but points in the direction that clients are generally not hungry 
(Mäki 2005; Salonen 2009; Siiki 2008). They aim to ease personal budget 
constraints associated with the receipt of welfare benefits and free up funds 
for other purposes. It is not clear whether an increase in, for instance, the 
level of social assistance would considerably decrease the number of food 
bank clients. At any rate the delivery of free food by the Church indica-
tes that it had a role in providing last-resort assistance within the univer-
sal welfare state.

A study published in 2005 (Grönlund & Hiilamo 2005) indicated that 
in the early 2000's the Lutheran parishes assigned more funds for Church 
poverty alleviation in regions where local inhabitants experienced more fi-
nancial difficulties (Grönlund & Hiilamo 2006). Church poverty allevia-
tion resources seemed to be allocated according to the prevalence of social 

Year Number of parishes Share of all parishes
2000 211 35,9%
2001 188 32,1%
2002 180 30,7%
2003 166 28,5%
2004 158 27,4%
2005 158 28,1%
2006 154 28,1%
2007 154 29,8%
2008 150 29,1%
2009 164 35,2%
2010 193 41,5%
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problems in each region, particularly through client work at fieldwork of-
fices. Regionally those congregations where the population, on average, fa-
ced more severe economic difficulties were more active distributors of EU 
food aid (Hiilamo 2010). The ethos of Church poverty alleviation filled gaps 
in state and municipal provision (Juntunen, Grönlund & Hiilamo 2007; 
Kinnunen 2009). The results indicated that Church poverty alleviation ef-
forts had indeed become an established part of the last-resort social safety 
net and no longer represented a random act of charity determined, first and 
foremost, by each organisation’s history, local customs and resources. Ho-
wever, the charitable nature of Church aid was reflected in significant va-
riations among local parishes in responding to emerging local needs for po-
verty alleviation (Hiilamo 2010).

7 Church’s advocacy work

The Lutheran state church had no reservations about the state playing a do-
minant role in social protection in the 1980’s or earlier (Malkavaara 2002). 
Taking a historical perspective it could have been assumed that the Church 
would not have engaged in public debate on poverty issues, believing them 
to be within the domain of the governing estate of the state and the mu-
nicipalities. However, the Church and the non-governmental social welfa-
re organisations were the first to address the problem of poverty in the pub-
lic arena during the economic recession of the early 1990s (Hiilamo, Peso-
la & Tirri 2008). Indeed, they took up the issue of poverty as a campaign 
theme (Kuivalainen & Niemelä 2010). Generally they applied a two-edged 
strategy. They provided help for the most vulnerable groups while claiming 
that these activities should be carried out by the institutions of the univer-
sal welfare state. They drew particular attention to people in the most vul-
nerable positions and claimed that the welfare state had failed when it ca-
me to the needy. 

For the Church the food bank activity served a critical function in ma-
king its voice heard. By setting an example it found a way to speak about 
poverty (Kuivalainen et al. 2005). The pressing needs of the poor were re-
cognised in a statement on common good given by the Bishops of the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in 1999. The statement was followed by a public 
uproar as it was interpreted as a political manifesto and a deviation from the 
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Church’s traditional role as an agency of religious and moral nurture (Par-
viainen 2000). The Church also organised, along with the unemployed, a 
human rights day for unemployed people with the intent of drawing the 
attention of political decision-makers to the difficulties and rights of the 
unemployed (Yeung 2006).

In the early 2000s Finland chose not to reverse the cutbacks in social pro-
tection and allowed inflation to erode existing benefits further. Despite steady 
economic growth and strong public finances only minor improvements we-
re made to basic welfare benefits, which caused some to label the Finnish 
case as one marked by "permanent austerity" (Pearson 1994). Lower taxes 
and considerable pay raises increased inequality between those in work and 
those suffering from long-term unemployment or making ends meet outsi-
de the labour force. In effect Finland began to edge away from the univer-
sal model (Kuivalainen & Niemelä 2010). As a positive response to Nälkä-
ryhmä (Hunger Group), an advocacy group organised by the Church, the 
government programme in 1999 stated that "the Government’s key area of 
emphasis is to promote activities which prevent and reduce serious poverty 
problems, social exclusion and the accumulation of deprivation". This was 
the first time ever that poverty was mentioned in a government program-
me. The key symbols of Finnish antipoverty policy have been the legislati-
ve "packages for the poor" put together partly in response to lobbying acti-
vity by the Church and the NGOs. In the Nordic model, targeted govern-
ment or NGO programmes had previously been considered as a deviati-
on from the fundamental principle of a universal welfare state. Following 
the introduction of the first package in 2001, the same government intro-
duced two further poverty packages. They included a selection of measu-
res that delivered minor improvements in the level of certain allowances for 
targeted groups.

New impetus for anti-poverty politics came from the EU. The EU Mem-
ber States agreed at the Nice European Council in December 2000 to draw 
up National Action Plans against poverty and social exclusion as part of the 
political cooperation between the Member States on social protection. The 
Member States drew up the first two-year National Action Plans against Po-
verty and Social Exclusion in 2001. Initially the EU’s focus on social exclu-
sion and particularly the development of anti-poverty programmes to com-
bat social exclusion was met with skepticism among the Nordic countries 
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(Jacobsson & Johansson 2009). This attitude stemmed from the convicti-
on that such policies are not effective in alleviating poverty. 

Before the introduction of the soft “open method of coordination” (OMC) 
procedure at the EU Lisbon summit there had been no established patterns 
of co-operation between state officials and NGOs — with the exception of 
trade unions — either in Finland or in Sweden. The situation changed so-
mewhat when ministries were asked to develop National Action Plans (NAPs) 
on social inclusion. As the body responsible for drawing up National Ac-
tion Plans the Finnish Ministry for Social Affairs and Health mobilised all 
relevant parties including NGOs and the Church. These parties were invi-
ted as partners and not merely as participants to develop the NAPs, which 
reflected the absence of state–Church conflicts. For Church actors the in-
vitation was a sign that their input continued to be valued even in post-se-
cular circumstances. 

The OMC process also facilitated collaboration between various actors by 
constituting a common discourse and providing a platform for institutiona-
lised dialogue. The Church and the non-governmental social welfare orga-
nisations emphasised the importance of upholding the legacy and princip-
les of the Nordic welfare state model. They argued that the primary aim of 
social policy is to guarantee a decent standard of living for all citizens.

In the National Action Plan it was frequently stated that the Finnish so-
cial security system rests on the basic principles of universal social welfare 
and health services and a comprehensive income security system (Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Health 2001; 2003; 2006). A key tool in the preventi-
on of social exclusion was adherence to the principle of universality. It was 
firmly stated that policies aimed at combating poverty and social exclusion 
would rely first and foremost on the development of the universal system. 
The Church and the non-governmental organisations, particularly, identi-
fied the inadequate level of basic security benefits and the unsatisfactory fun-
ctioning of these schemes as the most important reasons for poverty (Kui-
valainen & Niemelä 2010). 

The Finnish branch of the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN-
Fin), established in 1994, and the Finnish Federation for Social Welfare 
and Health acted as policy platforms. The Church was actively involved in 
both bodies. The OMC process of social inclusion provided the Church and 
NGOs with a window of opportunity to gain recognition from official bo-
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dies. Before the OMC there was no established pattern of co-operation bet-
ween NGOs and official bodies. The OMC on social inclusion constituted a 
”common framing of claims” or ”conception of problems” for NGOs whe-
reby the NGOs were able to make their inputs more visible and gain recog-
nition from the government. 

8 Conclusions 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland’s poverty alleviation efforts 
provided a unique case study to evaluate the role of unofficial poverty relief 
under economically challenged conditions. Given the strong role of public 
benefits in the Nordic welfare state model, Finland was from the outset the 
least likely candidate for the emergence of vibrant church-based charitab-
le activity. However, the Finnish case gave more evidence for the crowding 
out/crowding in theory than for the welfare state regime hypothesis sugges-
ting that the kind of help the Church provides for the poor would die out 
in the course of the development of the "socio-democratic" welfare state. 

In Finland, the Church’s poverty alleviation efforts co-existed with the de-
velopment of the universal welfare state starting in the 1960s. Its role was 
marginalised. After decades of marginalization the role of the Church's po-
verty alleviation became more pronounced after the recession in the early 
1990’s. In the early 1990’s, the focus of Church social work shifted from 
working with the elderly to providing assistance and financial aid to the 
unemployed and the heavily indebted. Poverty alleviation in terms of finan-
cial assistance and distribution of food became the dominant features of the 
Church activities. The food banks were intended as temporary relief so that 
no one should become dependent on such assistance. However, people kept 
coming and the banks remained open.

Again, the global recession beginning in 2008 gave new impetus for Church 
efforts to combat poverty and social exclusion. The Church provided the 
poor with a large-scale and organised poverty alleviation input most com-
monly associated with the Southern welfare state model and the welfare sta-
te model in the US (Cnaan, Wineburg & Boddie 1999; Ferrera 1996; Gar-
land 2008; Wineburg 2001). 

The Church not only provided various forms of assistance but also chan-
ged its profile in the public debate. Kahl (2009, 287) argues that churches 
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have tended to call for state involvement in crises such as the depression of 
the late 19th century in the U.S., the failure of the friendly societies in the 
UK, and the Great Depression as some examples. This also seems to be the 
case in Finland. After the depression of the early 1990s Church poverty al-
leviation efforts assumed a critical function as a way to draw attention to 
the need for targeted measures to help the poor. The abrupt end of the gol-
den years of the welfare state together with the adoption of the open met-
hod of coordination on social inclusion in the European Union provided 
the Church with a window of opportunity to reorient itself in public life. It 
was called on as a  recognised partner to combat poverty problems, that is, 
to fill gaps in the welfare state. National Action Plans against poverty and 
social exclusion illuminate the fact that there is a new and separate element 
in the Finnish social policy which may be called anti-poverty policy and 
which puts an emphasis on targeted measures for the poor. 

The Church and non-governmental social welfare organisations took an 
active role in promoting the issue of poverty during the 1990’s. They made 
an impact on the adoption of poverty as a central political concern by the 
government and the political parties. However, the Church mostly failed in 
its efforts to introduce improvements to basic welfare benefits. In Finland 
there has been a gradual change from the traditional idea of the Nordic wel-
fare state towards the idea of selectivism. The Church has on one hand cri-
ticised the tendency but on the other hand contributed to it by proving as-
sistance for the most needy. 

The analysis demonstrates that there is a contradiction between grass-roots 
engagement in poverty relief and the official conception of the Nordic wel-
fare state model in Finland. In the Weberian perspective secularisation, as a 
concluding phase of western rationalisation, was assumed to accelerate the 
development of the welfare state (Kersbergen & Manow 2009, 16). If we 
take this statement at face value, it is fair to ask what would happen if wel-
fare state development were halted at some point. The Nordic welfare mo-
del continues to rely heavily on the public sector and the Nordic countries 
exemplify universalism as an idea behind all policy prescriptions. Kersber-
gen and Manow (2009, 34) note that "public policies affect religiosity to 
the extent that a large welfare state has a negative impact on religious ac-
tivity and overall religiosity". Our results indicate that periods of austerity 
in welfare state development may reinvigorate religious activities in poverty 
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alleviation. As Kahl (2009, 287) notes churches' position towards state in-
volvement is not static but rather adapts to new realities.

The Church reacted strongly to the pressing needs of the poor in the early 
1990’s and continued to do so. The scope and volume of the Church's po-
verty alleviation programmes during economic downturns gives reason to 
challenge the conventional clear cut conception of the universal Nordic wel-
fare state in Finland. It is too early to see if this is only a temporary diversi-
on from the universal welfare model or a more permanent change towards 
a fragmented model. However, our results are not valid for other Nordic 
countries where church and state contexts have played out differently du-
ring the years of crisis (Pessi, Angell & Pettersson forthcoming). Our study 
also endorses a wider approach to the analysis of social welfare institutions 
and their incorporation of religious actors.
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Einar Vetvik (Diakonhjemmet University College)

Poverty and dignity in a rich welfare state 
– the case of Norway. Does diakonia 
matter? 

1 Introduction 

This paper is about poverty in a rich state, which is also a welfare state 
— contemporary Norway. A hundred years ago Norway was a poor 

country in the North Western Periphery of Europe. Poor economic condi-
tions led to a massive emigration from Norway to the USA in the period 
from 1870–1930. The emigration rate as a percentage of the population was 
only exceeded by Ireland among the European countries.

This paper is structured to address the following questions relating to the 
main theme. Has the rich welfare state abolished poverty? If not, which forms 
of poverty exist? What interest and response does the problem stimulate in 
Norway today? How does poverty appear in statistics and social life? What 
is the role of public policy and diakonia in combating the existing forms of 
poverty? Does diakonia matter, that is, does it make a difference in terms 
of its impact on important aspects of poverty in Norway? These questions 
are considered in this paper from comparative and contextual perspectives 
using both national and international data.

Poverty is as old as human life and it is related to other problems threate-
ning the quality of life and in severe cases life itself, like starvation, illness 
and lack of care. In the past this challenge to life was overcome by work and 
family solidarity based on an informal contract between the generations. 
Even though this has been modified and changed in the modern world, the 
institutions of work and family are still more important for poverty relief 
than is normally recognized. But the sharing that takes place within the fa-
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mily over a life time in accordance with the cycle of life does not redistri-
bute resources over different income strata. 

At present more than eight million people die from poverty each year (Sa-
chs 2005). This is related to the stark reality of extreme poverty which me-
ans that people and households lack basic means of survival. The standard 
for defining extreme poverty used by the World Bank is a purchasing po-
wer of less than one US dollar per day per person. Moderate poverty as a 
less severe category is defined as income between one and two dollars per 
person per day, barely enough to meet basic needs. More than 90% of the 
world’s extreme poor live in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Overall extreme 
poverty in the world declined strongly between 1981 and 2001, but in sub-
Saharan Africa extreme poverty was much increased over the same period 
(Sachs 2005). It was against this background that the UN made its Millen-
nium Declaration which includes several socio-economic goals, the first of 
which was to halve the proportion of people whose income is less than one 
dollar a day between 1990 and 2015. 

The situation with regard to poverty is markedly different in Europe and 
particularly northern Europe. Poverty is also a social/political issue here, 
but in a different form. The concept most commonly used here is relative 
poverty, which is defined and measured as the income of a household/per-
son 50% (in OECD) or 60% (in the EU) below, average income as measu-
red by the median income in each nation. This means that poverty in the 
public statistics and political discussion in the western world is mainly con-
nected to income inequality in the population. It also means that the po-
verty threshold in terms of purchasing power for the individual varies sig-
nificantly from nation to nation for example in the European Union. In 
the academic world and research it is necessary to go deeper in analyzing 
the empirical data to provide more knowledge on a complicated phenome-
non. Although for academic and research purposes deeper analysis taking 
account of complicated phenomena has to be undertaken it should not be 
overlooked that poverty is strongly connected to income distribution and 
inequality in a given society. 

Poverty is of course normally viewed as an unwanted social phenomenon, 
which attracts social and political attention although to varying degrees. 
Over the last 20 years the issue of poverty has once again become a focus 
of concern within Europe, both in nation states and increasingly in the Eu-
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ropean Union (EU). In the Lisbon strategy for the period 2000–2010, the 
EU declared that poverty in EU should be abolished by 2010. The EU as-
ked members to formulate national action plans (NAP) for implementati-
on of the goal. 

As it is well known, this strategy did not succeed at all. Poverty increased 
through the period. But the EU did not give up fighting poverty. The year 
2010 was proclaimed the European year for combating poverty and social 
exclusion. Learning from its experience in implementing the Lisbon strate-
gy EU realized that poverty was a more complex and difficult problem than 
earlier believed. The new EU development strategy for the period 2010–
2020 was based on a modified goal of reducing poverty among the citizens 
of member states by 20 million persons. The precise meaning of this goal 
remains somewhat unclear. 

2 What is poverty? About the concept and understanding of poverty

Poverty is a classical social problem which societies and politicians in Eu-
rope (Rowntree 1951) and all over the world have tried to resolve (Sachs 
2005). Sometimes the problem has been proclaimed solved in the modern 
affluent welfare societies in EU and OECD. At the end of the 1960’s and 
in the 1970’s politicians in Norway declared that poverty had been over-
come. These statements reflected the fact of economic and social progress 
but the frame of reference was poverty in the form of people lacking basic 
means of subsistence. Relative poverty in the form of economic inequali-
ty, labeled by some as “the new poverty”, was never abolished. Current da-
ta shows that poverty is still present in wealthy welfare states (See Eurostat 
and OECD statistics). At the end of the 1970’s the very important work 
“Poverty in the United Kingdom” by Peter Townsend (1979) presented a 
broad and thorough approach to modern Poverty studies.

Use of the concept of “poverty” declined in social policy studies and the 
public debate (Lavalette & Prat 2006). Other concepts such as “social exclu-
sion”, “low income”, “marginalization”, “relative deprivation”, “low standard 
of living/conditions” and others have been used instead or as supplements 
(Lister 2004). Among the possible reasons for this are both new insights in-
to the problem and its correlations and also the wish to avoid stigmatising 
people in poverty. These can be seen as positive and legitimate reasons but 
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can also be seen as escapism arising from uneasiness about society’s lack of 
success in handling the problem. Poverty is seen as something which is best 
not mentioned by its crude, but proper name. 

In Norway there has been a revival in the use of the poverty concept in the 
last 15 year (Fløtten, Pedersen & Lødemel 2009). There are several reasons 
for this. The fact that grassroots client organizations started to use the pover-
ty label on themselves was important. Also political parties and the govern-
ment became aware of poverty again and put it on the political agenda. 

Poverty can be understood as consisting of three dimensions.
The first and basic is about money, that is, total economic capacity. Po-

verty is about lacking economic resources for a normal life in society for 
an individual or a household. This is relative poverty, a significant negati-
ve deviation from the average economic standard in the given society. Le-
vel of income is the central denominator, but other economic factors such 
as wealth and social capital contribute to the assessment. When the level is 
so low that material basic needs like food, clothes, housing and care can-
not be met, it is appropriate to use concepts such as “strong deprivation” 
or” absolute poverty.” 

Poverty is basically about lack of economic resources but many factors that 
correlate with lack of economic resources, both in terms of causes and of 
consequences have to be taken into consideration to understand the pheno-
menon. This is reflected in the second and the third dimension of the con-
cept of poverty. 

The second dimension of poverty is social exclusion. This includes low 
participation, low integration into society and sometimes real isolation. This 
dimension relates to economic poverty both with regard to causes and con-
sequences. Social inclusion in a community is the opposite of this. 

The third dimension of poverty is lack of dignity in the sense of lack of 
respect and value demonstrated by the way that a person is treated in so-
ciety and by his/her fellows. Dignity is a crucial attribute of being human. 
Most of the international human rights conventions and declarations ha-
ve an initial reference to the dignity of all mankind as a precondition and 
a basis for the different human rights. See for example the Preamble to the 
United Nation Declaration of the fundamental human rights from 1948 
(Laqueur & Rubin 1989). Dignity is also a fundamental precondition for 
the rights in the European Social Charter. The dignity dimension enlarges 
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our understanding of poverty as something spiritual in addition to its eco-
nomic and social aspects. Dignity is about equal rights, self-determination, 
respect and human value.   

Empirical analyses show that the three dimensions are correlated. The 
problems are related and partly overlapping. Having one problem increa-
ses the risk of suffering from the others. We also see that they often develop 
into vicious circles of causes and consequences reinforcing each other. This 
phenomenon can be illustrated by a passage from the bible, the so called 
Matthew principle (Mt. 25:29). Poverty and its problems are often transfer-
red from one generation to the next; a social and economic inheritance. In 
political science poverty has been connected to social policy, distribution of 
resources and power in a broad sense (Bachrac & Baratz 1970). In Norway 
the concept “political poverty” has been used to describe “powerlessness” as 
an important aspect of poverty (Jacobsen 1970).

3 The return of poverty to the Norwegian political and academic 
agenda

In a book with the critical title “The myth of the welfare state” (Lingås 1970) 
a group of radical academics pointed to the fact that there were few studies 
and little information about poverty in Norway at that time (Aubert 1970). 
On the political level poverty was little discussed and the general view was 
that poverty belonged to history. But towards the end of the 1970’s research 
started to rediscover poverty in the western world (Stjernø 1989). Poverty 
also was put on the agenda in the European Community where a report to 
the Commission reported more than 10 million people living in poverty in 
the member states. In Norway Steinar Stjernø published “The modern po-
verty” (Stjernø 1985). He reported that there was little interest in the ques-
tion of whether poverty was still a fact of life in Norway up to that time. His 
study concluded that the new/modern poverty was best understood as a re-
lative poverty. 5% of the adult population had an income of less than 50% 
of the average income in Norway in the beginning of the 1980’s. 5% of the 
population at the same time had an income lower than the lowest pensi-
on from the National Insurance System (Folketrygden). Stjernø referred in 
his work to Peter Townsend’s definition of poverty in his extensive work on 
poverty in the UK (Townsend 1979). The fruitful concept of “relative dep-
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rivation” was central to his definition, that is, a situation where people lack 
the necessary resources to obtain adequate food, equipment and social life 
that are common in the society where they belong. 

During the 1990’s little happened with regard to the poverty issue in Nor-
way. Norway was much less affected by the economic crisis that for example 
became a real, major problem in Finland and some other European count-
ries. But from the end of the 1980’s Norway also had to reconsider some 
of the development which took place during the 1980’s where a conserva-
tive government had pursued a more liberal economic policy. This resulted 
in a banking crisis and massive government support to stabilize the econo-
mic system.

Finland and Sweden joined the European Union in 1994, partly as a res-
ponse to these economic problems. In Norway the majority of the people 
voted against membership in spite of a massive campaign from the politi-
cal elites, the economic elite and the overwhelming majority of the media. 
It may be seen as a true sign of democracy that the people can still beat the 
elites of a society in a fight over really important issues in a peaceful way, by 
voting. There were many reasons behind the people’s No-vote in the refe-
rendum about membership of the EU. Protection of the welfare state and 
a desire to maintain control over the country’s vast natural resources were 
central issues. There was also concern about the so called democratic defi-
cit in the EU and a desire to protect national political independence. In na-
tional election campaigns from 2001 onwards, poverty became a central is-
sue on the political agenda. It was seen as problem, if not a shame, that the 
rich welfare state had to realize that the poverty in the country had not been 
abolished. The issue was brought to the centre of national politics by va-
rious governments. In 2003 the Ministry of Social Affairs on behalf of the 
Center-Right/conservative coalition government published an action plan 
to combat poverty (Det kongelige sosialdepartement 2002). In the electi-
on campaign before the 2005 election opposition Social democratic parties 
attacked the government parties for lack of success in the matter. They ar-
gued that the problem was easy to solve. They argued that if the political 
will was there, the means to solve the problem were available. The so called 
red-green coalition (Social Democrats, Socialist Left Party and the Agrari-
ans/Green Party) won the 2005 election and formed a new government. In 
the government’s declaration they promised to eradicate poverty in the co-
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ming four year period. A new plan to combat poverty was launched in 2007. 
Norway was thus on the same wavelength as the EU statement in the Lis-
bon Strategy. As in the EU the much regretted conclusion at the end of the 
period was that poverty was on about the same level as before, measured by 
relative income indicators. This represented not only a problem for politi-
cal rhetoric and the credibility of politicians, but could be understood as a 
severe dysfunction of the welfare state. As the rhetoric says, the quality of 
the welfare state is best measured by the way poor and marginalized people 
are treated both with regard to dignity and to material wellbeing (Chan & 
Bowpitt 2005). On the positive side it was commonly accepted that the po-
verty issue was more complicated and demanding to solve, than had earlier 
been believed. This emerged as one result of the 2009 election campaign. 
The time for the bold promises was over.

