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Abstract

Bonded labour remains one of the most severe forms of labour exploitation
and human rights violations in India. Despite constitutional guarantees and
legislative measures aimed at eradicating forced labour, the practice
continues to exist in various sectors of the economy. The Bonded Labour
System (Abolition) Act, 1976 was enacted to abolish the bonded labour
system, extinguish bonded debts, and provide mechanisms for the

identification, release, and rehabilitation of bonded labourers. The Act
represents a significant legislative effort toward securing human dignity,
social justice, and freedom from exploitation. However, decades after its
enactment, bonded labour persists due to poverty, illiteracy, migration, weak
enforcement mechanisms, and inadequate rehabilitation measures. This
paper examines the historical background of bonded labour in India, analyses
the major provisions of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976, and
evaluates its implementation. The study further identifies the challenges
faced in enforcing the Act and highlights the role of the judiciary and
governmental institutions in combating bonded labour. The paper concludes
with recommendations aimed at strengthening implementation and ensuring
the effective realization of the objectives of the Act.

Keywords : Bonded Labour, Forced Labour, Human Dignity, Rehabilitation,
Labour Rights, Social Justice.

Introduction

Bonded labour has historically been one of the most oppressive labour practices in India. It
involves a situation in which a person is compelled to work for a creditor to repay a debt or obligation
under conditions that deprive the individual of freedom and fair remuneration. Such arrangements
often continue for years and may even pass from one generation to another. Bonded labour is generally
associated with economically vulnerable sections of society, including landless labourers, migrant
workers, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other marginalized communities.

The persistence of bonded labour undermines the principles of equality, liberty, and dignity
that form the foundation of the Indian Constitution. Recognizing the gravity of the problem, the
Constitution prohibits forced labour through Article 23 and directs the State to promote social and
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economic justice. Nevertheless, bonded labour continued to flourish due to structural inequalities,
poverty, and indebtedness.

To address this issue comprehensively, Parliament enacted the Bonded Labour System
(Abolition) Act, 1976. The Act abolished all forms of bonded labour, extinguished bonded debts, and
established mechanisms for the release and rehabilitation of bonded labourers. The legislation
represented a significant step toward realizing the constitutional vision of a society free from
exploitation.

Despite the enactment of the Act, reports and studies continue to reveal instances of bonded
labour in sectors such as agriculture, brick kilns, stone quarries, carpet weaving, construction, domestic
work, and mining. The existence of such practices raises important questions regarding the
effectiveness of implementation and the challenges faced in eliminating bonded labour from Indian
society.

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the historical development of bonded labour in India.

2. To analyse the major provisions of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976.

3. To evaluate the implementation of the Act.

4. To identify the challenges affecting effective enforcement.

5. To suggest measures for strengthening the protection of bonded labourers.
Research Methodology

The present study adopts a doctrinal research methodology. The analysis is based on primary
sources including the Constitution of India, the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976, judicial
decisions, government reports, and policy documents. Secondary sources such as books, journal
articles, research papers, and reports published by governmental and non-governmental organizations
have also been consulted.

Historical Background of Bonded Labour in India

The roots of bonded labour in India can be traced to the traditional agrarian economy
characterized by unequal land distribution and dependence on moneylenders. Poor labourers often
borrowed money to meet basic needs, social obligations, or agricultural expenses. In return, they were
required to provide labour to creditors under exploitative conditions.

During the colonial period, economic policies further intensified indebtedness among rural
populations. Land revenue systems and the commercialization of agriculture contributed to the
concentration of wealth and the marginalization of poor farmers and labourers. As a result, bonded
labour emerged as a widespread phenomenon in many regions.

After independence, the issue attracted increasing attention from policymakers, social
reformers, and labour rights activists. Various committees and commissions highlighted the prevalence
of bonded labour and recommended legislative intervention. The Twenty-Point Programme
introduced during the 1970s emphasized the need to eliminate bonded labour. Consequently, the
Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Ordinance was promulgated in 1975 and later replaced by the
Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976.

Constitutional Framework

The constitutional commitment to abolishing bonded labour is reflected in several provisions.
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Article 21

Article 21 guarantees the right to life and personal liberty. Judicial interpretation has expanded
the scope of this provision to include the right to live with dignity, free from exploitation and degrading
conditions of work.