The issue has not been shelved however. The Red-Green coalition won 
the election again in 2009, probably benefiting from the effects of the in-
ternational economic crisis. The majority of the population held the opini-
on that the crisis was an argument for the continuation of a political leader-
ship which was implementing elements of a Keynesian economic-policy ap-
proach to the economy. Some on the Conservative side voiced more libe-
ral economic ideas. 

The government has continued to focus on welfare issues, employment and 
social policy. The political differences over these issues are however smaller 
in Norway than in many other countries. The idea of “principled pragma-
tism” (Heclo 1979) is a common heritage in Norway and the Scandinavian 
countries. This paves the ground for a high degree of consensus and comp-
romise on a practical level in most health, social and welfare policy issues 
(Elder, Thomas & Arter 1988).

The political will to continue an emphasis on poverty and poverty related 
issues has recently been documented in a public report to the government 
with the title: “Welfare and migration. The future of the Norwegian mo-
del” (Det kongelige arbeids og velferdsdepartement 2011) and a Govern-
ment Report to the Parliament: “The report on distribution” (Det kongeli-
ge finansdepartement 2011). These reports contain a lot of empirical data 
and important analyses and value statements about the actual status of the 
multifaceted poverty issues in public policy. 

In the report to the Parliament the government stated that the “The goal 



102

of the government is a society without poverty”. The action plan to combat 
poverty will be continued in 2012, the report says.

The will of the government is thus clear. Various means to accomplish this 
are analyzed and discussed. The government policy is to attack the problem 
in a broad, comprehensive/holistic manner with a long term perspective and 
emphasis on preventive measures. This is a very important positive basis for 
working to meet the poverty from the central political level. This may be 
seen as a necessary condition for improving the situation. But it is probab-
ly not sufficient to handle the poverty issue as it appears on the micro level 
of individual problems in local society. The understanding of the problem 
and the instruments the government proposes to handle it may be questi-
oned. To what extent is government policy adequate and relevant to meet 
real challenges as they emerge in concrete terms on the local level? The re-
lationship between intention and reality needs to be examined both more 
extensively and more intensely.

This point can be developed by looking at some basic information about 
the Norwegian welfare state structure and its functioning. A comprehensi-
ve picture of the main pillars of the Norwegian welfare state is presented in 
two recent books (Hatland, Kuhnle & Romøren 2011; Halvorsen & Stjer-
nø 2008). The latter is in English. 

4 Some aspects of the structure of the Norwegian welfare state model 

The formation of Norway’s modern welfare state dates back to the end of 
World War 2. The economic crisis in the 1930’s lead to strong support for 
Keynesian economic policy amongst the ruling elite. Also the experience of 
the resistance and necessity of solidarity during the Nazi occupation from 
1940–45, paved the way for the proclamation of the goal to create a welfa-
re state after the war. All political parties signed a joint statement in 1945 
to cooperate to implement this goal.

The building and operation of the welfare state coincided with the lon-
gest growth period in Norway both economically and socially. Without 
going deeper into questions about causality, it may be maintained that this 
development, which is fairly similar in the Scandinavian countries, modi-
fies or even contradicts the popular liberal economic theory that high so-
cial protection, in the form of public spending to obtain a high level of so-
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cial and economic security in a society, will harm the economic performan-
ce of that country.

The basic structure of the welfare state was completed around 1970. From 
this point in time a new development started that is very important for the 
performance and the challenges of the welfare state today. Firstly there is the 
strong movement towards gender equality and a changed role for women in 
society, as well as a change regarding the role and functions of the family. At 
present we see a situation where females are equal with men both with re-
gard to work and education. Secondly Norway changed to become a country 
of immigration. From a modest beginning Norway today has an immigrant 
population on the same level as the other Scandinavian and North western 
European countries. Thirdly, Norway found oil in the North Sea/Norwe-
gian Sea, and after initial investment costs oil and gas production since the 
1980ies have made an important contribution both to the private and the 
public economy of the country. Most of the surplus from the state income 
from the oil sector is kept in financial funds which have been steadily gro-
wing and is designed to give security for the growing pension costs in the 
future (Halvorsen & Stjernø 2008). 

During the Neo-liberal period in the 1980’s the idea that the future of the 
welfare state was insecure and its days numbered was voiced both in poli-
tics and in academia, in Norway as elsewhere (Glennerster 1983; Kolberg 
1983; Ringen 1981). In one of my works I argued, on the basis of a sur-
vey of a representative sample of Norwegian citizens, that the welfare state 
was regarded positively and that the support from the people would con-
tinue if the need for more information and participation from the citizens 
was met by the system (Vetvik 1988). The support of the population has 
always been an important element in strengthening the legitimacy of the 
welfare state in shifting political and economic environments (Bay, Blom-
berg-Kroll & Kroll 2009).

The welfare state continued, with some elements changed, but the basic 
structure survived and it has been maintained as the central structure of so-
cial policy in Norway. Since 1990, however, use the concept of the welfare 
state has declined. The new concept “welfare society/community” has been 
used in order to make the point that the wellbeing of society is not solely 
the task of the public sector.

The Scandinavian version of the welfare state is a political organisation 
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of a nation where the state has undertaken the basic responsibility to pro-
tect its citizens/inhabitants from the effects of social problems through le-
gislation granting rights and services to help people to sustain a normal li-
fe in society. The value of dignity and human rights underpins this obliga-
tion. The mantra of the system for individual members of society is: “Do 
your duty. Claim your rights.” This is a strong ethical obligation that may 
best be understood when the Lutheran religious tradition in Norway is ta-
ken into account. A strong emphasis on work ethics is a central aspect of 
the principle of the welfare state.

There are two principal dimensions which need to be measured to assess 
the quality and sustainability of a modern welfare state. 

The first dimension is the quality of the social fabric of society and its sus-
tainability. Because social problems appear and must be handled in a broad 
social context, the question of how “good the society” is for the people living 
there, is central. If a high level of social and societal problems are present in 
a society, more resources are needed to combat them than in a society with 
fewer and lower levels of problems. A society with a poor economy, high le-
vels of social conflict, poor health conditions and high levels of unemplo-
yment, represents a greater challenge to social policy and poverty relief, than 
a society with more positive scores on these variables. 

Secondly, the capacity and quality of social policy with regard to income 
maintenance and social services, among others, is very important in deter-
mining the total sustainability of the society. These two dimensions are cor-
related positively and negatively. They reinforce each other. Low levels of 
problems and high sustainability of the social fabric makes it easier for the 
social policy system to build capacity to cope with problems. This capacity 
is particularly needed when society is faced with new challenges. Thus such 
a system contributes to building and sustaining trust, credibility and respon-
sibility in society. This can be understood as belonging to good or vicious 
circles (Mt. 28). Another concrete and simple illustration of this point, at 
least partially, is given in the biblical story of Joseph’s dream about the seven 
good years which were followed by the seven bad years and how to handle 
these changing economic conditions (Gen. 41). This may also be expressed 
by the modern term of shifting economic cycles. 

The main points emerging from these considerations are that if the sus-
taining structures of a society collapse, there is no social policy system that 
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has the capacity to deal with the consequences of it. And if there is no will 
in the population or policy from the government to build capacity in the 
public sector and its welfare systems, you cannot expect the public sector to 
be able support you much when a crisis comes. The ongoing crisis in Euro-
pe can perhaps be seen as an illustration of this.

This also means that social spending figures do not always show the ge-
nerosity or the priority of social policy in a society. The employment situa-
tion and demographic factors may cause both reduction and increase in so-
cial spending at different times, regardless of, or with little correlation, to 
political priorities.

Socio-economic progress has been the main driver of Norway’s progress 
from a poor country with few social rights, rudimentary income mainte-
nance systems and few social services and towards a rich welfare state. Si-
multaneous and related investment in a comprehensive and relatively gene-
rous welfare state in interplay with this has been the pattern for the last 60 
years. This has reduced and changed the county’s social problems and chal-
lenges. No society can, however, completely solve its social problems in the 
sense that no problems will occur. The Norwegian sociologist Gudmund 
Hernes has stated that whatever reforms are undertaken, there will still be 
problems to solve. Solutions often create new problems. Hernes states that 
what we must find out is whether we prefer present problems to the prob-
lems of the past (Hernes 1988).

The goal of the welfare state is to address social problems, their causes and 
correlations — to help people and particularly to abolish or at least reduce 
the relatively strong correlation / overlap between poverty, health and lack 
of care as basic social problems; again, maintaining good circles and brea-
king vicious circles in the life of human beings. 

The following chapter gives an overview of the present situation using sta-
tistical data relating to some important factors regarding poverty in the Nor-
wegian welfare state to make the discussion more concrete. Some resource 
variables are presented and then some problem indicators are examined.

5 Central data about the Norwegian welfare state in a comparative 
perspective

In table 1 we present some data on national economy, the economy of the 
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households and employment for some European countries and the USA.

5.1 Economic resources

TABLE 1. INCOME AND EMPLOYMENT IN SOME COUNTRIES

Country           	 NNI/CAP   	 HOUSE-	 EMPLOYMENT
					     HOLD		   (15–64 Years)
					     INCOME

			   2006		  2009		  2007

Norway			   45.600 USD	 31.000 USD	 76.5%

USA			   38.900 USD	 31.000 USD	 67.6%

United Kingdom		  30.000 USD	 25.000 USD	 70.6%

Netherlands		  31.800 USD	 24.000 USD	 75.8%

Sweden			   31.200 USD	 23.000 USD	 72.2%

Finland			   28.200 USD	 21.000 USD	 68.4%

Germany		  27.600 USD	 21.000 USD	 70.4%

Italy			   24.400 USD	 17.000 USD	 57.5%

OECD Average		  26.500 USD	 19.000 USD	 66.1% 

Source and explanation: The sources for this information are the publi-
cations Society at a glance 2009 – OECD Social Indicators and Society at 
a glance 2011 – OECD Social Indicators. The columns Net National In-
come per Capita and Average Household Income are both measured in 
USD and adjusted for different price levels by using PPPs (Purchasing Po-
wer Parity standards).

The table demonstrates Norway’s solid economic position for, particular-
ly with regard to the national income, but also with regard to the average 
household income. The correlation between the income variables and the 
total level of employment is also clear, even though the US has a lower emp-
loyment rate as compared to the income variables. 

The high level of employment in Norway, Netherland and Sweden is con-
nected to a general high level of productivity and economic activity. It is al-
so connected to the fact that in the Nordic countries, particularly in Nor-
way and Sweden, the percentage of employment in the age group 55–64 
is much higher than in the euro countries or in EU-27 (European Union 
2010, table 5.1). This is among other factors connected to the formal pen-
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sion age. When the French turn to the streets to fight a one year increase 
of their relatively low pension age, this is not well understood in the Nor-
dic countries. 

Another factor making an impact on the total level of employment is the 
high level of work participation for females, almost on equal level with men. 
This is clearly connected to effects of welfare state family policy in the Nor-
dic countries. This is also reflected in current higher fertility rates for the 
Nordic countries compared to southern and eastern Europe. 

Another way of presenting national wealth is to measure GDP per capita 
in PPPs. In the Eurostat table 1.1 for 2010, containing figures from 2008, 
we find that Norway scores 190 where the average of the EU-27 is 100 and 
the euro area is 108. The US scores 154, Netherlands 135, Sweden 121, UK 
117, Finland 115, and Italy just on the average by 100.

The figures for state debt show that the euro area has higher debt than 
the EU-27. The Nordic countries, with the exception of Iceland, have a 
much more comfortable situation with regard to this in comparison with 
large EU countries like Italy, France and also Germany (European Union 
2010, table 1.6). 

Data on taxation as a percentage of GDP show that the Nordic countries, 
with the exception of Iceland, have a higher level of taxation than the ave-
rage both in EU-27 and the average in the in the euro area (European Uni-
on 2010, table 1.7). The point is that in the Nordic countries more of the 
cost for the households and for contributions to and services from the wel-
fare state are met from taxation. As it can be seen from the data, this does 
not mean that the economy of these countries and their households are wea-
ker than the average in EU and the OECD. On the contrary — the Nor-
dic countries are scoring higher. 

5.2 Problem indicators: unemployment, inequality and poverty

In table 2 we give an overview on the factors unemployment, inequality and 
poverty in Norway in comparison to some other European countries and 
the USA, same countries as in table 1. The sources are data from OECD 
and Eurostat.
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TABLE 2. UNEMPLOYMENT, INEQUALITY AND POVERTY IN SE-
LECTED COUNTRIES

COUNTRY		      UNEMPLOYMENT     INEQUALITY,               POVERTY, 	

				    2009		  Late 2000s 	    Late- 2000s    

				    % of total	 Gini	               50% of 
				    emplyment	 Coefficient          median 
								           income

NORWAY			   3.2%                 0.25                  7.8%                  
USA				    9.4%                 0.38                 17.3%
UNITED KINGDOM	 7.8%                 0.34                 11.3%
NETHERLANDS		  3.9%                 0.29                  7.2%
SWEDEN			   8.5%                 0.26                  8.4%
FINLAND			   8.4%                 0.26                  7.9%
GERMANY			   7.8%                 0.30                  8.9%
ITALY				    7.9%                 0.34                 11.4%
AVERAGE OECD		  8.1%                 0.31                 11.1%

The average of the EU-27 is about the same as OECD average with regard 
to unemployment and inequality. Because EU uses the 60% of median in-
come as their “risk of poverty” indicator, these figures are not equal, but the 
structure with regards to ranking and differences are rather similar.

Using these indicators we see that Norway has a better score than the ot-
her countries and the average in OECD/EU and it has the lowest scores for 
unemployment and for inequality. With regard to poverty, the Netherlands 
has a somewhat better score. The table also shows that the Nordic count-
ries and the Netherlands have fewer problems measured this way, than the 
average of the OECD and the EU countries.

One important fact that is demonstrated through particularly the OECD 
studies is that inequality and poverty have been rising over the two last de-
cades when considerable economic growth has been taking place. This is a 
main topic in the OECD report: “Growing Unequal”? (OECD 2008). The 
report analyses growth and poverty and income distribution in the OECD 
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countries. There are also data in the OECD 2011 version of “Society at a 
glance” and in the Eurostat Yearbook 2010. Evidence of increasing inequali-
ty and of relative poverty point to the need to re-examine poverty and distri-
bution policies in OECD and euro countries. 

In Norway, however, both relative poverty and inequality have been redu-
ced since 2006 (Det kongelige arbeids og velferdsdepartement 2011; Det 
kongelige finansdepartement 2011). Relative poverty and inequality are 
highly correlated and can be seen as two sides of the same coin.

The inequality problem can be seen as the basic lasting expression of po-
verty. In an interesting contribution by Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) the 
authors present a vast empirical study with comparisons between many dif-
ferent nations with regard to equality and other social dimensions. They 
maintain that in advanced societies the sensitive social indicators of health, 
life expectancy, violence and literacy are much more dependent on nation’s 
levels of equality than on their levels of wealth. They conclude that equali-
ty is better for all. The conclusions from Wilkinson and Pickett are in line 
with some of the findings in a study by Glyn and Miliband (1994). They 
point to the fact that inequality also gives rise to severe economic costs for 
the society. A similar point is made in relation to the experiences of libera-
lisation of western economies in the 1980’s. The free market policy brings 
heavy social costs (Taylor 1990). 

The figures we have shown above have not yet reflected much of the on-
going crisis in the western economy since 2009 because statistics are lag-
ging behind reality. Figures from OECD demonstrate that from 2010 the 
economic crisis is causing income difficulties for an increasing number of 
people who are finding it difficult to live on their current income (OECD 
2011). 24% of the people in the OECD report that they have this kind of 
income difficulty. In Norway the figure is 6%, Sweden 7%, Netherlands 9 
% and Finland 11%, these countries are at the on the positive end of the 
scale, while USA (21%), Italy (26%) and Greece (49%) have more widesp-
read problems. This is a different way of measuring poverty, but the main 
picture is reinforced by it.

Another way to compare the poverty situation is to look at indicators of 
purchasing power for individuals and households on low incomes in vario-
us countries. A median income in Norway would produce a high purcha-
sing power in some other countries. This factor among others, particularly 
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climate difference, explains the movement of elderly people from Northern 
Europe to the Mediterranean countries. 

It is necessary, for several reasons, to identify supplementary indicators to 
measure relative poverty by income at a certain point in time. To find indi-
cators of absolute poverty or strong deprivation is, however, more metho-
dologically complicated than the relative measures we have been discussing 
so far. Better data about forms of absolute poverty is, however, required to 
make a valid assessment of poverty. The OECD have done some work of 
this kind in their study ”Growing Unequal” (OECD 2008). There are also 
national studies of this type for some countries.

An OECD study of 2008 mentions the use of more absolute standards in 
the form of “a basket of goods and services required to assure minimum li-
ving conditions…“(OECD 2008, 129–130). By using such a measure the 
report concludes that there has been a significant reduction of absolute po-
verty between 1995 and 2005. In the 15 OECD countries where this infor-
mation is available the absolute poverty rate fell by 40% in the period. This 
is an important fact to take into account in the analysis of poverty.

5.3 Briefly about some other relevant social indicators 

Migration into many of the OECD countries increased significantly over 
the last decade. In 2008 the average foreign born population in the OECD 
was 11.7% of the total population. Norway had 10.3%, while Sweden had 
13.9%, Germany 12.9%, USA 13.7%, Netherlands 10.9%, Italy 6.6% and 
Finland 4.1%. Migration is a factor that represents both advantages and chal-
lenges, much dependent on the need for employment and the composition 
of the migrant population in terms of their qualifications and values. 

Migration to Norway started as labor-migration in the 1970’s. In recent 
years migration has come mainly from Poland and Sweden due to the exten-
sion of the inner market in the EU and the difference in labor opportuni-
ties in Norway and Sweden. The need for qualified labor, good salaries and 
high living standard has made Norway increasingly attractive for unemp-
loyed people and experts in other parts of Europe. Many people from the 
countries of southern Europe now come to Norway to look for employment. 
This is made possible through Norway belonging to the inner market of the 
EU due to the European Economic Area agreement. Norway is, however, 
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further away from EU membership than ever. A monthly opinion poll in 
October 2011 showed that, 78% of the population was against Norwegian 
membership, while only 14% were in favor and 8% were undecided. 

Social trust is an important quality for a society’s sustainability and le-
vel of cooperation. In the OECD social indicators (OECD 2011) the Nor-
dic countries and Netherlands score highest on ‘trusting other people in so-
ciety’. All these countries have a level of trust over 80%, while OECD ave-
rage is 59%.

The Nordic countries also perceive the lowest levels of corruption in so-
ciety and the highest level of confidence in the national institutions (OECD 
2011).

5.4 Some conclusions from the OECD 2008 study on poverty

A main finding from the OECD study is that income poverty among the 
elderly has been falling over the two last decades, mainly as a consequence 
of better pension systems and the general economic development. Poverty 
for children and young people has been on the rise. Absolute poverty has 
been decreasing considerably. The saying “the rich get richer and the poor 
get poorer” is true if relative income criteria is used. But it is normally not 
true if you look at absolute poverty or compare the growth in the national 
economy of countries, neither in Europe nor in the rest of the world.

Income poverty at a point in time does not necessarily say much about 
poverty. Only if people have a low income over many years are they likely 
to be really poor and deprived. Entries into poverty very often reflect nega-
tive change in work and family situation.

Measures taken by governments to reduce income inequality make ine-
quality less than it would have been without them. Public services are distri-
buted more evenly than income in society and in this way social policy mat-
ters. Income maintenance schemes reduce inequality in many countries. 
Wealth, however, is distributed much more unevenly than income. This 
may be seen as an argument for redistribution as a means of fighting eco-
nomic crises and poverty.

Social policy of governments uses both the strategy of work and the stra-
tegy of redistribution. If these strategies are well combined their effects are 
maximized. The norms and values in society are important for the actual 
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social policy chosen.
My interpretation of the report is that economic growth and high emp-

loyment are positive factors in meeting the challenge of poverty. But a po-
licy which is limited to these aspects cannot by itself combat the serious re-
maining aspects of the poverty challenge, particularly when we take equa-
lity and dignity into account.

6 A tentative reflection about the link of religion and quality of so-
ciety

The data we have presented clearly demonstrates correlations between si-
tuations in different countries. Richard Titmuss (1968; 1977), Gösta Es-
ping-Andersen (1990; 2000) and others have in several works tried to de-
velop typologies of welfare states according to the similarities and differen-
ces between nations. In most of these works religion as a factor has been al-
most absent. Looking to older works from the sociological classics we find 
however that both Karl Marx and Max Weber had interests in the role of 
religion in society. 

Max Weber argued that the ideas and norms in society were of great im-
portance to understand the society and its development. He explained his 
views on the link between the two in his famous work about Protestant Et-
hics and the emergence of the capitalist economy (Weber 1976). His work 
and his conclusions have been much discussed. But his main point, that the 
culture, the ideas and the religion of a society have an impact on the develop-
ment and functioning of society, remains a fruitful analytical perspective. 

Karl Marx, from his basic materialistic assumption, saw religion as a ne-
gative force in society, giving people false consciousness and illusions of 
reality. Religion was “opium” for the masses and stopped them from rebel-
ling against the ruling order in society — the dictatorship of the capitalists 
(Marx 1844). Marx may also be understood to emphasize that the indivi-
dual life in society was formed to a very high degree by the social structu-
res of that society, especially the forms of ownership.

Certainly both perspectives need to be examined. To understand society 
you need to understand the individual at the micro level of society. To un-
derstand individual behavior in a given society you need to know the main 
economic and cultural structures of that society. 
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Modern social policy in Europe can be said to start with the conservati-
ve German Emperor Bismarck who made social security legislation to curb 
rising social unrest which resulted from industrialisation and urbanization 
after the middle of the 19th century. His initiative can be seen as a counter 
measure to the popular support for the ideas of Marxism (Kuhnle 2000).

 A little earlier, diakonia emerged in Germany, also as a reaction to the 
social circumstances for people in a poor and weak position. This initiati-
ve was based on a Christian calling based on Lutheran Protestant theology. 
In modern terms the initiative could be labeled as an act to protect the in-
tegrity of the creation with the purpose of protecting human beings from 
the destructive aspects of modernisation. From the beginning there was a 
strong spiritual dimension in this.