Article 23

Article 23 expressly prohibits trafficking in human beings, begar, and other forms of forced
labour. Any violation of this provision constitutes an offence punishable by law. The constitutional
prohibition forms the foundation of legislative measures against bonded labour.

Article 39

Article 39 directs the State to ensure that citizens are not forced by economic necessity to enter
occupations unsuited to their age or strength and that resources are distributed in a manner that
promotes the common good.

Article 46

Article 46 requires the State to promote the educational and economic interests of weaker
sections of society and protect them from exploitation.

Collectively, these provisions establish a constitutional framework aimed at eliminating
bonded labour and promoting social justice.

Salient Features of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976

The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976 seeks to abolish bonded labour and provide
legal safeguards for affected individuals.

Abolition of Bonded Labour System

The Act abolishes every form of bonded labour system and declares it illegal. No person can
compel another individual to render bonded labour under any circumstances.

Extinguishment of Bonded Debt

One of the most significant provisions of the Act is the extinguishment of bonded debts. Any
obligation requiring a labourer to provide services in repayment of a debt becomes unenforceable.

Freedom from Liability

The Act releases bonded labourers from all obligations arising out of bonded debts. Creditors
cannot recover such debts through legal proceedings.

Restoration of Property
Any property seized from a bonded labourer in connection with a bonded debt must be restored.
Penal Provisions

The Act prescribes penalties for compelling bonded labour, advancing bonded debts, or
obstructing the implementation of the legislation.

Vigilance Committees

The Act provides for the establishment of Vigilance Committees at district and sub-divisional
levels. These committees are entrusted with identifying bonded labourers, monitoring rehabilitation
measures, and advising authorities regarding implementation.
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Implementation of the Act

The implementation of the Act involves a multi-dimensional framework comprising district
administration, labour departments, law enforcement agencies, and rehabilitation authorities.

District Magistrates are designated as the primary authorities responsible for implementing the
Act. They are empowered to investigate cases, release bonded labourers, and ensure compliance with
legal provisions. Vigilance Committees assist in identifying cases and monitoring rehabilitation efforts.

The Central Government and State Governments have introduced rehabilitation schemes aimed
at supporting released bonded labourers through financial assistance, skill development, housing
support, and livelihood opportunities. Rehabilitation is essential because the release of bonded
labourers alone cannot eliminate the socio-economic conditions that contribute to exploitation.

Judicial intervention has also played a significant role in strengthening implementation. Courts
have repeatedly emphasized the responsibility of authorities to identify and rehabilitate bonded
labourers and have interpreted constitutional protections broadly to safeguard vulnerable workers.

Judicial Approach and Landmark Cases

The judiciary has played a transformative role in the identification, release, and rehabilitation
of bonded labourers in India. Through progressive interpretation of constitutional provisions,
particularly Articles 21 and 23, the Supreme Court has expanded the protection available to vulnerable
workers and strengthened the implementation of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976.

Bandhua Mukti Morcha v. Union of India (1984)

This case remains the most significant judicial pronouncement on bonded labour in India. The
petitioner, a public interest organization, highlighted the plight of labourers working in stone quarries
under inhuman conditions. The Supreme Court held that the existence of bonded labour violated
Articles 21 and 23 of the Constitution. The Court emphasized that the State has a constitutional
obligation to identify, release, and rehabilitate bonded labourers.

The judgment broadened the scope of public interest litigation and established that poverty
and economic compulsion cannot justify exploitative labour practices. The Court further directed
authorities to undertake effective measures for the welfare and rehabilitation of affected workers.

Neeraja Chaudhary v. State of Madhya Pradesh (1984)

The Supreme Court observed that merely releasing bonded labourers was insufficient.
Rehabilitation was identified as an essential component of the State’s responsibility. The Court stressed
that unless adequate rehabilitation measures were implemented, released labourers could again fall
into conditions of bondage.

People’s Union for Democratic Rights v. Union of India (1982)

The Court interpreted Article 23 broadly and held that payment of wages below the statutory
minimum wage may amount to forced labour when workers are compelled by economic necessity to
accept such conditions. This decision significantly expanded the understanding of forced labour within
the constitutional framework.