 Anthony Giddens (1998) has in our time proclaimed social democracy 
as the “Third way” between conservatism and communism. In Europe Pro-
testantism can be seen as a third way between Catholic/Orthodox Chris-
tianity and a secular worldview. Diakonia in Europe is certainly a child of 
protestant religion, even if charity work in general has been associated with 
Christianity from the beginning. 

On this sketchy background and the empirical data from this paper I will 
pose the following question: to what extent may religion be seen as a driver 
behind the different welfare states in Europe (Vetvik 1992)? An answer to 
this must be very tentative and sketchy too.

On the surface, anyway, it seems that Protestant countries with relative-
ly high levels of diakonia, also have the most advanced economies and al-
so the best scores on welfare indicators in comparison to the Catholic area, 
not to mention the former communist Eastern bloc in Europe based main-
ly on Catholic and Orthodox Christianity. 

These empirical findings are not confined to the Nordic countries. It is al-
so true for the Netherlands, Northern Germany and Switzerland. The divi-
de between north–south–east in Europe also represents a difference in the 
religion and culture of these societies.

The idea and existence of a comprehensive, universal and tax based wel-
fare state, is highly correlated with the prevalence of protestant religion as 
a social, cultural denominator. The value basis of these Lutheran countries 
also gives relatively higher legitimacy for the state to intervene in private 
and family life where abuse and lack of care is found to be threatening the 
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social wellbeing and dignity of individuals. Legislation about child protec-
tion and abuse are concrete examples of this.

So, perhaps religion matters for the fabric of society and its social policy. 
Both Weber and Marx pointed to important aspects of this although there 
are, of course many differences between present day Europe and the Euro-
pe of the 19th and early 20th century. This theme does, however, deserve 
more research attention than it currently receives. 

 
7 Poverty and dignity in Norway at present in a general assessment

The people of Norway enjoy a privileged situation in a nation with a st-
rong economy and high levels of employment in a welfare state which has 
an annual budget surplus and a positive export/import balance. The wel-
fare state provides for good public services and relative comprehensive in-
come maintenance schemes. The system is mostly universal, mostly tax 
based and based on rights to a higher degree than in most, if not all other 
European countries. The large annual contribution to the state from oil re-
venue is mostly allocated to a fund to secure the future high demand for 
pensions for the elderly. 

If the poverty problem was only about money, Norway has, over the last 
two decades, had the resources to solve it. 

But as it has been shown in the previous data, Norway still has pover-
ty problems and problems related to inequality. Even absolute poverty has 
not been completely abolished. The poor in Norway are found more of-
ten in some groups than in others. This is similar to the general picture in 
Europe, but to a lesser degree. Young people and migrants have about the 
double level of unemployment compared to the national average. Some 
migrant groups have much higher levels of unemployment than the ave-
rage. Child poverty has been on the increase while poverty among elderly 
people has been reduced. Also entry to the labor market is hard for relative-
ly many young people, particularly for young people dropping out of high 
school without being able to get relevant work. Levels of poverty and also 
of homelessness are much higher in urban areas, particularly in Oslo, than 
in other areas. These factors require closer attention both in practical acti-
on and research.

Taking dignity into account I will argue that the universal rights based 
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model, with some redistributive functions, has great significance for people’s 
experience of dignity. It may be said that the model almost is a necessary 
precondition for dignity, but this may be discussed, modified and opposed 
by other views. My argument is, among others, that creating a unitary and 
comprehensive system of public social security can make an important cont-
ribution to social integration/inclusion. If these issues are handled through 
a fragmented system of diverse private and public systems, the risk of fal-
ling out of/through the system is much higher than in the universal one. 
The system in the USA in this respect can be seen as an extreme example 
of this. But also the so called “subsidiary principle” adopted by many of the 
countries in the European Union, represents in my assessment a problema-
tic practice if dignity is the yardstick. This is because the knowledge about 
who is paying for your services and treatment will relate to your self-esteem 
and to the respect and dignity you are afforded by others.

The relevance of Titmuss’s (1977) statement that services to poor people 
tend to be poor services is still valid in Europe today. The same may be said 
about the level of contributions different people receive to sustain their dai-
ly expenses. This was part of his argument in favor of universal welfare sys-
tems against a more particularistic system.

The universal welfare state such as Norway’s, is however, not sufficient to 
meet the challenges of poverty and inequality, even if the situation may be 
seen to be better than in many other countries. 

Firstly we see that some people are falling through the safety net of the 
welfare state, both because the system is not completely comprehensive and 
also because some people are unable for different reasons to obtain their 
rights.

Secondly we see that the way that welfare bureaucracy is operating, both 
with regard to the treatment of people and the rules that are regulating the 
system, sometimes denies people their dignity. More precisely we can say 
that all services and contributions which require the individual to make an 
application, can represent a risk to personal dignity, even if it is not normal-
ly so. This argument relates very much to services and contributions which 
are means/need tested. Disability pension, social assistance and services to 
the elderly come in this category. 

We see examples of this in sometimes heated debates over stigma and cont-
ributions to disability recipients and social assistance recipients. The argu-
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ment is that people who are not in a real need of these contributions get such 
generous economic contributions that they get more from the system than 
they could get from work. Disincentives to work in a system that relies ve-
ry much on work as the main strategy for combating poverty, is of course a 
problem. On the other hand we may question the idea that people unable 
to work should not have the same level of income and living standard as ot-
hers. We also need to be aware of what it is like to be out of work and poor 
in a society that is filled with working, well off people. 

The old debate over ”worthy” and “unworthy” recipients of social contri-
butions and services is still alive as an undercurrent in social life in Norway. 
Individuals, whose case for getting these contributions is not clearly visible, 
run the risk of stigma and the need to legitimise themselves as worthy reci-
pients can be humiliating. 

There is, however, the political will on the part of the government to imp-
rove the situation as a recent report to the Parliament about the issue indi-
cates (Det kongelige finansdepartement 2011). Civil society, voluntary or-
ganizations and diakonia share this objective and work towards improving 
the situation. Does diakonia matter in practice in meeting this challenge of 
combating poverty and lack of dignity? Can diakonia make a difference? 

Of course it does, some will say. Maybe it does not matter so much as we 
think, I will ask? The answer is not self-evident. So let us take a closer look 
at some perspectives and elements/conditions of the answer. There are in-
teresting aspects both of actual practice and future possibilities that requi-
re closer examination.

8 Some aspects of diakonia actions and roles related to poverty and 
dignity

Social policy is about the good life in society for human beings. Diakonia 
is a concept that is not very well known in circles concerned with social po-
licy. From one point of view diakonia is about bringing a religious/spiritu-
al dimension into social policy/social work in society. 

The concept is normally primarily related to church and theology. I will 
not at this point, consider theological literature concerned with the “right” 
conceptual understanding of diakonia. Diakonia will be primarily in terms 
of Christian based social practice. Diakonia is here defined as “Christian 
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based action for people in need”. It stems from a Greek word that basical-
ly means “serving”. The idea of diakonia is to serve God through serving 
his creation and mankind in particular. The Lutheran Church of Norway, 
which still has 80% of the population as members, has made a normative 
program for diaconal activity in the church and its congregations. This pro-
gram has been translated into English (Church of Norway 2008). The New 
Testament professor Hans Kvalbein has made an important contribution to 
the biblical understanding of poverty in his PhD thesis (Kvalbein 1981).

Diakonia maybe acts on the individual level. The Merciful Samaritan in 
the Bible (Lk 10:30 -37) is often mentioned as an example of this both by 
lay people and the clergy (Røed 1993). But normally diakonia is connected 
to activity from collective organisations like churches/congregations and 
Christian based NGOs (Lutheran World Federation 2009). Diakonia imp-
lies both actions and words based on Christian values. It covers both micro 
level action and macro level propagation of values and norms for society. 

In the Norwegian context it is necessary and fruitful to make an analyti-
cal distinction between the Lutheran Church on one side and the Christi-
an social NGOs on the other side. The church and its local congregations 
play a relatively limited role in relation to poverty and issues of inequality. 
Christian organizations/NGO’s related to the church but with formally in-
dependent status are, however, doing much work in the field of social wel-
fare in a broad sense. They also make a difference through activity directly 
related to the challenges of poverty and inequality. 

Diakonia is active in a variety of social fields in European countries. The 
umbrella organization Eurodiaconia reports and co-ordinates this activity on 
behalf of national organizations/institutions on the protestant side (Euro-
diaconia 2010). The Catholic organization Caritas has a similar role. These 
organizations are very active in Brussels feeding information and value po-
sitions into the processes of the European Union.

A recent study in the so called FACIT project set out to analyze the ac-
tivity of diakonia in various national contexts in European cities (Dierckx, 
Vranken & Kerstens 2009) taking a broad approach under the heading of 
“faith-based organizations”. It is too early to evaluate the outcome of this 
project, although the work appears somewhat fragmented and uneven. The-
re are other projects which take a more direct view of the role of religion in 
modern Europe (Bäckström & Davie 2010). However these studies only 
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cover parts of the picture and are not directly related to the issue of pover-
ty. More research is necessary. 

Research about diakonia in the Nordic countries has increased conside-
rably over the last decade. An article by Olav Helge Angell (Angell 2007), 
within the framework of a European project Welfare and Religion in a Eu-
ropean Perspective (WREP) examines the role of organized religion in a ci-
ty in Norway. He maintains that the local congregation in the Lutheran 
Church of Norway does not live up to expectations in practice. However, 
a Christian NGO was seen as acting as a value guardian in support of hu-
man dignity and the collective support for the welfare state. This finding is 
in line with a more general impression about the structure of the diaconal 
activity in the country.

A study by Jan Olav Røed found that few principal priests (sokneprestene) 
in local congregations of the Lutheran Church of Norway saw actions for 
poor and marginalized people as a normal and natural task for their cong-
regations (Røed 1993). When this was published some priests maintained 
that the reason for this was lack of poor and marginalized people in their 
local community. This in my opinion was because poverty and marginali-
zation were not generally very visible in Norwegian society at the time. It 
also may indicate a lack of understanding and knowledge of the problem. 
Poverty was less of a public issue than it became some years later, as earlier 
described. 

There was also, however, an element of principled pragmatism in the res-
ponses to the survey. The problem of poverty and marginalization was seen 
as a task that was properly handled by the Welfare State.

In Finland at the same time local congregations of the Lutheran Church 
in Finland were very active in helping victims of the economic crisis (Hii-
lamo 2009). This can be explained by the considerable difference in the le-
vel of economic need in the two countries. It is also because the capacity of 
Finnish diakonia was and is much higher than in Norway. This is because, 
in Finland, national legislation requires that a diakonia worker should be 
employed by all congregations. In Norway this is a voluntary choice depen-
dent upon the financial means and priorities of local congregations. On-
ly about 30% of congregations in the Lutheran Church of Norway emp-
loy a deacon.

There is however also another important dimension in Røed study. He 
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finds that in the hypothetical situation where the welfare state does not co-
pe with social challenges, the great majority of the priests, 63%–89% de-
pending on the concrete task, answered that the church under such cir-
cumstances ought to contribute to meet the challenges. This attitude is still 
to my knowledge the dominant value in the Lutheran Church of Norway. 
The church leadership, represented by the bishops supports the welfare sta-
te. They scored as more radical than other elite groups in society on social 
ethical issues in the large national so called ‘Power study’ around year 2000 
(Guldbrandsen et al. 2002). 

 The standpoint of church leaders is based on Lutheran teaching about 
the distinction between the spiritual and the social realm. In this view the 
state will act in line with the will of God in societal matters in normal situ-
ations, giving order, support and protection to the people. In exceptional 
situations when this is not the case, the church will take extraordinary res-
ponsibility. An example of this is the churches’ role under the Nazi-occupa-
tion in 1940–45 (Austad 1978).

The capacity and willingness of the church to act in a situation of acute 
crisis was tested in a conflict with the state over church sanctuary for asylum 
seekers during the 1990’s. In November 1993 more than 700 Kosovo Al-
banian asylum seekers sought church sanctuary in more than 140 churches 
and prayer houses, to avoid forced return to Kosovo. This caused a conflict 
between the church and the state as the state saw this as illegal obstruction 
of democraticly based decisions. The church argued that this was legitimate 
protection of vulnerable people and therefore an ethical obligation for the 
church. The conflict was resolved in a peaceful way through negotiations 
between the church leadership and the Government (Vetvik 1996).

The main view in Norwegian research about the voluntary organiza-
tions/NGOs with regard to their role in the welfare state/welfare society, 
is that they have a supplementary/complementary role. Kuhnle and Selle 
(1992) maintain that the public sector takes on the main responsibilities 
and most difficult tasks in the provision of social services and contributions 
while the NGO’s take on the smaller and easiest tasks. The authors have a 
broad perspective and make general statements about the whole NGO sec-
tor. There may in my view be a need for clarification of both concepts and 
analysis here. 

The conclusions of Kuhnle and Selle have, however, also been repeated 
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by some more recent studies which have focused more directly on diako-
nia organizations’ actions to combat poverty in Norwegian cities. Nuland 
(2007) and Gautun (Gautun et al 2005) give interesting descriptive analy-
ses of what the diakonia organizations actually do and how they do it. Their 
general conclusion is that the diakonia organizations’ activity is merely a 
supplement to the public social services in helping the poor.

From a quantitative perspective, measuring the services, clients and ex-
penses, I think the conclusion about diakonia as supplementary/comple-
mentary activity may be valid. But if the matter is examined in a more qua-
litative manner it can be hypothesized that diakonia is making a qualitati-
ve difference. 

Part of the evidence for this comes from indications in data collected in 
the above mentioned studies and also others. The data show that the users 
of diakonia services and activities often report that their experience of its 
service is that the service is more respectful, open and dignifying than that 
provided by public services (Stjernø & Saltkjel 2008).

It is also reported in studies both from Finland (Kummel-Myrskog, Sa-
relin & Ekstrand 2009) and Norway (Angell 2007; Gautun, Drøpping & 
Fløtten 2005) that the work of diakonia organizations are seen both by the 
diaconal workers, by clients and by research as a work helping the most 
needy at the bottom of the social ladder and living in a form of absolute 
poverty. Such work is certainly not easy. The title of the report from Gau-
tun and the title on the report from Finland is similar in English translati-
on: “When the need is the largest”. Some of diakonia’s proclamations sta-
te that diakonia is serving the poorest of the poor and helping people who 
no one else is helping.

Again I feel there is a need for a closer look at this in order to make a va-
lid and comprehensive picture of the activity. Many of the users or clients 
of diakonia services are undoubtedly in great need, but definitely not all of 
them. We know that many of the users have their basic means of income 
met from social assistance and social security. We need more precise and re-
liable empirical studies of this. We need more information about the back- 
ground and situation of the users of diakonia. Diakonia should be open to 
self-criticism and open to critical research just as much as others.

We also may need to modify the view that diakonia has a great reservoir of 
dignity that is automatically handed out when diakonia organisations and 
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people are meeting the needy. Diaconal services receive complaints and ha-
ve conflicts with their users.

The fact that diaconal services very seldom give money to the poor, but 
instead provide counseling, mediating, food, shelter clothes and other gifts, 
may also be discussed critically from a dignity perspective. If you get mo-
ney, how you use it is your own decision. When the church is “feeding the 
poor” you have to take what you get.

Dignity connected to self-determination is a fundamental part of the con-
cept. There have always been questionable aspects of charity, despite good 
intentions. 

Nevertheless the central research question is in which forms and to what 
extent can diakonia provide qualitatively different services and results for its 
users, clients and the people they meet. Is diakonia only present in the gaps 
of welfare society as a purely quantitative resource, or is it sometimes func-
tioning qualitatively better in helping poor and marginalized people? Dia-
konia has a long history of pioneering help to poor and ill people. It started 
long before the welfare state and social policy. Is it still possible for diakonia 
on the basis of its practice to be an innovator in finding new ways to deal 
with the old problems of poverty, inequality and injustice? 

An important point for consideration and research is the relationship bet-
ween diakonia and other providers/stakeholders in society, both private and 
public. Much of diaconal activity in Norway would not be possible without 
economic support from a generous welfare state and a partial integration into 
the public system of services and contributions. Studies of diakonia actions 
to combat poverty should therefore always take into account their relation-
ship to other actors. To act in ways that increase cooperation and diminish 
competition, hostility and unfamiliarity with the work of others, should be 
a goal for diakonia if it wants more dignity for people in society. 

One conclusion from a closer study of diakonia is that “practice based evi-
dence” is required as well as “evidence based practice”. 

The challenge is not only to design structures and actions to combat po-
verty and marginalization in theory and legislation. We also need to find out 
how it works in practice and find ways to improve that practice. In doing so 
there is a need to focus on the value basis. Inequality and poverty can ne-
ver be overcome without the willingness to share. That means redistributi-
ve policies on the macro level and resource sharing among people in local 
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community. Diaconal values of serving people and society may be a fruitful 
approach to making a change and a difference with regard to dignity. 

Whether diakonia represents a qualitative innovative practice is an inter-
esting research question. A comparative case study method, may give new 
insights into this (Flyvbjerg 2001; Yin 2003). The community building si-
de of diakonia may have great importance for social inclusion and digni-
ty. To what extent and in which forms can diakonia act as an inclusive fac-
tor for poor and marginalized people in society? How inclusive is diakonia 
in reality in organizations and congregations? Is it sometimes more exclu-
sive than inclusive? Can diakonia strengthen local community resilience 
through local development?

The diakonia approach is to a high degree targeting individuals and local 
communities. Can diakonia contribute to a qualitative change in the lives 
of individuals trapped in a vicious circle of marginalization and poverty? 
This has to do both with the idea of breaking bad circles to prevent a ne-
gative development and to supporting people for example on the way out 
of treatment and problems. Very often we see that the transition periods 
in people’s lives are high risk periods. We have looked upon some diaconal 
practices in Norway which may be very interesting for closer empirical stu-
dies (Greaker & Vetvik 2000; Kvalvaag, Sørbye & Vetvik 1995; Kvalvaag 
& Vetvik 1997; Vetvik & Greaker 1998; Vetvik & Omland 1995; Øygard 
and Hardeng 2001).

9 Some tentative conclusions

The universal welfare state model based on human rights, including the so-
cial rights for citizens, in combination with a high emphasis on work stra-
tegy and work ethics has many advantages over other models with regard 
to combating poverty and giving dignity to the people. But as we have de-
monstrated through the paper this is not sufficient to abolish poverty and 
give dignity to all people. Sometimes we may even get the impression that 
the strong emphasis on employment and work ethics has side effects that 
are harming the dignity of poor and marginalized people. This needs more 
attention both in research and in practice.

Poverty even in a rich welfare state like Norway still presents important 
challenges to social wellbeing and dignity. Poverty in a more absolute sen-
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se can perhaps be seen as an issue which is no longer paramount, but it is 
still visible and threatening in the lives of poor and marginalized people. 
They can be seen on the streets of Oslo both in the cold winter and the rest 
of the year. These problems are not easy to solve. There is a need for a dif-
ferent approach to improve the situation from where it stands today. The 
words of Jesus, “The poor will always be among you” (Mk. 14:7), are still 
an actual challenge.

Poverty in the relative sense is still persistent and is so widespread that it 
cannot be labeled as not of immediate concern. This fact leads to the ob-
servation that poverty is not something that we can get rid of through the 
use of money and material measures alone. Poverty poses a more fundamen-
tal problem about equality and dignity for people in society. We need more 
qualitative research and good innovative practice to make further progress 
here. This new practice must be a combination of macro political reforms 
and targeted social practice on the micro level, meaning individuals and lo-
cal communities. For diakonia the tale of the “good shepherd” (Jn. 10:11–
16), may be seen as an inspiration to such innovative practice.

Diakonia already plays a role on both levels supporting the welfare state 
from an ideological perspective based on social ethics and Lutheran theolo-
gy. The greater part of diakonia work undertaken by Christian social orga-
nizations is in tandem with and integrated into the welfare state. It is finan-
ced and controlled to a large extent by the welfare state system. It can be 
seen as a supplement/complement to the welfare state, as a mainly quanti-
tative resource. That is not bad and must be assessed in positive terms as a 
contribution from diakonia to the common good of society. 

But there are also examples of some more independent, grassroots ori-
ented diaconal contributions targeting poverty and social exclusion mo-
re directly. This could be studied more closely so that more can be learnt 
about the situation for the weakest members of society both with regard to 
their life situations and their possible ways out of a vicious circle of poverty. 
We need more qualitative research and more quality social practices to ma-
ke progress here. In my assessment such studies may demonstrate that dia-
konia can sometimes be innovative and make a qualitative difference to the 
work of the welfare state. One theme which calls for more research in par-
ticular is invisible/hidden need. Some people suffer for a long time in iso-
lation in modern society.
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The actual role of diakonia in European welfare states can also be seen as 
a dilemma, particularly from a Marxist perspective.

In a Marxist perspective diakonia can be seen, not as opium, but perhaps 
as a sleeping pillow for the responsible governments. Diakonia softens the 
blows from and conscience about injustice in society. The governments may 
be using diakonia to get off the hook and slide away from the consequen-
ces and responsibility of their mistaken policies.

On the other side diakonia based on its ideals has to care about the wea-
kest members of society and cannot use poor people’s increased suffering as 
gunpowder for political purposes to maximize the crisis.

Will diakonia accept being a “hostage” because of being dependent of go-
vernment funding of much of their services, even if this limits its freedom 
to voice criticism of economic and social policies in society and their con-
sequences for poor and marginalized people? Or will the government not 
only allow, but also welcome a diaconal based criticism of the functioning 
not only of welfare bureaucracy, but also of government social policy? It may 
be difficult, but Norway is after all the country which invented, developed 
and still maintains the ombudsman system. From a Christian point of view 
diakonia will always have to assess whether it will stay by the meat pots in 
Egypt or make an exodus to more freedom (cf. Ex 37–42).

Combating poverty and making dignity means breaking bad economic 
cycles and sustaining the good ones on the macro level. On the individual, 
micro level it is about breaking vicious circles for people and sustaining 
them in good circles.   
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David Penn (Churches' Regional Commission in the North East)

Approaches to community resilience 

In this paper the concept of community resilience is explored and the ways 
in which it is being developed in a range of different contexts are examin-

ed. The paper includes: 

(a) some definitions of community resilience
(b) aspects of community resilience 
(c) community resilience and faith 
(d) resilience in UK public policy and 
(e) brief conclusions. 

1 Some definitions of community resilience

The term community resilience, as it has been developed and applied in a 
wide variety of contexts worldwide, has become a broad concept as the fol-
lowing ten definitions demonstrate. What all these definitions have in com-
mon is the idea that communities which are resilient take the initiative rat-
her than allowing external forces to determine their future. 

 
1. The capability to anticipate risk, limit impact, and bounce back rapidly 
through survival, adaptability, evolution, and growth in the face of turbu-
lent change. (Community and Regional Resilience Institute 2011).

2. Community resilience ... is the existence, development, and engagement 
of community resources by community members to thrive in an environ-
ment characterized by change, uncertainty, unpredictability, and surprise.
(Magis 2010, 401).
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 3. “A resilient community is one that takes intentional action to enhan-
ce the personal and collective capacity of its citizens and institutions to res-
pond to and influence the course of social and economic change” (Canadi-
an Centre for Community Renewal 2000. 1-5). 