Sanjit Roy v. State of Rajasthan (1983)

The Supreme Court held that workers employed under government relief programmes were
entitled to minimum wages. Any payment below the prescribed rate would violate Article 23 and
constitutional guarantees against exploitation.
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Significance of Judicial Intervention
Judicial decisions have contributed significantly to:

1. Expanding the meaning of forced labour.

2. Strengthening the right to live with dignity.

3. Imposing accountability on governmental authorities.

4. Promoting rehabilitation as a legal obligation.

5. Encouraging public interest litigation for labour rights protection.
Evaluation of Implementation of the Act

More than four decades after its enactment, the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976
continues to serve as the primary legal instrument for combating bonded labour. Nevertheless, the
implementation of the Act presents a mixed picture.

Positive Developments
Legal Abolition of Bonded Labour

The Act successfully abolished the legal recognition of bonded labour and bonded debt. The
legislation established a clear legal framework prohibiting exploitative labour relationships.

Rescue and Release Operations

Authorities across various states have conducted rescue operations resulting in the
identification and release of thousands of bonded labourers. Such interventions have helped expose
hidden forms of labour exploitation.

Rehabilitation Schemes

The Central Sector Scheme for Rehabilitation of Bonded Labourers provides financial
assistance and support for released labourers. Enhanced compensation packages have improved
rehabilitation efforts in many cases.

Increased Public Awareness

Civil society organizations, human rights groups, and labour activists have contributed
significantly to raising awareness regarding bonded labour and workers’ rights.

Areas of Concern

Despite these achievements, implementation remains inconsistent across states. The
identification of bonded labourers often depends on the initiative of non-governmental organizations
rather than proactive governmental action. Many victims remain outside the reach of official
mechanisms.

In several instances, local authorities hesitate to classify exploitative working conditions as
bonded labour due to administrative pressures, lack of training, or insufficient awareness of legal
standards.

Challenges in the Effective Enforcement of the Act
Poverty and Economic Vulnerability

Poverty remains the primary cause of bonded labour. Families facing financial distress
frequently borrow money for medical expenses, marriages, housing, or daily survival. Such
indebtedness creates opportunities for exploitation.
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Even after release, the absence of sustainable livelihood opportunities may push workers back
into exploitative employment arrangements.

Illiteracy and Lack of Awareness

Many bonded labourers are unaware of their legal rights and the protections available under
the Act. Illiteracy limits access to legal remedies and government welfare programmes.

Employers often exploit this lack of awareness by concealing information regarding wages,
contracts, and legal entitlements.

Migration and Informal Employment

Large-scale migration has increased workers’ vulnerability to bonded labour practices. Migrant
workers often depend on labour contractors who provide advances and subsequently impose
exploitative working conditions.

Sectors such as construction, brick kilns, domestic work, mining, and agriculture continue to
witness such practices.

Weak Identification Mechanisms

A major challenge in implementation is the failure to identify bonded labourers. Authorities
frequently adopt a narrow interpretation of bonded labour, resulting in under-reporting and

inadequate intervention.
The hidden nature of bonded labour further complicates identification efforts.
Ineffective Vigilance Committees

Although Vigilance Committees constitute an important institutional mechanism under the
Act, many committees remain inactive or function only on paper. Irregular meetings and inadequate
monitoring reduce their effectiveness.

Delayed Rehabilitation

The success of the Act depends not only on release but also on rehabilitation. However, delays
in disbursement of financial assistance, lack of skill training, and inadequate follow-up often weaken
rehabilitation programmes.

Without long-term support, released labourers remain vulnerable to re-exploitation.
Inadequate Prosecution and Conviction

Despite the existence of penal provisions, convictions under the Act remain relatively low.
Investigative deficiencies, lack of evidence, and prolonged judicial proceedings often discourage
effective prosecution.

The low risk of punishment may reduce the deterrent effect of the legislation.
Social Discrimination

Bonded labour disproportionately affects marginalized communities, particularly Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Deep-rooted social hierarchies and discrimination contribute to the
persistence of exploitative labour relations.

In many rural areas, traditional power structures continue to hinder the enforcement of labour rights.
Contemporary Forms of Bonded Labour

Although traditional forms of bonded labour have declined in some regions, modern
manifestations continue to emerge.
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Brick Kilns

Workers frequently receive advances and become trapped in cycles of debt. Wage deductions,
restrictions on mobility, and poor living conditions are common.