4. “The capacity of social groups and communities to recover from, or res-
pond positively to, crises” (Maguire & Hagan 2007, 16).

5. “The ability of communities to withstand and adapt in response to shocks” 
(IPPR 2010, 4).

6. “Resilience: The capacity of an individual, community or system to adapt 
in order to sustain an acceptable level of function, structure, and identity.” 
(Edwards, C 2009, 18). 

7. “Resilience ... is a community or region’s capability to anticipate, prepare 
for, respond to, and recover from significant multi-hazard threats with mi-
nimum damage to public safety and health, the economy, and national se-
curity” (Edwards, W 2009).

8. “An unexpected positive outcome being achieved in the context of high 
levels of adversity” (Bartley M 2006, 1).

9. Individuals and households who manage to negotiate adverse conditions 
rather than be overcome by them (Davidson 2008, 115). 

10. “Resilience can be seen as a six fold capacity that enables communities to 
absorb or adapt to change, negotiate uncertainty, recover from disasters, deal 
with conflict, overcome adversity and resist threats” (Gilchrist 2009, 1).

2 Aspects of community resilience

The concept of resilience has brought an added dimension to the under-
standing of communities and their development. Building on social capital 
theory resilience brings a dynamic perspective, looking at events and chal-
lenges and seeing how communities respond. Breton (2001, 21) refers to 
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the stability of a community’s equilibrium and suggests that a neighbour-
hood with a large stock of social and physical capital is not easily dislodged 
whilst one which has been weakened by past public and corporate policies 
loses its capacity to recover. Communities can, for example, be destabilised 
by significant inward or outward migration. 

Resilience has become a key concept in the field of emergency planning 
and disaster recovery. Studies of natural and manmade disasters have shown 
that the capacity of a community to recover and continue to develop varies 
according to its resilience capability. Maguire and Hagan (2007, 16) pro-
pose three ‘properties’ of social resilience: resistance, recovery and creativity. 
The creativity dimension, describing the community’s capacity to adapt and 
learn provides the link between resilience and community development. So-
cial capital analyses can provide a ‘snapshot’ of a community’s social capital 
assets, resilience studies can show how these assets can be enhanced or dep-
leted through learning and adaptation. Batty and Cole (2010) show how 
resilience can move thinking about communities on from deficit models of 
social and economic exclusion by placing more emphasis on ‘resilience as a 
process of meeting successive challenges’. 

The resilience concept has been applied and adopted by a wide range of 
disciplines leading to a flow of ideas which are continually enhancing and 
developing its use. Individual resilience is an important concept in psycho-
logical health for instance. The link between individual children’s resilien-
ce and neighbourhood resilience has been made by Mykota and Muhaja-
rine (2005). Their model looks at protective and risk factors related to (a) 
structural characteristics of neighbourhoods and (b) social and interperso-
nal neighbourhood processes. 

Resilience has become a major component of community economic de-
velopment, not only in advancing theory but particularly in the develop-
ment of tools and techniques which communities can apply. The (CEE) 
Centre for Community Enterprise, in British Columbia, Canada has deve-
loped a resilience model with 23 characteristics grouped into four ‘dimen-
sions’: people, organisations, resources and community processes. The Cent-
re has produced a manual and toolkit for communities (Canadian Centre 
for Community Renewal 2000, 1-5) to use for self evaluation and strate-
gic planning. Their focus is primarily on economic development. A comp-
lete picture of community resilience would require a bringing together of 
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the structural characteristics of neighbourhoods referred to by Mykota and 
Muhajarine (2005) with the CEE’s four dimensions. 

Other important developments of economic and developmental commu-
nity resilience come from the field of emergency planning and disaster re-
covery, for example in the USA (Community and Regional Resilience In-
stitute 2011) and in Australia (Building Resilience in Rural Communities 
Toolkit 2008). The close link between the natural and social aspects of re-
silience can also be seen in Magis (2010). 

Networking lies at the heart of both social capital and resilience theory 
and this is exemplified in the RSA’s major study ‘Connected Communities’ 
(Rowson, Broome & Jones 2010, 11). This study, which maps in detail the 
formal and informal networks which make up an inner London commu-
nity, sees networking as the core component of resilience. The authors see 
resilience as ‘not about keeping everything the same, but about having so-
me control over the changes to which we are subject’. They see the strength 
or fragility of community hubs and the degree of their interconnectedness 
as being particularly important. They also look at the process of network 
formation, in response to specific problems, and the extent to which such 
connections persist after the problem has been resolved. This emphasis on 
formal and informal networks is also found in Alison Gilchrist’s (2009, 1) 
work on connected communities.

Some studies have developed resilience measurement tools so that com-
munities can be compared. The IPPR’s study of BNP support (IPPR 2010, 
4) uses a resilience scoring methodology based on a set of economic, politi-
cal, community and individual statistical indicators. In the UK the concept 
of community resilience has also been used (by the government) in connec-
tion with resistance to violent extremism (Building Community Resilience 
– Prevent Case Studies 2009).

The economic resilience of communities is of interest to central and local 
government and resilience ratings based on a range of social and economic 
indicators are now commercially available (Experian 2011). 

Because these approaches are based on national social and economic da-
ta sets they are only able to explore relatively limited and external aspects 
of resilience. The work of the community economic development practi-
tioners in Canada and Australia mentioned above includes use of resilience 
measurement tools developed, tested and used by communities based upon 
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their own experience and perceptions. The value of indicator development 
for community building can be seen as a way of bringing resilience measu-
rement and community development together (Zautra 2009). 

3 Community resilience and faith

Resilience is a concept which connects to and draws on spiritual values and 
moral theology. The spiritual dimension of resilience in the context of the 
Christian tradition has been explored by Titus (2002). Titus looks at the 
application of the resilience approach in the human and social sciences to 
individual and community resilience and links this to the spiritual values 
of virtue and fortitude. This linkage finds practical expression in the ways 
that faith communities build their own resilience and that of the societies 
in which they are located. 

Since 2001 governments have given increased emphasis to the positive po-
tential that faith communities offer for society building whilst also recog-
nising the perceived threat of extremism. In the USA the White House has 
established an Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships. The 
web site (Office of Faith-based and Neighborhood Partnerships) refers to 
President Obama’s statement that 

The particular faith that motivates each of us can promote a greater good 
for all of us. Instead of driving us apart, our varied beliefs can bring us to-
gether to feed the hungry and comfort the afflicted; to make peace where 
there is strife and rebuild what has broken; to lift up those who have fal-
len on hard times.

In the UK the coalition government’s Big Society initiative places consi-
derable emphasis on the contribution of faith communities to civil society. 
The theological basis of this is explored in a report of the Mission and Pub-
lic Affairs Council to the Church of England’s General Synod (General Syn-
od of the Church of England 2010, paragraph 51) stating that 

a Christian vision of the good society aims to generate the kind of strong so-
cial bonds that also appear among the objectives of the Big Society project. 
It will be important for us to stress that, for Christians, such bonds are the 
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prerequisite of any viable human society and are not to be valued merely 
for economic, expedient or utilitarian reasons.

The idea of a resilient community and the way in which this can be lin-
ked to faith has also been applied to people and societies facing extreme 
threats and challenges. Jan Holton examines the ways in which the Dinka 
community’s Christian and indigenous traditions help build the resilience of 
young Dinka men (Doering 2010). The World Council of Churches Ecu-
menical Review (Ecumenical Review 2010) focuses on the faith of indigeno-
us people and contains articles which look at the relationship between their 
faith and the resilience of their communities using theological approaches. 

Looking at resilience in the context of faith helps to highlight a core as-
pect of the concept. Resilience is dependent on the values of the commu-
nity and its people and in some societies these are indistinguishable from 
spiritual values. Whilst governments may support resilience for instrumen-
tal reasons resilience based on faith can be fundamental to the communi-
ty concerned. 

4 Resilience in UK public policy 

Perceptions of the resilience concept within the public and third sector in 
the UK have been shaped by its application to two different, but not un-
related, spheres:

(a) emergency and disaster recovery planning and
(b) resistance to violent extremism, the ‘prevent’ agenda 

4.1 Resilience and emergency and disaster recovery planning 

The use of the resilience concept in relation to emergency planning is 
exemplified by the UK resilience programme’s website (Cabinet Office 2011) 
which focuses on emergency preparedness, response and recovery. The term 
community resilience in this context is defined as being 

about communities and individuals harnessing local resources and exper-
tise to help themselves in an emergency, in a way that complements the res-
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ponse of the emergency services. 

The use of the community resilience concept is widened in the government’s 
Community Resilience Programme to encompass a more holistic understan-
ding (Cabinet Office Community Resilience 2011). 

The programme aims, for instance to:

increase individual, family and community resilience against all threats 
and hazards, 

support and enable existing community resilience, and expand and grow 
these successful models of community resilience in other areas” and 

remove the barriers which inhibit or prevent participation in community 
resilience at a local level 

In practice the programme focuses on communities’ collaborative emer-
gency planning, response and recovery capabilities and upon threats from 
natural, environmental, industrial and terrorist sources. It does not extend 
to economic and social threats or to the hazards arising from multiple dep-
rivation. 

The connection between capability to recover from disasters and inequa-
lity is not made despite the lessons learnt from emergencies such as the hur-
ricane Katrina which have highlighted the link between poverty, depriva-
tion and a community’s capability to recover. The Social Science Research 
Council’s website (Cutter 2006) highlights the importance of making this 
link, learning from the experience of New Orleans:

The revelations of inadequate response to the hurricane’s aftermath are not 
just about failures in emergency response at the local, state, and federal le-
vels or failures in the overall emergency management system. They are al-
so about failures of the social support systems for America’s impoverished—
the largely invisible inner city poor. The former can be rectified quick-
ly (months to years) through organizational restructuring or training; the 
latter requires much more time, resources, and the political will to redress 
social inequities and inequalities that have been sustained for more than a 
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half century and show little signs of dissipating. 

Because the link between emergencies and inequalities is not made at UK 
government level the perception of ‘resilience’ within many parts of local go-
vernment is that it relates to physical infrastructure and emergency procedu-
re issues. The role of faith communities in this specific aspect of communi-
ty resilience was set out in a UK government paper in 2008 ‘Key Commu-
nities, Key Resources: Engaging the capacity and capabilities of faith com-
munities in civil resilience’. (Department for Communities and Local Go-
vernment 2008.) 

4.2 Resistance to violent extremism, the ‘prevent’ agenda

The other use of the term ‘community resilience’ within government that 
has shaped local government and third sector perceptions is its use in relati-
on to prevention of violent extremism. The ‘Prevent’ strategy introduced by 
the previous government associated community resilience with its strategy 
for prevention of violent extremism. The present (post May 2010) coalition 
government has reviewed the Prevent strategy and queried this linkage. 

5 Conclusions 

As the concept of community resilience gains currency it has also become 
more diverse in its application. There is a danger that adoption of the term 
by governments in relation to specific programmes such as disaster recovery 
or the threat of extremism may weaken and devalue its power. As post Kat-
rina studies show resilience is undermined by inequality. 

Resilience has a moral dimension which in some societies finds expressi-
on in the language of faith. In others, whilst this may not be the case, re-
silience is nevertheless dependent upon acceptance of values such as the 
common good, respect, justice and equality. Understanding that the con-
cept of resilience is intimately linked to people’s core values and beliefs will 
strengthen it. 
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Jim Robertson (Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East)

The Faith in our Community Project – a 
community development approach to pover-
ty in North East England

1 Introduction

The Faith in our Community (FIC) Project was launched as an innovative 
approach to working in neighbourhoods marked by the long term conse-
quences of marginalisation and unemployment in urban and rural areas.  It 
marks an important development in the dialogue about the role of com-
munity development from a faith-based perspective, in the regeneration of 
neighbourhoods and communities. It also points to the characteristics and 
nature of ‘mission’ in contemporary urban and rural situations. This article 
describes the project and draws out some reflective implications. 

2 The regional context

In 2004, the Diocese of Durham had 207 of the most deprived areas in ur-
ban and rural Britain, according to the UK Government Office of National 
Statistics.1 The Church of England has an established fund for supporting 
initiatives in deprived areas (The Church Urban Fund - CUF)2. However, 
in spite of the severe deprivation in the region, the Diocese was under-
spending and was 5th in the league-table of Dioceses claiming resources 
from this special fund. The Diocese, at that time, was simply reacting to 
applications from churches wishing to receive grants rather than having a 

1 See http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/dissemination Accessed 31.03.2011
2 See http://www.cuf.org.uk/ Accessed 31.03.2011
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clear strategy for action against marginalisation. Therefore it was decided to 
use the CUF funding strategically, to create a longer term impact. In 2006 
the Diocese set up a community development programme in six of the 
most disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the region.  Ecumenical partners 
were approached and FIC was established with partners which include: 
Durham Diocese Board of Finance, the Churches’ Regional Commission 
in the North East, Churches’ Community Work Alliance, the Community 
Work Assessment Consortium for NE England (a secular community de-
velopment network agency)  and The United Reformed Church (which 
has pioneered a form of local diaconia based on community development 
practice). 

The North East of England also is marked by communities in a process of 
transition. The decline of major employment in coal mining, ship building 
and other heavy industries and the legacy of their resultant health prob-
lems, has given rise to some of the most acute and entrenched deprivation 
in England.   Regeneration initiatives over the years show only very limited 
impact on these concerns.    The changes impacting on communities were 
reflected on by using a framework for analysis adapted from the CABLE 
project model.3 This model notes the nature and characteristics of the tran-
sitions impacting on communities:

Demographic Transition•	 : an increasingly ageing population; signi-
ficant gender restructuring relating to roles in families and work situa-
tions; intergenerational tensions and divisions; increasing migrant popu-
lations.
Economic Transition•	 : the poor getting relatively  poorer, changing 

labour market systems and structures, fluctuating unemployment, the 
impact of globalisation, weak and punitive income support systems and 
inconsistent support for  social enterprise systems; persistent inequalities 
in public service provision
Social Transition•	 : marginalisation and social exclusion, discrimina-

tion, worklessness, changing role of the family, identity and formation, 
self-interest and social responsibility, different faces and facets of oppres-
sion, social cohesion and expressions of fear and suspicion.

3 The CABLE project has partners in six countries working on a model of Community Action Based Learn-
ing for Empowerment. The project is coordinated by the Diaconia University of Applied Sciences, Finland. The 
model for transitional communities was produced by Jim Robertson (see Robertson 2007).
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Political Transition•	 :  formal status and support for extremist parties, 
restructuring of models of welfare, welfare to workfare, strategic partner-
ships, networking, ambivalence about political structures and evidence 
of political apathy and mistrust in politicians and political systems

3 The Faith in our Community Project

The six FIC projects are located in areas of significant change and transi-
tion, predominantly localities that were formerly lively mining communi-
ties or based upon manufacturing industries.  They are areas with a history 
of closeness, solidarity and commonality. As these industries have declined, 
community network support systems have changed and new support sys-
tems have been required.  Faith organisations have responded to the need 
for the renewal and reshaping of these support systems.  All six of the FIC 
projects have contributed to this process in a variety of different ways and 
have been uniquely responsive to their particular context and circumstanc-
es.

The main emphasis has been to tackle social exclusion and inequality 
from the bottom up. The funding was used to appoint unwaged local peo-
ple as community workers in the six neighbourhood areas and to give them 
‘on the job’ training and support. The training also encompassed other 
important actors such as the project management groups and the clergy 
as well as larger workshops for groups in the community. The six workers 
gained a nationally recognised qualification in basic community develop-
ment work as a result of the project. During the first phase of the initia-
tive, a range of locally managed projects have been developed to meet the 
needs of disadvantaged groups in their communities. All six projects have 
involved church members and built links with non-church going residents.  
They have worked with people of all ages, from pre-school groups to old-
er people’s homes, and developed a wide range of activities, from keep-fit 
classes to food growing schemes and developing allotments. They have sup-
ported vulnerable adults and engaged people ‘missed’ by mainstream serv-
ices.   And they have shown that church-based community development 
provides unique opportunities to address issues of social justice for both 
individuals and communities.  

All six projects have been rooted in the values that come from their Chris-
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tian faith, but they have not been confined to church buildings and com-
munity halls. Workers, management committee members and volunteers 
have been living out their faith beyond the walls of their own churches. 
These projects also suggest how this approach can be strengthened further. 
The development has led to a vibrant environment in which churches are 
involved in responding to social needs. Perhaps it is fair to say, however, 
that this type of church related community development approach has not 
always been understood or appreciated either by people inside or outside of 
faith-based organisations.   

4 The community development process & the churches’ mission

Community development work with its core values of Social Justice, Self-
determination, Working and Learning Together, Sustaining Communities, 
Promoting Participation and Critically Reflecting on Practice have been 
the ‘pillars’ for the FIC project, along with a contextual, liberation theology 
frame of reference. The project is now being used as a model for mission 
across the Durham diocesan area. It is in line with the Durham diocesan 
policies towards ‘shared-ministry, acting collaboratively and developing 
leadership’, all of which can be identified as key themes within the diocesan 
development plan “Growing the Kingdom”.4  The plan approvingly quotes 
David Bosch (1998):

The issue is not to talk more about God in a culture that has become irre-
ligious, but how to express ethically the coming of God’s reign, how to help 
people respond to the real questions of their context, how to break with 
the paradigm according to which religion has only to do with the priva-
te sphere.   

 Mission has been understood in different ways throughout the history 
of the church. In the early 90’s some theorists articulated a more holistic 
perspective that includes social action as an essential and core component 
of mission. The transformational concept that was being articulated more 
strongly included the idea that critical social analysis and social engagement 
are a legitimate and purposeful expression of mission. In the UK context, 
funding from the Church Urban Fund, established by the Church of Eng-
4 See http://www.durham.anglican.org/mission-and-ministry/mission-in-the-diocese.aspx Accessed 31.03.2011
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land, but available to any faith community has given energy to local or 
neighbourhood ‘social engagement’ initiatives such as FIC. Thus a prolifer-
ation of ‘community projects’ has emerged and a clear lineage can be traced 
to people of faith engaged in social activism going back into the beginning 
of the last century. Further, it can be observed that over the recent period, 
the repertoire of some of the clergy has widened to encompass the invest-
ment of time in networking and deeper social analysis as well as the skills 
of community project design and management, thus building on their tra-
ditional commitment to pastoral work and closeness to the people. 

5 Faith communities, social analysis and locality centred mission – 
key lessons

The Faith in Community Project has demonstrated that faith communi-
ties have the potential to offer a distinctive presence in urban and rural 
communities. The CABLE project mentioned previously, has also influ-
enced the FIC project by suggesting that the role of faith communities can 
be conceptualised through conceptualising the role of faith communities 
through the notion of ‘distinctive presence[s]’.  These are described as fol-
lows (Robertson 2007):

A Strategic Presence•	  – being able to see things holistically. Promoting 
social cohesion. Encouraging cooperation and improving connectedness 
through enhancing bonding, bridging and linking forms of social capi-
tal. 
A Critical•	  Presence – engaging in critical social analysis; drawing 

attention to inequalities and evaluating the outcomes of public servi-
ces. Helping to reflect on the idea that social exclusion may be socially 
constructed; proofing all social policies through the lens of the poor. 
An Affirming•	  Presence – through aiming to empower individuals and 

groups to develop their knowledge and skills and negotiate for their 
resource requirements and needs. To provide pastoral care and support. 
Provide mentorship and coaching where appropriate. Exploring the po-
tential of accompanying people and communities.
A Resisting•	  Presence – engaging in community organising and social 

action; To support social movements and encourage advocacy in respon-
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se to policies which are socially divisive and excluding.
A Discerning•	  Presence – being prepared to question the given and be 

alert to critical analysis of the values behind policies and practices. 

6 Building blocks for transformational practice

A faith perspective may bring a search for a coherent framework of values 
and commitment to the context of practice. The FIC project groups have 
based their work on the standards created in the framework of community 
development work and linked them to faith perspective as follows (Na-
tional Occupational Standards for Community Development 2009): 

A Concern for Social Justice•	  – enabling people to claim their human 
rights and have a greater control over the decision making processes that 
affect their lives. 

Promoting Participation•	  – facilitating democratic involvement by 
people in the issues that affect their lives based on full citizenship, auto-
nomy and shared power. 

Advocating Equality •	 – challenging the attitudes of individuals and the 
practices of institutions and society that discriminate against margina-
lised people and groups. 

Learning from Each Other•	  – recognising the skills, knowledge and 
expertise that people contribute and develop by taking action to tackle 
social, economic, political and environmental problems. 

Co-operation and Collaboration •	 – working together to identify and 
implement action based on mutual respect of diverse cultures, faiths and 
contributions.

On the basis of these commitments, the project has developed an orienta-
tion to effective practice that involves: 

- Having a theoretically informed basis for practice
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- Providing space for the expression and inclusion of the  views of op-
pressed individuals and groups

- Developing a critical analysis of the issues of power, both personal and 
structural

- Being able to analyse the oppressive nature of organisational culture and 
its impact on practice  

- Having a flexible approach but not losing focus
- Using multidimensional change strategies which  incorporate the con-

cepts of networking, user involvement, partnership and participation
- Being able to challenge and seek to change existing ideas and practice
- Continuous reflection and evaluation of practice

7 Conclusions

The initiatives and achievements of the FIC Project have illustrated the 
understanding faith communities have about local communities, and the 
possibility of giving this understanding a practical and political expression. 
This has demonstrated the potential importance of faith in public life and 
revealed faith communities as a rich resource working in partnership (or in 
critical engagement) with statutory bodies. Faith communities are rich in 
‘religious capital’ — with buildings and presence in most neighbourhoods. 
They also have vast ‘human capital’ and offer a rich seam of expertise and 
energy to invest into many and diverse ‘service models’ of community de-
velopment and social action.  However, the FIC project acknowledges real-
istically that there remains a weakness in the churches and faith communi-
ties, in their engagement with public life. There is also a considerable lack 
of awareness and understanding about the detail of national and municipal 
government and the structures available to participate in and influence lo-
cal decision making.  

The FIC projects have also illustrated that some churches and their mem-
bers also often lack the confidence to engage in socio-political activity. Thus 
a key task for the future is to provide an appropriate infrastructure and sup-
port system for local churches and groups to engage more effectively with 
political and governmental structures. The FIC experience shows that a 
basic requirement in any scheme for community development based mis-
sion is a coherent learning programme that will address the learning and 
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support needs of all who are involved — at all levels of the organisations 
without exception.  Community development, social action and commu-
nity organising are not easy options. The ‘wicked questions’ are plentiful 
when construed through the lens of those who find themselves oppressed, 
for whatever reason, in our increasingly fractured and self interested soci-
ety.    

Information and Contact:
For more information on the project see:
The Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East web site: www.
northeastchurches.org.uk  
For the project reports see: gttp://tiny.cc/goo5v 

The author, Jim Robertson, is directly involved in developing the FIC 
project and can give more information. He can contacted at the email 
jimwrobertson@yahoo.com
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Teemu Pauha (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences)

Civic identity of muslim immigrant youth: 
an intersectional perspective

1 Introduction

“The most exciting phrase to hear in science, the one that heralds new 
discoveries, is not ‘Eureka!’ but ‘That’s funny...’ ” (Isaac Asimov)

The quote above has succeeded in capturing the experience that I have 
found most rewarding in doing scientific research. There are few things that 
are as exhilarating as having one’s intuitions challenged. This is what hap-
pened with my master’s thesis on the identities of Muslim youth. I tried to 
find out how the young Muslims living in Finland identified themselves with 
Finnishness on one hand and Islam on the other. I found some answers to 
my original research questions but was also faced with many new ones: What 
actually is “Finnishness”? How does one develop an identity as Finnish? How 
is it related to religion but also to other kinds of social identities?

In this idea paper, I summarise some of the main findings from my master’s 
thesis. I especially concentrate on how my own understanding of identity 
has changed due to some unexpected results and research experiences. After 
that, I introduce the concept of intersectionality and discuss its potential in 
making sense of my findings. I will then carry on outlining the foundations 
of my ongoing research on the civic identity of Muslim youth.

First, however, I would like to ask why any of this matters. Why is it im-
portant to discuss civic identity at all?
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2 Why does civic identity matter?

In recent decades citizenship has become a key concept in social theory. As 
such, however, it is a contested one and a significant number of definitions 
have been proposed for it. (Lister 1997, 1 & 13.) According to Etienne Bali-
bar (1988, 724), citizenship can be defined either narrowly as full political 
rights or broadly as a capacity to act effectively and “get listened to” in the 
public space. It is therefore better understood as a continuum than as a fixed 
category; a person may be more or less a citizen regardless of what it says on 
her/his passport. Even if a person is formally a citizen, she/he may not enjoy 
the full privileges of citizenship due to her/his gender, ethnicity, race, class, 
religion or some other characteristic (Castles & Davidson 2000, vii). 

A quote from the novel The Red Lily by Antoine France expresses well how 
policies that are just in principle may be discriminatory in practice:

Another reason to be proud, this being a citizen! For the poor it consists in 
sustaining and preserving the wealthy in their power and their laziness. 
The poor must work for this, in presence of the majestic quality of the law 
which prohibits the wealthy as well as the poor from sleeping under the 
bridges, from begging in the streets, and from stealing bread.

Laws such as this are based on the needs of certain people and they may 
utterly disregard the needs of all others. The law may be the same for everyone 
in that it “prohibits the wealthy as well as the poor from sleeping under the 
bridges, from begging in the streets, and from stealing bread”. However, by 
doing so, it helps the wealthy to live their lives undisturbed by the sight of 
the less well-off and at the same time makes it more difficult for the poor 
to make ends meet.

Citizenship has both a formal and an informal dimension (Harinen 2000, 
13). On one hand, citizenship is an official classification that comes with 
certain rights and obligations and is represented by ownership of a passport. 
On the other hand, citizenship is a matter of social recognition. Citizenship 
in this sense means having one’s beliefs, values, symbols and ideas accepted 
by the public culture. This social dimension of citizenship is relatively in-
formal in comparison to the legal dimension; whereas the latter is officially 
defined by state institutions such as courts and border controls, the former is 
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discursively produced in social encounters, media, museums, history books 
etc. (Fernández 2003, 162 & 164–166.) 

This dialectic of the formal and the informal is also present in the way that 
the citizenship is both personal and shared: even though the meaning and 
prerequisites of citizenship are put forward in national legislation, they are 
also experienced in the lives of individual people. (Harinen 2002, 13.) Ac-
cording to Päivi Harinen (2002, 13), citizenship “arises out of the encounter 
between the formal and the informal in the life of an individual person”1.

Civic identity relates to one’s experience of being a citizen. It is most often 
defined by two elements. Firstly, it entails a sense of belonging to a physi-
cally located community. Schools, neighbourhoods, villages or countries are 
examples of such communities. Secondly, civic identity is connected to 
specific rights and responsibilities, such as a right to vote or a compulsory 
military service. (Atkins & Hart 2003, 156.) 

James Youniss, Jeffrey A. McLellan and Miranda Yates (1997, 620) offer 
a related but somewhat different conceptualisation of civic identity. In their 
view civic identity consists of a political-moral awareness together with a 
sense of social agency and social responsibility. (Youniss, McLellan & Yates 
1997, 620.)

Adolescence is as crucial for the development of civic identity as it is for 
the identity development in general (Youniss, McLellan & Yates 1997, 621). 
During this period an individual starts to understand the nature of citizen-
ship and its requirements for her/him. She/he is no longer only benefiting 
from the privileges of citizenship but is also expected to contribute to the 
community in return. (Atkins & Hart 2003, 157.)

James Youniss and Miranda Yates (1999, 364–365) have reviewed ten 
previous studies on youth activism and its relationship to political-moral 
behaviour in adulthood. All of the studies reviewed were longitudinal and 
utilised control groups. Taken together, they give strong support for the 
view that youth activism has lasting influence. Youth who participated in 
civic and political activities were significantly more likely to be involved 
in politics and voluntary associations than other youth. Differences could 
be observed even decades later and they did not depend on the kinds of 
youth activities attended: high-school government, 4-H, antiwar activism 
and demonstrations were all related to positive outcomes. (Youniss & Yates 
1 ”kansalaisuus merkityksellisenä ilmiönä syntyy formaalin ja informaalin kohtaamisesta 
yksittäisen ihmisen elämässä”
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1999, 364–365.)
Youniss and Yates (1999, 365) link these positive outcomes to identity 

development. The worldviews that underlie civic activism are also of im-
portance here: by participating in activities guided by religious or political 
ideologies, the youth can learn to see themselves as participants in these 
historical traditions and possibly become socialised into them.

In another article, Youniss, McLellan and Yates (1997, 621–623) have 
reviewed a range of studies demonstrating that the level of adolescent partici-
pation in civic activities predicts civic engagement in adult life. The authors 
then propose civic identity as a mediating factor behind long-term commit-
ment to community action (Youniss, McLellan & Yates 1997, 624).

Civic identity is often studied together with moral identity, that is, the cen-
trality of one’s moral ideals to one’s self-conception (Nasir & Kirshner 2003, 
138). Commitment to moral ideals is related to striving for their realisation 
in the community, namely, to civic identity. Therefore, the development of 
civic and moral identities is not only important for the individual but also 
for the whole community. Civic identities generate interpersonal trust and 
willingness to work for common objectives. (Atkins & Hart 2003, 157.)

3 Previous findings

In my master’s thesis in psychology, I studied the Finnish and Muslim identi-
ties of Muslim youth with immigration backgrounds. For this, I applied a 
framework that Jean Phinney (see, for example, Phinney 1990; Phinney et 
al. 2001) has developed for conceptualising the interplay between ethnic and 
national identities. (Pauha 2010, 2.) According to Phinney (1990, 501–502) 
and Phinney et al. (2001, 497), ethnic and national identities are separate 
dimensions of identity development. An immigrant child may identify 
strongly with both her/his ethnic background and the surrounding society, 
with one of these or with neither of these. The first option, identifying both 
with national and ethnic cultures, is the best case scenario: this so-called 
integrated identity is related to such positive outcomes as psychological 
well-being. (Phinney et al. 2001, 502.)

In my study, I tried to find out how strongly Muslim immigrant youth 
identify on the one hand with Finnishness and on the other with Islam. In 
addition to this main research question, I had two other questions: 1.) How 
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are the Finnish and Muslim identities related to each other or to psycho-
logical well-being? 2.) Are sociodemographic variables (such as age, sex or 
country of birth) related to Finnish/Muslim identities or to psychological 
well-being?2 (Pauha 2010, 11.)

To answer these questions, I undertook a study of public schools of Hel-
sinki. My respondents were Muslim pupils who answered questionnaires in 
their religious education classes. Altogether 247 pupils in the age range of 11 
to 16 years participated in the study. 121 of them were girls and 116 boys. 
Majority (N = 176) of the informants were born in Finland but all of them 
had at least one parent who was born in some other country. Most often (N 
= 144) the parents had come from Somalia. (Pauha 2010, 11–13.)

When I started my research, there were no scales available for measuring 
both Finnish and Muslim identities. I had to develop my own identity scales 
which I achieved by looking for questionnaire items that were used in a wide 
variety of inventories measuring different kinds of social identities. Finally, 
I ended up with two five-item scales; one for measuring Finnish identity 
and one for measuring Muslim identity. All items were rated on a 4-point 
Likert-scale. (Pauha 2010, 15 & 35.)

The five items were:

“I am happy that I am Finnish/Muslim.” 
“I am proud to be Finnish/Muslim.”
“I usually speak of ‘us Finns’/’us Muslims’ (instead of ‘those Finns’/’those 
Muslims’).”
“I think I am a typical young Finn/Muslim.”
“I get insulted if Finns/Muslims are being bad-mouthed.”

The statistical properties of my data placed some limitations on the analy-
ses. First of all, none of my continuous variables were normally distributed 
which ruled out many of the parametric methods commonly in use. Instead 
of them, I had to use non-parametric statistics such as the Mann-Whitney 
U test, Kruskal–Wallis one-way analysis of variance and Spearman’s rank 
correlation coefficient. (Pauha 2010, 17–18.)

Secondly, my Muslim identity scale suffered from a strong ceiling effect. 
Over half of the respondents received the maximum score on this scale. 
Statistical analysis requires variance and in this case there is quite little of it. 
2  As this idea paper focuses on identity, findings related to psychological well-being have been omitted.
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As a result, some caution is needed when interpreting the results related to 
Muslim identity scores. 

Despite these limitations, there were still many interesting conclusions 
that could be drawn from my data. First of all, the Muslim immigrant youth 
identified much more strongly with Islam than with being Finnish. On a 
scale of 1 to 4, the mean for Muslim identity was 3.75 (sd = .48) whereas 
the mean for Finnish identity was left at 2.08 (sd = .91). Secondly, Finnish 
and Muslim identities were negatively correlated with each other (r = –.17, 
p = .007**). (Pauha 2010, 18.) 

Thirdly, the Muslim and Finnish identities were also related to the ethnic 
background of respondent’s family: informants who had one Finnish-born 
parent identified themselves on average more with Finnishness and less 
with Islam whereas informants with Somali parents tended to have stronger 
Muslim identities. (Pauha 2010, 19–20.)

4 Puzzlement about identity

In light of my background theory, it was surprising to find out that the 
Muslim and Finnish identities of the adolescents I studied were inversely 
related. As mentioned before, Phinney (1990, 501–502) and Phinney et al. 
(2001, 497) see national and ethnic identities as separate dimensions that 
may vary independently of each other. In my study, however, Muslim identity 
correlated negatively with Finnish identity. Correlation was not strong but 
it was nevertheless statistically significant.

What was even more surprising was that in every school there seemed to be 
pupils who were born in Finland and spoke perfect Finnish and still found it 
difficult to rate a sentence such as “I am proud to be Finnish”. They claimed 
that they could not give a rating as “they were not Finnish”. Their feeling 
of exclusion was so strong that it astounded me. After all, in my view, these 
pupils were as Finnish as I am. The way I saw them, however, did not match 
with their own experience. Their sense of belonging to Finnish society was 
rather limited even though they mastered the Finnish language and were 
born in Finland. 

The question that arises, then, is whether we are dealing with a national 
or civic identity here. I understand these two as being conceptually distinct 
even though they are often treated as synonymous in the Finnish context. I 
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define national identity as a sense of belonging to a nation as an “imagined 
community” or a system of representations. Civic identity, on the other hand, 
entails a sense of belonging to a state as a political entity and being able to 
contribute to its functioning. In short, I basically see national identity as 
identification with the culture and civic identity as identification with the 
political community.

Päivi Harinen (2000, 22) makes a somewhat similar point by defining 
citizenship as a membership of a state and nationality as a membership of 
a nation. According to her, nationality is something more profound than 
citizenship, and it cannot be imposed juristically (Harinen 2000, 23). Citi-
zenship, on the other hand, is a status that needs to be legally ascribed to an 
individual (Dunkerley et al. 2002, 10).

However, a distinction that is theoretically meaningful may empirically be 
less so. Even though Harinen (2000, 22) defined civic and national identity as 
being different concepts, her young Finnish informants did not do the same. 
Their sense of citizenship was so tightly interwoven with inherited national 
belonging that changing one’s citizenship was seen as more difficult than 
changing one’s name or even sex. In contrast to theories that conceptualize 
citizenship only in terms of political rights and duties or membership in 
political communities, the adolescents in Harinen’s study understood their 
citizenship as pre-given or inborn. (Harinen 2000, 59 & 61–64.)

As for myself, I am mainly interested in how the young Muslims experience 
their chances of participating in the society. However, it may be that this 
is so closely tied to their national self-representations that any distinction 
between national and civic identity would be questionable. 

Making such a distinction may even be ethically problematic: In his study 
on the second and third generation Turkish immigrants in Berlin, Feyzi Ba-
ban (2006, 193–195) argues that separating citizenship rights from national 
belonging can actually hinder the minorities from gaining full recognition. 
By granting citizenship rights to immigrants, Germany and other countries 
can present themselves as upholding the democratic ideals and at the same 
time leave their national self-representations unquestioned. The result of 
this is that the immigrants cannot receive cultural recognition without full 
assimilation into the dominant culture. For example, the Turkish-Germans 
are not accepted as full members of the society unless they become “just 
Germans”. (Baban 2006, 190 & 199.)
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So what did my informants actually mean when they said that they were 
not Finnish? Was it that they felt unable to participate or to contribute to 
their society? Or did they feel that typical representations of Finnishness 
were incompatible with their own self-representations? Perhaps they felt 
both? Before knowing the answer, I will leave open the possibility that the 
theoretical distinction between civic and national identity may not hold 
empirically.

5 Intersecting identities

Even after I had finished my study, I sensed that I had only scratched the 
surface of the identities of young Muslims. However, the methods and 
conceptions of identity that I had utilised were insufficient for accurately 
portraying the identity dynamics that I was interested in. What had become 
apparent in the course of the study was that identity as a phenomenon is 
much more multifaceted and complex than I had thought. First of all, it 
turned out that national, religious and ethnic belonging were all related to 
each other. Second, based on both my statistical findings and the observa-
tions I made while collecting my data, it seems to me that many Muslim 
adolescents find it difficult to identify with Finnishness despite being born 
and brought up in Finland and mastering its language.

How, then, do these identities arise? How does one develop a sense of a 
national or civic belonging? How are religious, ethnic and other identities 
related to civic or national identity? Clearly civic identity is intrinsically 
linked to many other kinds of identities, but how can these linkages be 
conceptualised? 

Within gender studies, the concept of intersectionality has been proposed 
for conceptualising complex interactions between identities. The term was 
first coined by Kimberlé W. Crenshaw (1989, 1991) who used it to make 
sense of so-called discrimination on multiple grounds. It is clear that women 
face many kinds of discrimination on the basis of their gender — even more 
so if they, for example, also belong to a sexual, ethnic or religious minority. 
However, the discrimination faced by a Somali, Muslim woman cannot be 
understood by just adding up the discriminations that Somalis, women and 
Muslims in general come up with. Being a Muslim or a lesbian not only 
adds to the discrimination that a woman has to deal with but changes the 



159

very nature of it. Experiences of people with multiple minority statuses are 
more than the sum of their parts.

Applied to the study of identities, “intersectionality” is taken to mean the 
“mutually constitutive relations among social identities” (Shields 2008, 301). 
In other words, the intersectionality approach helps to understand how the 
experience of one social identity changes depending on other identities. 
There is not a uniform Muslim identity but a school-aged Finnish boy with 
a Somali background may feel “Muslimness” in a manner quite different to 
an elderly Egyptian housewife or a young Moroccan woman who aspires to 
be a rock star. New, unique forms of identity emerge in the intersections of 
different identity categories.

When studying the civic identities of Muslim youth with an immigration 
background, the intersectionality approach is both challenging and extremely 
important as there are so many axes of difference that have a bearing on 
citizenship. To give due credit to the experiences of my respondents, I will 
not choose beforehand what I will take to be relevant identity categories. 
My analysis will be a grounded one, taking the stories of my respondents 
as a starting point.

6 Concluding thoughts

As I mentioned in the first chapter of this paper, it is important to study 
civic identity because of the significance it has for many aspects of social 
life. Therefore, it is particularly important to study the effects that religion 
has on civic identity. How does being a Muslim affect the experience of 
citizenship?

Some preliminary answers can be found in the study conducted by Nick 
Hopkins and Leda Blackwood (2011) who have studied the effects that be-
ing a Muslim has on a person’s ability to practice her/his citizenship. Their 
British Muslim interviewees described how being identified as a Muslim may 
lead to a lack of voice in society: sometimes their Muslim identity was seen 
as being at odds with British national identity. Sometimes their opinions 
and views were disregarded as their religion was seen as compromising their 
rationality. The interviewees also reported that the assumptions others made 
about their religion forced them to act in certain ways in public. They, for 
example, felt a need to emphasise their Britishness and distance themselves 
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from the stereotypical images of Muslims. The interviewees explained how 
they were viewed first and foremost as Muslims which, in turn, led to a 
lack of recognition for their other identities. (Hopkins & Blackwood 2011, 
220–225.)

The study of Hopkins and Blackwood (2011), however, is limited in that 
it considers only the relationship between religious and national identities 
while disregarding the range of other identities that may alter the situation. 
As Amartya Sen (2009, 93) has firmly pointed out, the experiences and ac-
tions of individual Muslims may be determined by an identity other than 
religious. 

I wholeheartedly subscribe to Sen’s argument but at the same time think 
that it should be taken further. Sen (2009, 53) seems to understand people 
as having a selection of identities from which they can choose the one that 
best suits their current situation. I, however, see the identities as meshed 
together so that it is almost impossible to tell them apart. In short, we do 
not act according to either national or religious identity — we act accord-
ing to the whole of our identity that is based on both national and religious 
belonging! 

I see identity as a multilayered concept. On one hand, we have our religious, 
national, ethnic etc. identities that Sen (2009) discusses. I call these the 
first-order identities. On the other hand, in individual lives, the first-order 
identities are all fused together to form a second-order identity. This second-
order identity is emergent — that is, it is more than the sum of its parts. It 
is also experienced as unified; it would be strange to experience oneself as 
sometimes being a Muslim and at other times being a woman. Instead, these 
two are tied together to form the identity of “a Muslim woman”. 

In my current research, I apply this refined conceptualisation of identity 
in investigating further the civic identities of Muslim youth. For this, I will 
use two kinds of data. First, I will use the findings generated during my 
previous study. Besides filling out questionnaires, the youth who participated 
in my study also wrote letters about living in Finland as young Muslims. 
However, I did not analyze these letters for my master’s thesis. My next 
step will be to study the conceptions of citizenship and nationality that are 
prevalent in these letters and see whether they can be understood within the 
intersectionality framework.

Second, I will supplement this data with personal interviews that I will 
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conduct with young Muslims in Finland. I will try especially to reach sub-
jects completing secondary education. At this age, adolescents are required 
to take responsibility for their future education, career and family. This 
requires engaging in identity work.

My previous statistical findings also need to be reconsidered in the light of 
the intersectionality framework,. I was never really happy with the statisti-
cal properties of my identity variables. The Muslim identity scale seemed 
especially problematic. Besides the strong ceiling effect mentioned before, it 
also suffered from reliability that was satisfactory at best; Cronbach’s Alpha 
for the Muslim identity was .61 — and this only with two items removed 
from the scale. (Pauha 2010, 16.) 

But what if religious identity is not something that we can measure one-
dimensionally? What if religious identity does not vary only in its strength 
but in its forms as well? In that case, it would be futile to try to fit it on a 
one-dimensional linear scale.

I have sketched the following chart (Figure 1) to present the dynamics 
that I am interested in: 

 
(Independent variable) (Modulating factors) (Dependent variable) 

Religious 

 identity 

 

 

Civic 

identity 

   

 Gender 

Sexuality 

Age 

Class 

Ethnicity 

etc. 

 

FIGURE 1. Dynamic interplay of identities 
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Simply put, I try to specify how the religious identity of Muslim youth 
affects their civic identity. However, in light of my previous findings and the 
principles of intersectionality, this cannot be done without accounting for 
the other identities that an individual has. Factors such as gender, sexuality, 
age, class and ethnicity all have a role to play in the identity formation. Be-
ing a Muslim does not automatically lead to certain outcomes with respect 
to civic identity. Instead, it is quite possible that a Muslim civic identity 
may be formed quite differently depending on other identities involved. 
For example, it is likely that Muslimness contributes differently to a man’s 
and a woman’s citizenship.

Arrows with broken lines indicate relationships that are important to be 
kept in mind but that I am not going to focus on. It is not only that reli-
gion may have an effect on civic identity but also the other way around. In 
addition, identities based on gender, sexuality, age, class, ethnicity or other 
factors both form and are formed by religious and civic identities. However, 
due to time and space constraints, I will not pay much attention to aspects 
of identity that do not shed light on my main research question: how does 
being a Muslim affect one’s civic identity?

I hope that by answering these questions, I will be able to contribute to 
the discussion that is being held about the role of Islam in European societ-
ies. Ideally, this kind of research has the potential to help in clarifying and 
eventually solving obstacles of equal participation and social inclusion.
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PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED REPORT

Mikko Malkavaara (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences)

How has rights-based thinking influenced 
Finnish diaconia? Background paper on de-
velopments before 1975 

1 The aim of this study

The original aim of my research was to trace the development, and explain 
the impact, of rights-based diaconia on Finnish diaconal thinking. The 

topic is particularly interesting because human rights and human dignity 
have been increasingly used as grounds for social action in recent years. 
Human dignity is very old Christian concept and ideal and whilst human 
rights were formulated during the 18th century Enlightenment, they have 
never featured so prominently as they have in the last few decades. Even 
though Finnish diaconia research is quite lively, there has been no other 
research on this topic.

This paper explores these changes and reasons which lie behind them. 
My starting point is the Second World War and its influence on the social 
welfare system and theological thinking in Finland. My aim is to depict the 
environment within which diaconia work operated and identify changes in 
thought or practice which may have influenced Finnish diaconia.

Unfortunately in this conference paper I am not able to present more 
than an introduction to the topic. This article takes the story up to the 
time when the meaning of the human rights exploded after the Helsinki 
Agreement in the summer 1975. I hope to produce the final part of this 
interesting story later.
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2 Social orientation of the church after the Second World War

The social emphasis of the gospel was very much strengthened by the Sec-
ond World War. Before the war the influence of the Social Gospel was felt 
particularly in the Settlement Movement, thanks to its grand leader Sigfrid 
Sirenius. Finnish interpretation of diaconia work was also quite socially 
oriented prior to the war, due to the work of Otto Aarnisalo, the grand old 
man on Finnish diaconia and founder and first director of the Inner Mission 
Society of Finland. (Malkavaara 2000, 29–30; Malkavaara 2007, 102–103; 
Malkavaara 2011b, 124–126.)

In spite of this, the Second World War caused major change. The war 
democratised and unified society. Social policy had an uncompromising 
goal: the population had to be strong and supportive of the state. Thus the 
social policy became a tool for uniting the nation. Those sent to the front 
needed a message of consolation: families will be taken care of. (Anttonen 
& Sipilä 2000, 59–60; Haatanen 1992, 46–47; Jaakkola 1994, 204–208; 
Malkavaara 2002, 224; Malkavaara 2011b, 126; Satka 1994, 295–300.)

The Finnish Association of Brothers-in-arms constructed a national inte-
gration strategy for improving morale. So called Brothers-in-arms-pastors 
under Martti Simojoki’s and Erkki Niinivaara’s direction brought the same 
ideology into the church: the church had to get closer to the people and 
establish relations in a spirit of compromise with the labor movement. The 
pastoral care of the church was for all.

The church, with its pastoral care, wanted to be seen as a servant of the 
whole nation. The old folk church program was transformed, first for benefit 
of the country and its morale, but soon also became an extension of support 
for church itself. This led to a new era of cooperation between the church 
and the Social Democrat party.

In October 1943 the Synod approved new statutes of parish diaconia 
formulated by bishop of Kuopio, Eino Sormunen. Otto Aarnisalo had died 
one year earlier but his life-long goal, a compulsory ministry of diaconia for 
every parish became legally valid in 1944. (Huhta 2005, 91–94; Jalovaara 
2007, 37; Malkavaara 2002, 223–226; Malkavaara 2011, 126–127; Me-
riläinen 2009, 32–37; Murtorinne 1995, 277–279; Määttä 2004, 31–35; 
Seppo 1999, 25–27.)

A new organisation supporting parish diaconia was established. At its 
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head was the central office. Interestingly in the beginning it was not called 
a committee of diaconia but a committee of social affairs of the church. 
Accordingly in every chapter one pastor was nominated as a special social 
pastor of the diocese mostly coordinating diaconia work in the diocese. 
Diaconia work was organised in the parishes even down to village level. The 
phase of social or even political diaconia did not last beyond 1948, when it 
was decided, that caritative diaconia would be the basis of Finnish diaconia 
work. Attempts to work with political parties in the Committee for Social 
Affairs were too challenging. It was not until the early 1950s that the titles 
of social pastors were changed to diaconia pastors. (Huhta, 2005, 59–64; 
Malkavaara 2002, 223–231; Meriläinen 2009, 37–40; Murtorinne 1995, 
302–313; Nieminen 2008, 136–140; Ryökäs 2006, 139.)

3 New folk church ideology

The Brothers-in-arms pastors adopted a new theological model of think-
ing which was built on ideas of Luther-researchers at the Lund University, 
Sweden. According to this model the whole creation of God belonged to the 
sphere of power of the sovereign God. Christian faith should not be confined 
only to the spiritual sphere, it was relevant not only for the church and its 
theology but for the whole society. This meant also a breakthrough in think-
ing about the place of natural law in Finnish theology. Lundian Lutheran 
theology emphasized the Christianity of everyday life and earthly vocation, 
responsibility for God’s world and the idea of a man as a co-worker of God. 
Therefore the social responsibility of the church was not restricted to the 
diaconia work but had to be extended to all social activities. (Malkavaara 
2000, 29; Malkavaara 2002, 226; Seppo 1997, 532–533.)

The new theology changed and broadened the practical and social orien-
tation of the church. The new ideal was of a service church, a church that 
has contacts with everybody. It was for the beginning of a new ideal type of 
parish work, which would encompass children’s care, marriage counseling, 
telephone emergency services, youth work, information and media work 
and new forms of diaconia work. 

This new folk church ideology meant a great opening of the church to-
wards society, but it had also critical opponents among the pietistic revival 
movements. They stressed that the only important message of the church 
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was that of salvation. The catechism of 1948 was written mostly on the basis 
of the theology of the revival movements. Therefore, where pietistic way of 
thinking was dominant, the grounds for diaconia were derived mostly from 
individual ethics and individual salvation. Helping the weak and the poor 
was seen as being of lower rank. (Malkavaara 2000, 30–33; Malkavaara 
2002, 226, 231–238; Malkavaara 2011a, 11–12.)

4 Welfare state and the church

Because of the heavy losses of the war, building of welfare state structures 
was slower in Finland than in other Nordic countries. It started in the 1950s 
but the real turning point took place in 1961, when Pekka Kuusi published 
his book of new social policy. The new policy focused on what was the best 
for the citizen. The classical task of the social policy had been to locate and 
eliminate poverty but now the goal was benefiting the national economy. 
Leveling the incomes of the citizens supported continuous economic growth 
and guaranteed every citizen’s welfare and social security. Instead of appealing 
to the compassion and fairness of the better-off the new policy was based on 
politically controlled integration and on universal entitlement to rights and 
services. (Anttonen & Sipilä 2000, 54–56; Haatanen 1992, 47–54; Helne, 
2003, 17–31, 51–53.)

The church was quite well prepared for these big changes. It had foreseen 
the collapse of the role of the deaconesses. The Public Health Act, which 
withdrew recognition of deaconesses as nurses came into force in 1972 but 
the church was able to steer its diaconia work towards new directions for 
parish diaconia. In the future, instead of home nursing, the church would 
provide services in forms of pastoral care and holistic encounters together 
with supplementary services for elderly people, mentally disordered, physi-
cally challenged and alcohol and drug abusers. (Hissa 1970, 3; Huhta 2005, 
191–217; Kansanaho & Hissa 1979, 64–68, 72; Malkavaara 2011 a, 15–17, 
97; Pyykkö 2004, 126–127.) Theological change was influenced by increased 
interest in ecumenical and Catholic theology which supported the change 
in parish diaconia. This new way of thinking emphasised the diaconia and 
mission aspects of the church’s nature. (Malkavaara 2000, 33–38; Malkavaara 
2007, 111.)

Thus the public health law of 1972 changed both the role of the church 



169

as a provider of social services and the character of the caritative work of 
the deaconesses and other diaconia workers. Therefore, from the perspec-
tive of the church, the year 1972 is the beginning of the era of welfare state 
in Finland.

5 Social ethics and natural law

At the same time social ethical trends strengthened within the churches and 
the ecumenical movement. The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) was 
already important. In the ecumenical movement social reflection was increas-
ing. Former colonies became independent and global interest in development 
work grew. Immanent and worldly broke into the theological thinking.

For the Lutheran Church of Finland the influence of the Fifth Assembly 
of the Lutheran World Federation in Evian, France, where the social and 
global responsibility was emphasized, was especially important. Peace, racial 
equality and human rights were big themes of the assembly. The church was 
looking for a connection between the classical doctrines of justification and 
social justice. (Grosc 1971, 83–100; Malkavaara 1998, 142–143, 147–153; 
Malkavaara 2011a, 56; Sinnemäki 1971, 52–84, 108–141.)

The Assembly influenced Archbishop Martti Simojoki who launched a 
process of social ethical research and thought within the Lutheran church of 
Finland. In 1972 the church published two committee reports titled Pelastus 
ja yhteiskunta (Salvation and the society), which was the first official docu-
ment of the Finnish Lutheran Church, in which justification by faith and 
social ethics were not separated and salvation was not seen as being isolated 
from everyday life or confined to a private spiritual dialogue between man 
and God. 

Social ethics was founded on natural law which could be understood 
by every human being. The Golden Rule was not a call for unselfish and 
altruistic love but for equal rights and responsibilities. The basis of social 
ethics was reciprocity and it belonged to the sphere of common sense and 
nature and not the Kingdom of God. On the other hand, the demand for 
unselfish agape-love belonged to the sphere of Christian love. Reports were 
influenced by the old Lund theology strengthened with new ecumenical the-
ology. Although the theological thinking of the church reverted to thinking 
formulated almost 30 years ago it had also developed a lot. (Grönvik 1981, 
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58–59; Hytönen 2003, 280–282; Malkavaara 2000, 43–44; Malkavaara 
2011a, 56–59; Sinnemäki 1972, 7–9, 11, 15–18, 52; Simojoki 1973, 40–42; 
Veikkola 2005, 12–13.)

6 Human rights and the churches

The human rights were formulated during the Enlightenment era, but seeds 
of the human rights concept can be seen in the Old Testament, whilst hu-
man dignity is one of the oldest concepts of Christianity. Dignitas humanae 
substantiae is known from prayers deriving from the second century after 
Christ.

During the Middle Ages in Christian societies the state began to develop 
and separate from the church, but both the church and the state were seen as 
being decreed by God. The turning point came with the renaissance and the 
modern age. Niccolo Macchiavelli and Thomas Hobbes underestimated the 
significance of human dignity, but early enlightenment philosophers Hugo 
Grotius and John Locke defended the individual’s value vis-à-vis the state. 
Samuel Pufendorf took the concept dignitas naturae humanae to centre of 
his theory of natural law and derived human rights to freedom and equality 
from it. (Traer 1991, 35–36).

Human rights were written into the constitution of the United States and 
they were important in the French Revolution. For the Catholic Church they 
were difficult to accept, because they were human centered and defended 
freedom of opinion and religion.

Pope Pius VI condemned the French Declaration of Human Rights in his 
letter Quod alicantum as early as 1791 as did his successors. It was not until 
1891 and declaration Rerum Novarum by Pope Leo XIII, that the social 
teachings of the Catholic Church started to change. The intention of this 
letter was to declare that a human being has priority over the state and that 
human dignity should be the basis for legislation. (McGrath 2000, 712; 
Traer 1991, 3–4, 33–34; Woodrow 1998.)

Concern for the integrity, value and dignity of a human being has been 
seen as starting point for human rights. The Protestant Churches have 
emphasized human dignity and individual’s faith but the long struggle of 
slavery in the United States in the 19th century indicated that the Protestants 
have not been good defenders of the human rights either. (Ahlstrom 1975, 
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91–115; Stokes & Phelps 1964, 281–290; Traer 1991, 19–20.)
After the First World War the Treaty of Versailles stressed minorities’ rights, 

right to life, liberty, freedom of religion, right to nationality of the state of 
residence, complete equality with other nationals of the same state, and ex-
ercise of civil and political rights. In the same year, 1919, the International 
Labour Organization was founded to advocate human rights in working life. 
(Universal Declaration of Human Rights 50th Anniversary.)

The early ecumenical movement paid attention to the human rights even 
before it got organized. It gave particular emphasis to peace and justice 
within human rights. The idea of human dignity was crucial for its social 
ethic which was built on natural law. The changing state of world politics 
in the 1930s and the influence of Karl Barth’s dialectical theology separated 
the ecumenical movement for a long time from this tradition which the 
assemblies in Oxford (1937) and Madras (1938) saw as naïve liberal theol-
ogy. According to dialectical theology the kingdom of God was seen to be 
in permanent tension with the world. (Lindqvist 1975, 58–62; Teinonen 
1961, 51–54.)

Pius XI (1922–1939) was Pope between the two world wars and during 
the great depression, the development of the communist Soviet Union and 
rise of dictatorships in Italy and in Germany. He was thoroughly orthodox 
theologically and had no sympathy with modernist ideas that relativised 
fundamental Catholic teachings. Despite this he developed an idea of social 
justice as a principle from which human dignity and social conditions could 
be defined. He published his social doctrines in encyclica Quadragesimo Anno 
(1931) in which he warned about socialism and unrestrained capitalism 
as enemies to human freedom and dignity. Pius XI hated the capitalistic 
greed of international finance. Instead this conservative defender of social 
justice envisaged an economy based on co-operation and solidarity. In 1937 
he published an encyclica Mit brennender Sorge in which he condemned 
the Nazi ideology of racism and totalitarianism and an encyclica Divini 
Redemptoris, where he opposed Communism. In the latter he listed human 
rights such as the right to life, to physical integrity, the necessary means of 
existence, the right of association and the right to possess and use property. 
(Traer 1991, 34.)

Even though many of the human rights were highly important for the 
church, their connection to the Enlightenment made them suspect in the 
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eyes of the church. It was therefore easier to speak about human dignity and 
to list separate rights to freedom rather than join with the of human rights 
tradition. Ultimately it was the Second World War and its crimes against 
the humanity that helped the church and theology to see the Biblical and 
Christian roots of the human rights and their significance in defending 
humanity.

7 Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 in San Francisco. Its Char-
ter states that one of its main purposes is the promotion and encouragement 
of “respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without 
distinction as to race, sex, language or religion”. The Charter underscores 
the principle of individual human rights. Its Commission on Human Rights 
with Eleanor Roosevelt as its chairperson prepared the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights which the UN General Assembly adopted in 1948. (Traer 
1991, 6–8; Universal Declaration of Human Rights 50th Anniversary.)

By the 19th century there were international documents concerning human 
rights such as those prohibiting slavery, securing the status of some minori-
ties and rules for warfare. Before this human rights had been regarded as 
internal affairs of state. The Charter of the United Nations and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights gave juridical reasons for states to interfere in 
the internal human rights violations in other states. The same documents 
brought human rights issues visibly into international politics for the first 
time and created the foundations of the human rights system. (Pohjolainen 
1999, 230.)

An American Lutheran professor of theology, O. Frederick Nolde, was at 
the San Francisco conference as a delegate authorised by the NGOs to argue 
for including human rights in the constitutive Charter of the UN. He was 
soon nominated as the first director of the Commission of the Churches on 
International Affairs of the World Council of Churches. Between 1946 and 
1948 he participated in the preparation process leading to the Declaration of 
the Human Rights contributing to the parts of the declaration concerning 
freedom of religion and freedom of conscience.

The founding Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1948 in 
Amsterdam supported the efforts to finalise the text of the Universal Decla-
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ration, regarding it as the cornerstone of the just, peaceful and durable new 
world order so eagerly sought by the churches. Directly from the Amsterdam 
Assembly Nolde travelled to Paris where the UN General Assembly was fi-
nalising the Universal Declaration. There, strengthened by the Amsterdam 
statement, Nolde offered a draft of the right to freedom of religion, which 
was included as Article 18 of the adopted Declaration. (John 1998; Nolde 
1970/1986, 263–265, 270–271; van der Bent 1986, 1–3, 27–28.)

At the same time Monsigneur Roncalli, Papal Nuncio in Paris, later Pope 
John XXIII, was also working hard to promote these issues and he played 
an important role in the formulation of the draft of Declaration of Human 
Rights. As the World Council of Churches tried to influence the US del-
egation, the Catholic Church worked in close connection with the French 
delegation. (Traer 1991, 178.)

8 Human rights and the churches during the early phase of the Cold 
War

During the first years of the Cold War the significance of the human rights 
was limited. The signatory states saw the goals of the declaration as impor-
tant but did not see them as binding. The first generation of human rights 
were those deriving from the liberal Enlightenment, according to which 
it was believed that man is born to be free, to live and to possess and also 
that the freedoms of association, opinion and religion were natural. The 
West emphasised first generation human rights. Second generation human 
rights, such as the right to health care, and the right to study and to work 
and required action by the state, were the rights stressed by the East. This 
difference gave the super powers opportunities to hamper decision making 
concerning human rights in the UN.

One reason for the rise of the human rights was the increased influence of 
international NGOs. The other was independence of the former colonies. In 
addition to the competition between west and east another struggle arose, 
the contradiction between the North and the South. Third generation hu-
man rights were those which were important to the third world countries, 
like right to development, to peace and to a healthy environment. The West 
was in the beginning suspicious of rights belonging to whole nations and 
which could not be implemented by a court of law. In the West’s view, the 
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lack of the third generation human rights was not a reason to restrict the 
right to freedom, to political life or to restrict rights of conscience, which 
were important to the West. (Pohjolainen 1999, 232–233, 245.)

It was a remarkable step forward, when the International Covenants on 
Civil and Political and on Economic, Social and Cultural, Rights were ac-
cepted by the UN in December 1966 and came into force after ten years in 
1976. The earlier position of the majority of states, that human rights are 
an internal matter for sovereign states, had slowly but steadily given way to 
the acceptance of an array of international norms and standards which now 
constitute a body of international law by which the behaviour of sovereign 
nations is often judged. Also the conception of human rights slowly changed 
as international law developed through the United Nations. (John 1998; 
Traer 1991, 21.)

Pope John XXIII did not himself see any results of the Second Vatican 
Council (1962–1965), which he called and which adjusted the Catholic 
Church to modern times (aggiornamento), as he died in 1963. Only a couple 
months before his death he published his encyclica Pacem in Terris, where he 
clearly states his joy about the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. He 
asserts that it is a first step towards the establishment of a legal and politi-
cal organisation for the world community. Protection of human rights was 
fundamental for peace. Human dignity, which was already central in the 
Rerum novarum of Leo the XIII, became the cornerstone of the Catholic 
social doctrine. During its last session the Vatican II approved the statement 
Gaudium et spes in which one whole chapter was devoted to human rights. 
Since this Catholic theology has been much concerned with discussion of 
human rights, both in relation to their foundation on natural law and the 
danger of too individualistic interpretation. (Traer 1991, 38–39; Woodrow 
1998.)

During the Cold War discussion of human rights stagnated and was 
limited to a number of specific issues like peace, disarmament, security, 
refugees, migrants, those without legal rights and issues of economic and 
social development. In the ecumenical movement the conflict between East 
and West dominated discussions. The WCC invoked human rights mainly 
when it was looking to defend the individual rights to religion in the atheist 
socialist countries. The concerns of the ecumenical movement were western. 
There was a tendency to regard the rights of the individual as a prerequisite 
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for the rights of the whole society. Collective rights were thought of as an 
accumulation of individual rights. 

This pattern began to change at the world conference on “Church and 
Society” in Geneva in 1966 where a scale of values was developed with hu-
man rights at the top rather than being limited to freedom of religion. The 
main focus of the conference was on the Third World and on revolution.

The Assembly of Uppsala in 1968 created a new concept of just, partici-
patory and sustainable society and demanded a major change in attitudes 
concerning human rights. “Let the world set the agenda”, was the slogan of 
the assembly. Since 1968 the central notion became justice in its economic, 
social and political dimensions and the concern for freedom was expressed 
in terms of human dignity. This was a turn to the left for the ecumenical 
movement, but did not noticeably increase interest in, or raise the profile of, 
human rights. Their renaissance only began in the 1970’s. (Hintikka 2000, 
147; Lindqvist 1975, 46–57; Nolde 1970/1986, 271–285; Ryman 2011, 
253; Traer 1991, 21; van der Bent 1986, 8, 28–30.)

9 From the Civil Rights Movement in the US to the rebellion of va-
lues in the 1960s

In the United States the Civil Rights Movement was concerned with the 
efforts to abolish racial discrimination of African Americans particularly 
in the southern states. The decision of the Supreme Court of the United 
States in 1954 was insufficient in that it gave to the African Americans 
“separate but equal” opportunities and thus allowed racial discrimination. 
Occasional incidents led to the emergence of Martin Luther King as the 
leader of non-violent civil right movement of the black. Passive resistance 
and a variety of demonstrations were effective and received support. Inci-
dents multiplied during 1963, but the culminating event was the peaceful 
convergence on Washington D. C., of over 250,000 marchers. However, 
Martin Luther King’s moving depiction of his dream to this vast audience 
did not bring peace and equality to America. On the contrary, next year 
rioting spread into many cities. The same year, 1964, racial discrimina-
tion was made illegal. The situation remained restless and the emergence 
of the Black Power Movement, which lasted roughly from 1966 to 1975, 
enlarged the aims of the Civil Rights Movement to include racial dignity, 
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economic and political self-sufficiency, and freedom from oppression by 
white Americans. (Ahlstrom 1975, 592–598; Marty 2010, 239–240.)

The demands of the Civil Rights Movement, in the noise of the turbulent 
1960’s were mixed and included opposition to the Vietnam War and apart-
heid policy in Southern Africa, advocacy for development aid, the margin-
alized and those without legal rights. The basic tune of this radicalism was 
opposition to old morals and to old-fashioned institutions. 

The value rebellion of the first generation after the war was an international 
phenomenon, which also spread to Finland where the academic young intel-
ligentsia in the 1950’s and early 1960’s saw leftist ideology as quite strange 
and pursued a more modern rather than radical path. Criticism of the new 
radicalism since the mid 1960’s aimed at national values. (Virtanen 2002, 
164–167.)

In the beginning the topics were cultural. Hannu Salama’s novel was ac-
cused of blasphemy. Because the new archbishop, Martti Simojoki, had been 
critical of the book, the Church was blamed for being reactionary. Later these 
cultural discussions became concentrated on sex, national pride, the Second 
World War and other national themes. Finnish radio became the centre of 
new radicalism after Eino S. Repo was appointed director. The President, 
Urho Kekkonen, liked to socialise with the young radicals.

A turning point came in the turbulent year of protests, 1968. Worldwide, 
campuses became battle grounds for social change. Opposition to the Viet-
nam War dominated the protests, but students protested about lack of civil 
liberties, against racism, for feminism and against biological and nuclear 
weapons. Television was influential in forming the political identity of this 
generation and was the tool of choice for the revolutionaries.

Radicalism attacked the Lutheran Church as an old-fashioned and mor-
alistic institution. The Students’ Christian Movement became radicalised 
in Finland as in many other countries. At first it showed an increased in-
terest in international affairs such as apartheid policy in South Africa, but 
gradually it adopted most of the elements of leftist ideology. Simultaneously 
the conservative revival movements formed its own students’ associations 
without social ethical emphasises. (Malkavaara 2011a, 26, 32; Pietikäinen 
1997, 74–79; Virtanen 2002, 269–350).

Again the year 1968 was decisive. Directly following the Assembly in 
Uppsala of the WCC the World’s Student Christian Federation arranged an 
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international conference in Turku, Finland. The revolutionary atmosphere 
of Uppsala mediated to the conference, where the mood was already tense 
because of the world wide student riots. Marxist analysis was the basis for 
the chaotic discussions in this politically and theologically charged atmo-
sphere. About half of the participants moved to the Assembly of the WSCF 
in Espoo, near to Helsinki. Politics was seen an instrument to keep human 
life human. The conviction was that the Christian faith demands active 
opposition to oppression. “We are called to be partisans in the struggles of 
our day”, it was said in one of the reports. The third world representatives 
formed a majority in the new Executive Committee because the Federation 
wanted to be in solidarity with the poor and oppressed parts of the world. 
(Lehtonen 1998, 70–104; Pietikäinen 1997, 80.)

Political openings in spirit like this cost the Students’ Christian Move-
ment in Finland all the economic support it had received from the church. 
It had been a semi-official organ of the church with many student pastors, 
but in 1969 the church reorganized its work among students. (Pietikäinen 
1997, 80–83.)

Interestingly the peak of this rising radicalism coincided both with the 
hectic renewal of the welfare system and huge social change in Finland. People 
were moving to towns and cities, from farms to factories and offices, and also, 
towards the end of the decade, to Sweden. The Finnish countryside emptied. 
These changes broke traditional social networks and family structures. 

New social care client groups were dissatisfied with traditional relief which 
was seen humiliating and stigmatising. This new lower middle class rebellion 
and struggle for human rights led to demands for change in the character 
and control of services for the poor including their removal from social care. 
People wanted to be seen as citizens and to use social services which were 
planned for them.

Criticism was also aimed at involuntary treatment, child protection, the 
condition of homeless alcoholics and the treatment of psychiatric patients. 
Social workers had to defend themselves. As a result of these discussions the 
significance of the NGOs decreased and state controlled welfare increased. 
Associations advocating for the marginalised (Marraskuun liike, Yhdistys 9, 
Sadankomitea) in the spirit of the 60’s received a lot of attention. (Urponen 
1994, 232, 240–241.)

Working for the oppressed, for women’s rights, for famine relief and op-
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posing racial discrimination were aspects of working for human rights and 
defending human dignity, but those concepts were only seldom mentioned. 
Instead these activities were seen as a strengthening of leftist values and as 
part of internal change leading to a multi-value society where the duty of 
care extended beyond one’s own close circle.

10 Human rights, international politics and the ecumenical move-
ment

The history of the Lutheran World Federation’s discussion of human rights 
culminated in developments which took place in the 1970s. The Fifth As-
sembly of the Federation was planned to be held in Pôrto Alegre, Brazil. 
Only six weeks before the opening ceremonies it was announced that the 
meeting would take place in Evian, France, near Geneva. The original idea 
had been to arrange the Assembly in the GDR, but, surprisingly, the state 
authorities of the GDR cancelled that plan in the summer 1966. 

During the Assembly preparations reports of torture and oppression per-
petrated by the military government of Brazil were heard. As early as January 
1969 the Swedish National Committee reported that two Christian youth 
organizations were pressing for a change of venue. During the spring of 1970 
the argument within the LWF leadership became even more heated. Among 
prominent critics were Archbishop Martti Simojoki and Professor Mikko 
Juva. (Ryman 2011, 252; Schjørring, Kumari & Hjelm 1997, 382–385.)

As a result human rights violations in Brazil stole the attention of the 
Lutheran world. Dealing with human rights was an important part of the 
work of the third section of the Assembly. Its topic was “Responsible Par-
ticipation in Today’s Society”. The report paid attention particularly to the 
rights of political prisoners and to racism. Later, the adoption of a strong 
resolution on human rights was seen as perhaps the most significant decision 
of the Assembly. Some of the delegates wanted to add examples of human 
rights violations committed by the Soviet Union or the GDR in the same 
way that “the horrendous system of apartheid and colonialism as it exists in 
Southern Africa or the continuing racial tension in the United States” were 
mentioned. (Grosc 1971, 9–10, 13, 18, 28, 92–94; Schjørring, Kumari & 
Hjelm 1997.)

Real change in the WCC’s attitude to human rights dates from the period 
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of the St. Pölten Consultation in 1974, which had a substantial impact on 
broadening and sharpening the agenda. The constraints of the East–West 
politics of the time had kept the “individual” and the “collective” rights 
issues divided along the lines of the 1966 Covenants. Human rights were 
not “indivisible”, as the Universal Declaration had them, but divided by a 
chasm of ideological and political differences. While considerable headway 
was made on civil and political rights, the area of social, economic and 
cultural rights remained largely ignored, even though the Commission did 
venture into new territory, elaborating “third generation” rights to peace 
and to development.

The WCC’s new human rights focus began following international dis-
cussion on human rights in 1968 after the UN World Conference on Hu-
man Rights held in Teheran and the Uppsala Assembly. In the same year 
the WCC Central Committee called for a review of ecumenical policy on 
human rights. The review resulted in a consultation on Human Rights and 
Christian Responsibility in St. Pölten, Austria, 1974. (John 1998.)

At issue were different interpretations of human rights in the atmosphere 
of the Cold War. The problem for the churches was that they were from 
the both sides of the political border. During the consultation a group rep-
resenting protestant churches in the GDR submitted a text where they ar-
gued that “the inviolability of life, dignity and property are not a constitu-
tive element of the human being”, as these rights belong only to God. The 
churches of the West interpreted this as dictation by socialist government.

In spite of the tensions the consultation of St. Pölten was important and 
productive and was able to draft a new statement of ecumenical policy 
on human rights. On the basis of this consultation, the WCC Assembly 
in Nairobi in 1975 confirmed a growing ecumenical consensus on what 
constitutes human rights, emphasising the right to basic guarantees of life, 
the right to self-determination and cultural identity and the rights of mi-
norities, the right to participate in decision-making within the country, 
the right to dissent, the right to personal dignity, and the right to religious 
freedom.

Very importantly, that statement emphasised the indivisibility of the articles 
of the Universal Declaration, and of the two International Human Rights 
Covenants. It significantly reversed the trend of ecumenical thinking, which 
up to that point had been heavily influenced by the western emphasis on 
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individual human rights. (Nikolainen, Janhonen & Cantell 1976, 165–175; 
Traer 1991, 22; van der Bent 1986, 32.)

11 Human rights and Eastern Europe

The Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe which opened 
on 3 July 1973 was concluded at Helsinki on 1 August 1975 by the High 
Representatives of 35 sovereign states. This conference deeply changed inter-
national policy. Preparations began in 1972 in the atmosphere of détente of 
the early 1970’s. On the wish list of the West there were various freedoms, 
like freedom of individuals, labour, free mobility of literature and freedom 
of visas. The Soviet Union pursued increased political security, to secure 
the postwar borders of Europe and discussion of economic and scientific 
cooperation. (Kallenautio 2005, 354–372.)

In the preparation process different issues were put into baskets of which 
the first concerned security, the second economy, science, technology and 
environment, the third human life, and mostly human rights. The core 
question was, would the actions of the socialist countries be recognised and 
legitimised or would the West get a springboard for criticism of human 
rights in the East.

In the summit conference NATO argued that European countries should 
together secure the realisation of human rights and that discussion about their 
implementation should not be seen as interfering in state’s internal matters. 
The President of the Soviet Union Leonid Brezhnev disagreed. It was his 
view that no nation had the right to instruct another on the management 
of its internal affairs. Thus Brezhnev repulsed demands for adjustments to 
international social responsibilities for human rights. At Helsinki the signa-
tory states recognised postwar borders and the division into two ideological 
pacts. They also made a commitment to promote and respect human rights. 
(Kallenautio 2005, 374–382.)

The WCC Assembly in Nairobi was arranged in December 1975, five 
months after the Helsinki conference. The position of human rights was 
totally transformed post Helsinki. Dissident groups in Eastern Europe were 
strengthened by utilising the agreement. (Kotiranta 2010, 346.)

Before Helsinki it was expected that the Nairobi Assembly would concen-
trate on third world questions, but the human rights became the dominant 
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issue. The atmosphere was electrified by a letter from two Russian dissidents, 
Father Gleb Jakunin and the phycisist Lev Regelson. They drew attention 
to human rights violations in the Soviet Union and asked for action. The 
Russian representatives labeled Jakunin and Regelson as trouble-makers, 
who should have been ignored. In the assembly there were also reports from 
other East European countries, but main issue was the human rights situa-
tion in the Soviet Union which took up two days of debate. Meetings of the 
fifth section which dealt with human rights were sharply polarized. In spite 
of this the report of the Nairobi Assembly was “a remarkable milestone in 
ecumenical understanding of human rights for two reasons: the question of 
religious liberty had become “inseparable from other fundamental human 
rights” and “for the first time in ecumenical history, the churches arrived 
at a consensus regarding the content of human rights”. (Hintikka 2000, 
146–151; Murtorinne 2010, 37; Nikolainen, Janhonen & Cantell 1976, 
163–165; Traer 1991, 22.)

The Helsinki Agreement was a tactical mistake for the leadership of the 
Soviet Union. It had sought stabilisation for Europe, but the agreement 
caused a rupture to the iron curtain which divided Europe. From the agree-
ment people were able to read about the rights their country had committed 
to respect.

In Czechoslovakia an informal civic initiative Charta 77 emerged, mo-
tivated by political arrests. Led by the poet Václav Havel it criticised the 
government for failing to implement human rights. The Catholic Church 
elected Polish cardinal and archbishop of Krakow Karol Wojtyła as Pope. 
His visit to his native country revived a national enthusiasm which resulted 
to formulation of the independent and non-controlled trade union federa-
tion Solidarity.

The number of political prisoners in Soviet Union increased but their fate 
was not as secret as before, there were more ways of obtaining information. 
The most famous dissidents were Nobel-prize winning physicist Andrei 
Sakharov and the novelist Alexander Solzhenitsyn. (Bock 1992, 90–92; 
Chrypinski 1990, 126–128; Kotiranta 2010, 345–346; Murtorinne 2010, 
38.)

In the GDR opposition movements began, in 1978, as pacifist and eco-
logical movements. From the outset prominent figures of the protestant 
church like Professor Heino Falcke were involved. In 1980 a ‘decade of 
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peace’ initiative led to tens of thousands of people participating in peace-
ful demonstrations every November. At the same time the state sought to 
improve its relations with the church using the 500th anniversary of Martin 
Luther as a tool. By 1986 the movements began to show signs of rebellion. 
(Ramet 1992, 57–63.)

Human rights and human rights activists were one factor in the collapse 
of the socialist system. The movements were mostly grass-roots action in 
defense of civil rights. The church leadership worked under state control 
and at first only gave them limited acceptance. The Catholic Church was 
a more important player in the process than the Orthodox or Protestant 
churches, not least because of the influence of the Polish Pope John Paul II. 
Traditionally the Catholic Church had been an opponent of Communism. 
In Poland it began to support Solidarity trade union and its demands for 
civil freedoms. The underground Catholic Church was an important sup-
porter of the human rights struggle most notably in Czechoslovakia. (Ketola 
2010, 67–68; Murtorinne 2010, 38–45.)

12 Conclusions and reflection

The next part of my study will deal with the primary research material, texts 
originating from Finnish diaconia work. My research thus far, shows that 
the Helsinki Agreement was a real borderline. Before 1975 it was possible 
to make plans for the diaconia of the whole church or to write text books 
of theological ethics without mentioning human rights. The influence of 
the human rights in Finnish diaconia is quite recent.

The division of human rights into two generations would be interesting. 
Does the church and its diaconia emphasise the classical, liberalistic and in-
dividualistic human rights as in the West or also recognise the social human 
rights stressed by the East? Or, was the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 
socialist bloc a turning point in this sense? What were the reactions of the 
Finnish Lutheran Church in the beginning of the 1980’s when the Cold 
War intensified for the last time? Has the significance of the social human 
rights decreased since the end of the Cold War? 

And what has been the significance of the ecumenical and international 
diaconia? What has the South taught the church? Can a major influence 
of the Liberation theology be seen and if so when? Who are sources of in-
spiration?
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The evidence from my study shows that the churches preferred the con-
cept of human dignity rather than human rights given the choice. Human 
dignity belongs to classical Christian terminology and is therefore an easy 
choice. Is there evidence of change over this period? 

Finland became a member state of European Union in 1995. How sig-
nificant was this for diaconal thinking and human rights? In 1995 there was 
an important renewal of civil rights in Finland, leading to changes in the 
Finnish constitution. First and foremost it involved new legislation banning 
discrimination. In the church it led to considerable discussion concerning 
the rights of women and sexual minorities. The next part of this study will 
also explore the influence of this development on the diaconal thinking.
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PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED REPORT

Mikko Malkavaara (Diaconia University of Applied Sciences)

Dalits on the agenda of the ecumenical 
movement and churches

1 Purpose of this study

The caste system is a form of social and economic governance in India 
and its neighbouring countries, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Ban-

gladesh. Migration has transferred the caste system also to other countries. 
Systems of social stratification and discrimination by work and descent are 
known also from some other countries. Similarly affected groups are found 
in Japan, in West Africa and in the Horn of Africa. 

The caste system involves the division of people into endogamous social 
groups (castes) where assignment of rights determined by birth are fixed and 
hereditary. The assignment of basic rights among various castes is unequal 
and hierarchical, with those at the top enjoying the most rights coupled 
with the least duties and those at the bottom performing the most duties 
coupled with no rights. Members of the affected communities experience 
systemic discrimination, and often severe violations on their civil, political, 
economic, social and cultural rights. (IDSN – International Dalit Solidarity 
Network.)

Dalits are those at the bottom, outcastes and casteless untouchables. Dis-
crimination against the 260 million Dalits in the world is the biggest known 
human rights problem. Through history their position has been so low that 
they have had no possibility of improving their fate. The first indication of 
Dalits’ wish for a better future was their mass conversion to Christianity, 
which began in the 1870s, but more organised action did not take place 
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until a hundred years later.
In this article I will describe the way in which the Dalit issue is coming 

to the notice of the churches and the ecumenical movement, and how and 
why they have started acting as advocates for the Dalits alongside Dalit or-
ganisations. At the same time I will try to give an overview of the problems 
of Dalits and especially Dalit Christians.

The material of this article is based on my book Intialainen dalit-teologia 
(Indian Dalit Theology), unless there is another reference (Malkavaara 1999). 
Since completing this book I have continued my research on this subject 
and published many articles. I also am a social rights activist myself having 
been chairing the Dalit Solidarity Network in Finland since its foundation 
in 2010.

2 Context of Indian Christian Theology

Traditionally Indian Christian theology is distinctive and contextual. These 
characteristics are related to its interaction with Hinduism. Hinduism is 
the inevitable context of Indian theology. It is an open faith, which holds 
within it many religious truths. It is the religion of the majority, the core of 
the culture, and the basis of Indian development.

Hindu reform movements, influenced by western rationalism and Chris-
tianity, were formed in the 19th century, when India was still strongly in the 
sway of mission work and western colonialism. Paradoxically those move-
ments then influenced Christian theology.

The reformers of Hinduism respected Christianity, especially for its ethics. 
Academic Indian theologians who had converted to Christianity asked in 
turn if it was possible to build Indian Christian theology on Hindu grounds. 
The most notable Indian theologians have usually been of the Brahmin caste, 
or of some other among the highest-ranking castes. Brahminical philosophy 
was in dialogue with Indian theology.

At the beginning of the 20th century the national aspiration for independ-
ence was reflected in Christian thinking. The aim was a national Indian 
church. The duty of the church was to take seriously the cultural heritage 
of the country while a new independent India was in creation. The church-
men who called for a national Indian emphasis were active in the ecumenical 
movement.
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The goal was a national feeling of connection and welfare. Salvation was 
seen not as something related to afterlife but as a change in this life. The 
church was thought of as an Indian community. The individualistic western-
ers had emphasised the message of salvation. Indian Christians emphasised 
the quality of life of the community.

The academic Indian theologians became interested in mutually unravelling 
the concepts of Brahminism and Christianity. Thanks to the international 
ecumenical movement, modern western theology began to influence Indian 
theology. The new radical theology emphasised its relativistic relationship 
with religions and opposed western hegemony.

1947, the year of becoming independent, meant a great change. The British 
were gone. The old colonial India had become two independent countries, 
India and Pakistan. The biggest challenge was finding a uniting element at 
a time of separation. In theology the dialogue with Hinduism grew stronger. 
The motto of the young nation was nation-building. Churches started studies 
on Hinduism and Indian society, as well as vast dialogue programmes.

The most notable of the theologians of the dialogue was M. M. Thomas 
(1916-1986). While earlier Indian theologians had been searching for com-
mon ground with traditional Hinduism, M. M. Thomas set out to create a 
relationship with modern India and the world of Asian revolution. Thomas, 
who worked at the top of the ecumenical movement, took theology into 
dialogue with extensive societal questions.

Thus, adapting Christian theology into existing culture and so-called 
rethinking has a long history in India. Not only was the thinking of the 
upper-caste Indian theologians tolerant to the majority of their own country; 
it was broad-minded ecumenically as well.

The societal theology introduced by the ecumenical movement consisted 
of global rather than Indian notions in the 1960s and 1970s. Liberation 
theology spread to India in the 1970s. Like the liberation theology of Latin 
America, Indian liberation theology has used Marxist analysis as a tool of 
understanding social, economical and political forms of oppression and 
exploitation.

Liberation theology instigated a paradigm shift. The experiences of the 
third world gravely questioned the western way of practicing theology. The 
suffering and longing of marginalised people required a new way of under-
standing and interpreting Christian faith from the comprehensive view of 
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reality of the oppressed.
There was a strong internal need for change in Indian theology, so the 

new paradigm was adopted surprisingly fast and flexibly. Unlike in other 
parts of the world, society-oriented, contextual theology, developed from 
the viewpoint of the poor, did not face conservative resistance aiming to 
preserve the teachings of the church. This was because of the tradition of 
dialogue in Indian theology.

3 The history of mission work in India

According to tradition Thomas the Apostle brought Christianity to India, 
where he died as a martyr. Historical references of a flourishing Christian 
church in India can be found starting from the 4th century. The Syrian-
Orthodox church, or St. Thomas Church, that was born in Kerala on the 
southwest coast, developed into an endogamous caste, which can only marry 
or have meals amongst its own. The Orthodox Christians called Syrians 
were and are equivalent to the highest castes, so there are no Dalits among 
them.

During the Age of Discovery, starting from the end of the 16th century, 
Catholic missionaries arrived in India. The Jesuit, Roberto de Nobili, is 
the best known of the early missionaries. De Nobili, a nobleman, made a 
mistake when he thought the caste system was mostly a social institution. 
He believed that the best way to instil Christianity into India was to start 
by converting the upper classes, in the hope that the faith would transmit 
to the lower layers. He thought it necessary that his mission should adopt 
the ways and philosophy of the upper castes. Thus Jesuit mission work was 
based on the thought that Christianity should be promulgated to the Hindus 
as a universal religion based on Indian philosophy.

The Catholic Church created separate worship services for people from 
different castes. The religious aspect of the castes was not understood. 
Nowadays the caste backgrounds of Catholic Indians are more heterogene-
ous than others. The ability to adapt to local cultures characteristic of the 
Catholic Church is apparent in the way the congregational structures are 
usually organised by castes.

Protestant mission work started in India in the beginning of the 18th cen-
tury, and intensified in the 19th century. The missionaries learned Indian 
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languages and adopted Indian philosophy. During the British colonial pe-
riod the Christian faith was tied to western culture. The Protestant mission 
was not aware of castes. The preaching concentrated on the individual and 
their salvation. Baptism separated the individual from their old caste and 
made them part of a new mixed community, one with an unclear social 
status. To the missionaries Hinduism was a wrong religion, and they used 
the caste system and inequality as an argument against it, and equality as 
one in favour of Christianity.

Starting from the 1870s Dalits came in great numbers to ask for baptism, 
and these so-called mass conversions meant a profound change in the In-
dian Christian church. The number of Christians multiplied in just a few 
decades.

Dalits wanted to convert to Christianity. Sometimes the missionaries even 
hindered their enthusiasm, because they were afraid that the poor were only 
searching for worldly benefits. That is why the expectation of education and 
a visible change in lifestyle became increasingly important. At times the 
missionaries refused to baptise, especially during times of famine. Dalits 
converted in the hope of a higher social status, self-respect and a new freedom 
from the oppression of the landowners.

The mass conversions transformed the Christian community from a small, 
socially divided, mostly urban and highly educated group into a new kind 
of church, which consisted mostly of poor and illiterate Dalits from the 
countryside. The mass conversions gave the church a permanent Dalit label, 
a fact to which the church has been astonishingly blind. 

The dialogue between the academic Indian theologians did not touch 
on the subject of the Dalit mass conversions, nor on the social standing of 
Dalits during the nation-building years or afterwards. On the other hand, 
the musings of scholarly theologians held little meaning in the work of 
Christian mission and parishes. The Dalit mass conversions brought new 
aspects to the theology, but they were quite insignificant in the evangelical 
view on salvation, which puts emphasis on afterlife. Christian Dalits were 
more concerned about their life before death. They rejoiced in being free of 
slavery and in receiving a chance to start a new life.

The later Dalit theologians have criticised the mission work, which, 
according to them, saw the caste system only as something close to the 
social classes that were present in all countries. When the castes were seen 
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as something similar to estates of the realm or social classes they were not 
condemned, and that is why the caste system lived on within congregations. 
(Malkavaara 2011.)

4 The caste system

Dalit issues do not only relate to Christianity. The Dalit question should not 
be seen as a question of the churches unless there is an explicit relationship 
with the churches.

The Hindu varna categorisation divides people into four main groups: the 
Brahmin, the Kshatriya, the Vaishya and the Shudra. Dalits are those who are 
completely outside and below these groups. Religious texts authorise their 
low social status, which is controlled by numerous customs and practices.

More than the varna, each person’s everyday life is affected by their own 
community, their jati. This is in fact synonymous with the word caste. There 
are at least 3,000 jatis. All areas have their own jatis and a hierarchy between 
them. Central to a jati is its endogamous nature; members can only marry 
within their own jati. Having meals with people outside your jati is forbidden 
as well. People from different jatis live in every village. A jati usually also has 
a traditional profession, but its significance as a binding factor has faded.

Dalits do not live in the same villages as jati-people. Roughly generalising 
one could say that every Indian village has its own adi-village, where the 
Dalits live. Dalits too divide into separate communities based on conven-
tional professions, with their own hierarchy. Dalits work as servants or on 
the fields of jati-people, but as unnoticed as possible.

Notions of purity and impurity control the hierarchy. Dalits are the most 
impure, so impure that their presence and even their shadows pollute. 
That is why they are untouchable. The Indian constitution bans untouch-
ability. According to law, India is a country where discrimination based on 
race, religion or caste is forbidden. In reality the significance of caste and 
religion, as well as discrimination based on them, has grown on account of 
democracy. The caste communities have a strong impact on politics as well. 
The main question is who controls these communities and how they can 
be influenced. In addition, politics are controlled by communalism, which 
involves provoking religious opposites against each other.
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5 The fight for freedom for Dalits

The caste system, like the accompanying oppression of Dalits, is ancient. For 
the sake of the Dalit identity, and for one’s own awareness, it is important 
to know when the oppression began and what preceded it.

The Dalit movement believes Dalits originated from a wealthy and so-
phisticated people who lived in the Indus Valley (home to the cultures of 
Mohenjo-daro and Harappa), and who were suppressed by Aryan invaders. 
The caste system, Hinduism and the oppression of Dalits began when the 
two cultures merged. Despite the claims of the Dalit movement, the theory 
that Dalits and the isolated tribal societies called the adivasi were in fact the 
indigenous people of India is impossible to prove.

In their own understanding Dalits have a glorious past and a culture of 
their own apart from the mainstream Hindu culture. Dalits are not allowed 
to enter Hindu temples and may not receive blessings from Brahmin priests, 
so by a narrow definition they are not Hindus. The Dalit priests and the 
pantheon of gods worshipped in the modest temples of Dalit villages are 
different from the temples of caste Hindus, but by a broader definition their 
religion is unquestionably Hinduism.

Dalits form a notable minority in all of India. They are however no more 
than a fifth part of the population in any one place. They never have the 
power of numbers on their side. The indigenous adivasis (tribal people) are 
the majority in certain areas in Gujarat, Bihar, Orissa and northeast India, 
but the entire adivasi population is approximately 80 million, whereas there 
are over 200 million Dalits nationally.

Religion legitimises societal layers and hierarchy. The varna system origi-
nates from the time before Christ. Manusmriti, or the Laws of Manu, cul-
minated the social rejection of Dalits. These laws denied the humanity of 
members of the “fifth caste” and ordered them to live outside the villages.

Some movements opposing caste hierarchy and Brahminism did surface 
in the course of history, of which the most important is Buddhism, origi-
nating in the 5th century BC. However, Buddhism gradually merged with 
Hinduism in India. There was little change in the status of Dalits. The caste 
system was established in every religion practised in India.

Jyotiba Phule (1826–1890), who dedicated his life to fighting the caste 
tyranny, created the first modern movement against the caste system and 
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Brahminical Hinduism. He was the first to call people outside the caste 
system “Dalits”. Phule aspired to make the oppressed classes aware of their 
own slavery.

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891–1956) was a Dalit, and he still remains 
the uniting force within the scattered Dalit movement. One cannot under-
stand the Dalit movement and its goals without being familiar with Ambed-
kar. He was the brave and radical leader of the untouchables, and his goal 
was for Dalits to have their own political representation system. Ambedkar’s 
most notable opponent was Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi (1869–1948), 
an upper-caste reform Hindu, who saw the political separation of the un-
touchables from Hindus as harmful to India. Gandhi emphasised a united 
India, but Ambedkar insisted that India consisted of separate groups that 
needed their own representatives. Thanks to the dispute between Ambed-
kar and Gandhi the question of the untouchables became one of the most 
important topics in Indian politics. Gandhi won the battle by threatening 
to “fast until death”. Dalits gained entrance to political power, but not the 
autonomy they were aiming for. The casteless were made part of the Hindu 
community and Indian society.

As a statesman Ambedkar rose to an important position when India became 
independent in 1947. He became the Minister of Justice and the chairman 
of the committee responsible for writing the constitution, and a writer of 
said constitution. The main goal of the constitution was to guarantee equal 
political rights to everyone.

Ambedkar summarised his societal thinking in the words liberty, equality 
and fraternity. The right to human dignity, societal freedom and equality of 
the oppressed meant bringing the people left in the periphery into the centre. 
According to Ambedkar, religious and intellectual factors were behind the 
persistence of the caste system.

Ambedkar converted to Buddhism slightly before his death in 1956. He had 
made his separation from Hinduism clear twenty years earlier. In Buddhism 
Ambedkar found an Indian religion that emphasised equality and opposed 
the faults of Hinduism. A large amount of Ambedkar’s followers converted 
with him. Buddhism, which had almost completely disappeared from India, 
began to grow stronger. In India Neo Buddhism refers to Ambedkarism and 
the Buddhist Dalit movement. A noteworthy portion of Indian Buddhists 
are converted Dalits.
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The constitution outlaws untouchability and discrimination based on 
castes. A positive discrimination system called the reservation system was 
imposed for Dalits and low castes, according to which “scheduled castes”, 
“scheduled tribes” and “other backward classes” were eligible for special treat-
ment and certain privileges or dispensations. The support was only granted 
to Hindu Dalits, and later also to Sikhs and Buddhists. As more than 1000 
caste groups were mentioned in an amendment to the constitution, in prac-
tice this means constitutional recognition of the caste system.

Many Dalits have gained educational and official positions through the 
reservation system, but to the vast majority it has been meaningless. They 
are still poor, illiterate and oppressed. Although many middle-class Dalits 
want to deny their background, there are those who feel obligated by Dalit 
awareness to show solidarity with the less fortunate within their community. 
The social advancement of a Dalit minority is one reason for the emancipa-
tion movement.

The social status of Dalits has not improved, and caste discrimination is 
integral to life everywhere, especially in the rural villages. Caste is still the 
most forceful factor defining a person’s value, their calling or their profes-
sion. Dalits have adopted customs from higher castes, a phenomenon called 
sanskritisation, but on the other hand the caste system regulates the Dalit 
consciousness in a way that makes them accept their low status as something 
natural. 

In the 1970s the Dalit Panthers, a political human rights and activist move-
ment, adopted Ambedkar’s ideology and started the widespread use of the 
word “Dalit”, which was not well known before. The goal of the new name 
was to unite enslaved and oppressed people from all over the country and 
to abolish the old caste names associated with oppression. The word “Dalit” 
means broken or crushed. The English language press and the political life 
of the country use this collective name for the casteless, which has been a 
notable victory for the Dalit movement.

When Dalit groups have become active and demanded their rights, the 
consequence has been increasing violence towards them. However, the po-
litical Dalit movement is divided. According to the Dalit movement caste 
is more defining than social class in Indian society.

The Hindu nationalistic movement has risen as an important factor in 
Indian politics. The Hindu identity and caste awareness have grown stronger, 
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and this has had a negative impact on the social status of Dalits. The increas-
ing uneasiness between religious groups, as well as the political nature of 
their disputes, strains the Indian social atmosphere.

The goal of Hindu communalists is a Hindu state. The VHP (Vishwa 
Hindu Parishad), the cultural organisation of this movement, practices ac-
tive mission work amongst Dalits and adivasis who have converted to Islam 
or Christianity. It is responsible for the violence directed at Christians. The 
political party of the Hindu communalists is the BJP (Bharatiya Janata 
Party), and it has had power in the government. The Hindu movement has 
practically demonised the Muslim population of the country. Especially in 
the adivasi areas this attack has been directed at Christians as well. It is a 
battle for souls. Dalits and adivasis who have converted to a western religion 
form an easy target for the rage of the masses.

There are three major ideological and political currents in India. The first 
is an integrating notion emphasising the unity of the nation and primarily 
represented by the Congress party. This is mostly built on the ideological 
legacy of the Hindu reformists and Gandhism. The second is a communalist 
view, represented especially by the Hindu nationalists but also by Muslim 
special-interest groups. The third current is the Communist one; in Kerala 
and in West Bengal the Communists have been in power for a long time; 
nowadays the Maoist Naxalites attract Dalits and other poor people and 
groups in the villages, and also government officials. A fourth current is the 
Dalit movement, which sees the aforementioned as its opponents, because 
they represent the caste system and Brahminical Hinduism.

6 The Dalit conditions

The majority of Indian people live in the countryside. Dalits live in their 
separate villages out of sight of others. The members of the same caste usu-
ally share a traditional profession as well as a belief in a common ancestor, 
which in a way makes the caste a family community. The professions are 
inherited. Some professions associated with Dalits are shoemaker, tanner, 
butcher and drummer, all of which require handling the skin of dead animals. 
The carriers and the drummers in funeral processions, as well as conveyors 
of animal carcasses, are Dalits whom caste Hindus fetch from Dalit villages. 
Death is a taboo, and only those who are impure from birth can associate 
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with death this way.
The well-known traditional Dalit professions are associated with waste 

management. Sweeping streets, emptying sewers and cleaning toilets are 
passed on from generation to generation.

The castes represent systematic oppression in which it is essential for each 
person to know who is below them, whom they are allowed to oppress. The 
most important is the purity line, which divides the Dalits from the others, 
but the hierarchy extends below the purity line, which means that Dalit 
groups oppress one another as well. One group is always lower than another. 
Women hold the lowest position in all caste groups.

Although there are various Dalit professions, most Dalits are imprisoned 
by debt, and work on fields and farms, their status resembling that of serfs. 
Forced labour based on caste is decreasing, but there is more forced labour 
resulting from economic oppression than before. The majority of Dalits are 
in debt to the landowners.

Most Dalits live in great poverty, but among the hundreds of millions of 
poor Indians there are many who are not Dalits. Correspondingly, many 
Dalits who have prospered through education are not poor. Thus being poor 
is not the same as being Dalit.

The majority of Dalits live in clay huts with a single room. Usually there 
are no windows, ventilation or lavatories. Family members from three 
generations usually live in the same hut. Electric lights are becoming more 
common in villages.

The community restricts the life of Dalits. Dalits are not allowed in the 
village’s teahouses. Dalits may drink their tea without coming inside from 
aluminium cups hung from the outer wall of the teahouse. They must wash 
their dishes themselves afterwards.

Dalits can’t use the services of the village’s barbers or washers. They may 
go to a tailor, but as they have no right to step inside the boutique they 
must do their business outside. Tailors usually refuse to take measurements 
in fear of getting polluted. Getting around in village shops is also difficult. 
Dalits are not allowed to touch the merchandise and they must stay away 
from non-Dalits.

One of the biggest disputes is water. Usually it is impossible for a Dalit to 
get water from the well of a non-Dalit area. Caste Hindus can however use 
the well of a Dalit village if their own village is out of water. Streams, ponds 
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and canals are usually thought of common washing areas, but Dalits may 
only go about their chores after the higher-ranking washers.

Dalits cannot move freely in areas inhabited by members of higher castes. 
They cannot come near temples, go to the theatre or stand under the canopy 
on a bus stop with everyone else.

One of the most dramatic indications of untouchability and the reality 
of the line of impurity is a study that shows that 97 percent of beggars who 
belong to a caste would not take food from a Dalit unless it was boiled. 

In autumn 2011 a doctoral dissertation about domestic help in middle-
class families in the metropolis of Jaipur was examined at the University of 
Helsinki. Not a single Dalit employee was found in the source material. Only 
one out of all the families interviewed would have hired a Dalit. According 
to the study the line of impurity is everyday reality in India today.

In addition to the life regulating restrictions, Dalits face bullying, harass-
ment and violence in their everyday lives. Rape and other sexual violence are 
common. Dalit women are abused mercilessly. For some reason untouchabil-
ity does not apply to sexual encounters, or at least to violent ones. Belittling 
language underlining one’s caste status is faced daily. Non-Dalits use harsh 
terms about Dalits. Educated Dalits are treated better, but only slightly.

 
7 Special issues with Christian Dalits

Positive discrimination stopped the rapid growth of the Christian population, 
which had continued from the 1870s onwards. Earlier the increase in the 
number of Christians was many times higher than the natural growth rate 
of the population, but in the 1970s it fell below the population growth. One 
of the reasons for Christians not being given the privileges of the reservation 
system was their own opinion. The upper-caste Christian leaders thought 
that the level of equality and sophistication of the Christian communities 
was so high that there was no need for special treatment.

The lives of Christian Dalits are restricted in the same way as the lives of 
other Dalits. The only notable difference is in education. Earlier, Christian 
Dalits were more literate and had a better standard of living than others. 
According to the newest studies, other Dalit groups have reached the same 
level as a consequence of the dispensation policies. Nowadays the literacy 
of Christian children is poorer than that of adults. The main reason for the 
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decreasing education is poverty. The literacy of women is even poorer than 
that of men, owing to the long tradition of gender discrimination: young 
girls suffer the most. All of the aforementioned features of Dalit life are also 
present in Christian villages. The oppression of women and violence towards 
them is a part of life in the Christian communities as well. It seems that 
progress is only making things worse for Christian Dalits. The basic idea 
of communalist politics, the pursuit of benefits based on one’s religion, has 
left Dalits in a situation where their fate is to lower themselves as the most 
oppressed and backward group of society.

Lately many Christian Dalits have converted back to Hinduism in the 
hope of better social status. Persecution adds to the pressure.

Christian Dalits are oppressed in many ways. Like all Dalits, they are 
oppressed for historical and cultural reasons. The Indian government 
discriminates against Christian Dalits by denying them the constitutional 
dispensations applicable to other Dalits. Christians with upper-caste back-
ground oppress them within the churches. In addition, women are oppressed 
for their gender.

In the past few years, churches have aspired to influence the government 
in order to make the dispensations also applicable to Christian Dalits. As 
the political Dalit movement rose, Christian Dalits began organising them-
selves, and in December 1984 they formed a forum as a central body for 
all Christian Dalit organisations and groups. The forum was named The 
Christian Dalit Liberation Movement (CDLM). For the first time Christian 
Dalits within the church began to speak up for their own interests.

8 Dalit theology and Dalit as the identity of the church

Even more important has been the paradigm shift in Indian churches. It 
has influenced theological thinking and the self-awareness of the church. 
Theology was the first to be shaken up. The change started from criticism 
of liberation theology. The critics asked why the topic for discussion was 
the relationship between labour and capital, when the main question in 
Indian society is caste oppression. This was the premise for Dalit theology, 
the contemplation of God and humanity from the Dalit point of view. Dalit 
theology sees God fighting beside Dalits against castes and oppressive social 
structures.
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Instead of Marxism this new Indian liberation theology based itself on 
the thoughts of Ambedkar and the Dalit movement. In a couple of decades 
Dalit theology spread as a study subject and ideology throughout the Indian 
theological education system. At the same time Indian theology turned its 
back on Hinduism and the theology of dialogue.

For the church the historical change in paradigm meant a new identity. 
The power structures of the church were being held by the urban elite and 
the church had not realised that it was a Dalit church. The violence of the 
Hindu nationalists has in part helped the church to understand its own 
identity. The Christian churches of India have now come forward clearly 
and firmly as Dalit churches, which see the suffering of Christ in their own 
people, their members. At least three quarters of all members of Christian 
churches in India are Dalits, and up to 90 percent of Protestants. 

9 The ecumenical movement

M. Azariah, the bishop of the Church of South India in Madras, brought 
the Dalit issue to the attention of churches internationally in the WCC 
Assembly in Vancouver in 1983. With the development of its new identity 
and its theological basis in Indian churches, the ecumenical movement has 
supported the Dalit movement and the intensification of the Dalit voice 
in Indian churches. A separate Dalit programme has been in action within 
WCC’s unity, mission, evangelism and spirituality programme for a number 
of years (World Council of Churches 2011).

The Lutheran World Federation is active in its concern with Dalit issues, 
and this may be surprising. It has a historical link with the Indian Lutheran 
churches and their spearheading role in the birth of the new paradigm of 
the Indian Christian churches. Chandran Paul Martin, the Deputy General 
Secretary of the LWF, is an Indian Dalit himself. Until 2010 Peter Prove, a 
lawyer specialising in international affairs and human rights, worked in the 
LWF on behalf of the Dalit movement in the UN. Nowadays he works as 
the coordinator of the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance close to the ecumenical 
movement, but still follows the development of the Dalit question actively. 
(The Lutheran World Federation – A communion of Churches.)

In March 2009 the WCC and the LWF organised the Global Ecumenical 
Conference on Justice for Dalits in Bangkok. Dalits were the sole agenda 
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of the conference. It was intended as a gesture by the Indian churches and 
international organisations of churches, to shift the focus of the statement 
of the UN follow up conference against racism held in Geneva a month 
later. (The Lutheran World Federation 2009.)

The result of the conference in Geneva was identical to that of the 2001 
UN World Conference against Racism held in Durban, South Africa: India 
managed to persuade the majority of the countries to its view and there was 
no mention of caste-based discrimination in the outcome document. In 
Durban the WCC and the LWF posed themselves besides the Dalits who 
wanted their message to be heard all over the world. The Durban world 
conference was the first event where the Dalit movement truly attempted 
internationalisation. (von Wietersheim 2001.) After the Durban II confer-
ence in Geneva in 2009 the WCC and the LWF expressed clearly their 
disappointment that the follow-up meeting was not willing to recognise the 
oppression of over 260 million people and the ongoing practice of untouch-
ability. (World Council of Churches 2009c.)

The Bangkok conference wrote and approved a significant document that 
was named the Bangkok Declaration and Call, which appealed to churches. 
Its most important message was that the Dalit churches of India wanted to 
be heard. (World Council of Churches 2009d.)

The Church of Norway was the first member of the WCC to respond to 
the Bangkok document. On May 13th 2009 its Council of Ecumenical and 
International Relations condemned caste-based discrimination and called 
it a scandal for the worldwide human community.

The Church of Norway expressed its wish to join the forces aspiring to 
end this discrimination, and to raise awareness of the circumstances where 
oppression based on caste systems happens and is possible. The Church of 
Norway also appealed to Norwegian political actors so that they would raise 
the issue when communicating with Indian officials and work for the issue 
to rise to the agenda of international organisations such as the UN. (Church 
of Norway Information Service 2009.)

10 Casteism is sin

At the end of June 2009 the WCC celebrated the 40th birthday of its own 
anti-racism programme in the Dutch town of Doorn. The most notable 
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international milestone of the programme had been the fight against apart-
heid, giving support to the black people of South Africa and Namibia in 
their battles for freedom. Now the head of the programme supports Dalits 
in their fight for human rights. (World Council of Churches 2009a.)

The central committee of the WCC assembled in Geneva at the begin-
ning of September 2009, its main focus being on the appointment of a 
new general secretary. Nevertheless it was notably important that the World 
Council called on its member churches to recognise that “the continued 
discrimination and exclusion of millions of people on the basis of caste is 
a serious challenge to the credibility of their witness to their faith in God”. 
The document repeated the notions of the Bangkok declaration, stating that 
“caste-based discrimination is a crime” and that “casteism is sin”. (World 
Council of Churches 2009b.)

The council of the LWF assembled in Chavannes-de-Bogis, Switzerland, 
from October 22nd to 27th 2009. A document was passed, named simply 
Justice for Dalits. The document included a nine-point list of guidelines and 
procedures. And at Stuttgart, Germany, on 26th July 2010, delegates to the 
Eleventh Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) committed the 
communion to make the liberation and restoration of the dignity of Dalits 
a priority in its mission, its action and its testimony to the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. (The Lutheran World Federation 2010.)

In August 2010 the WCC organized a follow-up to the Doorn conference 
in Cleveland, Ohio, on racism today. The conference explored a rationale 
for continued ecumenical engagement in the struggle against racism and 
casteism. It came up with fresh theological bases for this engagement. (World 
Council of Churches 2010c.)

In October 2010 an Indian version of the Bangkok conference took place 
in Delhi, India, where the Indian churches for the first time unanimously 
termed caste discrimination as sin. “Caste violence has broken the body 
and bruised the soul...No-one can serve Christ and caste!”, said the confer-
ence’s Affirmation of Faith. (World Council of Churches 2010b.) Also an 
important book, Dalit Theology in the Twenty-first Century, was published. 
(World Council of Churches 2010a.)

The WCC continues its engagement with the International Dalit Solidarity 
Network (IDSN, www.idsn.org) and the related networks in their advocacy 
work at the UN Human Rights Council and the UN Office of the High 
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Commissioner for Human Rights, both in Geneva.
In a short time the churches have started taking highly visible action. 

Their resilience in the fight for the Dalits should be observed and supported, 
because the task will not be short-lived or easy. Many Indian churches have 
not been committed Dalit churches for long. A definite change in mindset 
within them only happened approximately ten years ago and on the congre-
gation level there still exist various problems and also discrimination from 
the caste perspective. 

Ecumenical church alliances have expressed their level of commitment to 
the issue. Perhaps they also believe that the Dalit issue will become inter-
national in any case. When that happens, they will have been on the front 
line since the beginning.

11 The caste system can be abolished

In the beginning of October 2009 the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, rejected the caste system by stating that caste 
practices are in complete contradiction to the principles of human rights. 
Pillay asked the UN Human Rights Council to work towards getting its 
members to give their support to the principles of a document drafted earlier 
that year, aspiring to prevent discrimination based on profession and ancestry. 
(United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2009.)

“The time has come to eradicate the shameful concept of caste,” Pillay said 
in her statement. “Like slavery and apartheid, the international community 
should come together to tear down the barriers of caste too.”

A powerful statement by the highest human rights official of the UN 
may have marked a turn in the political reception of the Dalit issue. Some 
have called it a breakthrough. Most importantly the statement goes against 
Indian government opinion. India does not deny the existence of caste 
discrimination, the violence, the oppression or the inequality, but it wants 
to see them as internal affairs, and regards the involvement of foreigners or 
foreign powers as interference. (Pillay 2009.)

In interviews, Pillay has stated that it is possible to abolish the caste system 
by a vast expression of international outrage. “People have been talking about 
caste oppression for more than a hundred years,” she stated. “It’s time to 
move on this issue.” (International Dalit Solidarity Network 2009.)
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Navi Pillay has repeated her message and her support to the fight for free-
dom of Dalits very clearly also in autumn 2011 by taking visibly part to the 
campaign “100 days against caste discrimination” organized by the National 
Dalit Commission (NDC) and the United Nations Human Rights Office 
in Nepal (OHCHR-Nepal). On 16th September 2011, the President of 
Nepal officially inaugurated the launch of the campaign with government 
representatives and human rights defenders, giving hope to campaigners 
and supporters. (One Hundred Day Campaign against caste discrimination 
and untouchability.)

In addition to the UN Human Rights bodies, other international organi-
sations, such as the International Labour Organisation (ILO), have taken 
action. On a political level these organisations agree that discrimination 
based on profession or ancestry should be banned. Githu Muigai, a UN 
Special Rapporteur on racism, has repeatedly expressed his views to the 
UN General Assembly that caste-based oppression, and particularly that of 
Dalits, is the most extensive and serious form of discrimination in the world. 
(International Dalit Solidarity Network 2010.)

However, discussion at the level of international organisations or even 
governments has little effect if it is not supported by public debate. That is 
Pillay’s goal as well. The caste system is thousands of years old and has been 
anchored to the culture of India and its neighbouring countries by the sacred 
texts of Hinduism, which sanctify the caste practices and the impurity of 
Dalits, as well as the curse bestowed on them.

Making the Dalit issue international is currently the only powerful course 
of action that can drastically improve the living conditions of Dalits. That is 
why the lack of enthusiasm in western media is disappointing. Even the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights breaking her silence or the fact that 
Dalits are rising to the world’s agenda has gone unnoticed. The same can be 
said of the visits to India of the US President Barack Obama, former UK 
Prime Minister Gordon Brown and some Dutch ministers, who have shown 
sympathy and solidarity with the Dalits and others who are oppressed by 
caste discrimination. (International Dalit Solidarity Network; International 
Dalit Solidarity Network 2011.)
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12 The Shit Campaign

The fact that the caste system does not only plague India and its neighbour-
ing countries speaks of its persistence. The culture moves with immigrants as 
well. A recent British study reveals that tens of thousands of Southern Asian 
immigrants face discrimination in workplaces, classrooms and doctor’s ap-
pointments daily in the UK. More than 50 percent of the over 300 thousand 
participants had faced discrimination based on their caste status. As many as 
85 percent had not understood that British legislation protects them from 
this kind of treatment. (Anti Caste Discrimination Alliance 2009.)

There are currently several ongoing campaigns for the freedom of Dalits, 
and at this moment one of the most visible and interesting to foreigners is 
the Shit campaign. In 1993 a law was passed in India which made inheriting 
a profession associated with sewers and lavatories illegal. The law denied the 
connection between specific groups of Dalits and their traditional profes-
sion, but the law has been ignored. The toilets and sewers of India are still 
cleaned by forced Dalit labour. That particular profession cannot be chosen; 
one gets born to do it, just like all other Dalit professions.

Safai Karmachari Andolan is the civil rights movement of the manual 
scavengers or crap-handlers and sewer rats. Its members have announced 
they are going to free themselves. They have announced that they are going 
to stand back and watch as India drowns in shit. (Safai Karmachari Andolan 
2010.)
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