Stone Quarries and Mining

Labourers often work under hazardous conditions while remaining dependent on employers
for accommodation and subsistence.

Agriculture

Seasonal agricultural workers may become indebted to landlords and remain tied to specific
employers for extended periods.

Domestic Work

Domestic workers, particularly women and children, are vulnerable to exploitation due to
isolation and lack of effective monitoring.

Construction Sector

Migrant workers employed through contractors frequently experience conditions resembling
debt bondage, including withholding of wages and restrictions on movement.

Suggestions for Strengthening Implementation

The continued existence of bonded labour despite the enactment of the Bonded Labour System
(Abolition) Act, 1976 demonstrates the need for stronger implementation mechanisms and
comprehensive socio-economic interventions. The following measures may contribute to the effective
eradication of bonded labour in India.

Strengthening Identification Mechanisms

District administrations should conduct regular surveys and inspections in sectors vulnerable
to bonded labour, including brick kilns, stone quarries, agriculture, mining, domestic work, and
construction. Proactive identification rather than complaint-based intervention can significantly
improve enforcement.

Enhancing Awareness Programmes

Awareness campaigns should be organized at the village, district, and state levels to educate
workers about their constitutional rights and legal protections. Information regarding rehabilitation
schemes and grievance redressal mechanisms should be disseminated in local languages.

Revitalizing Vigilance Committees

Vigilance Committees should meet regularly and include representatives from civil society
organizations, labour unions, legal experts, and local communities. Their functioning should be
periodically reviewed to ensure accountability and effectiveness.

Improving Rehabilitation Measures

Rehabilitation should go beyond one-time financial assistance. Released bonded labourers require
long-term support through:

e Skill development programmes.
¢ Employment opportunities.
e Educational assistance for children.

¢ Housing and healthcare facilities.
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e Access to social security schemes.
A sustainable rehabilitation framework can prevent the recurrence of bondage.
Strengthening Inter-State Coordination

Since bonded labour frequently involves migrant workers, coordination among states is
essential. Authorities should establish mechanisms for information sharing, rescue operations,
repatriation, and rehabilitation of migrant labourers.

Effective Prosecution of Offenders

Strict enforcement of penal provisions is necessary to deter exploitative practices. Specialized
training should be provided to police officers, labour inspectors, and prosecutors to improve
investigation and prosecution under the Act.

Leveraging Technology

Digital databases may be developed to monitor identified bonded labourers, rehabilitation
status, and prosecution outcomes. Technology can improve transparency and facilitate coordination
among government agencies.

Addressing Root Causes

The eradication of bonded labour requires addressing structural factors such as poverty,
unemployment, landlessness, and social exclusion. Inclusive development policies and poverty
alleviation programmes should form an integral part of anti-bonded labour strategies.

Conclusion

The Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act, 1976 represents a landmark legislative initiative
aimed at eliminating one of the most severe forms of labour exploitation in India. The Act abolished
bonded labour, extinguished bonded debts, and established mechanisms for the identification, release,
and rehabilitation of bonded labourers. Supported by constitutional guarantees under Articles 21 and
23, the legislation embodies India’s commitment to human dignity, social justice, and freedom from
exploitation.

Judicial intervention has significantly strengthened the implementation of the Act by expanding
the scope of constitutional protections and emphasizing the State’s responsibility toward vulnerable
workers. Decisions of the Supreme Court have reinforced the principle that economic compulsion
cannot justify exploitative labour practices and that rehabilitation is an essential component of freedom
from bondage.

Despite these legal and institutional advancements, bonded labour continues to persist in various
forms. Poverty, indebtedness, migration, illiteracy, social discrimination, weak enforcement
mechanisms, and inadequate rehabilitation remain major obstacles to the realization of the objectives
of the Act. The persistence of bonded labour indicates that legal abolition alone is insufficient unless
accompanied by effective implementation and socio-economic empowerment.

A comprehensive approach combining legal enforcement, rehabilitation, awareness generation,
institutional accountability, and socio-economic development is essential for the complete eradication
of bonded labour. Strengthening the implementation of the Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act,
1976 is not merely a matter of labour regulation but a constitutional imperative aimed at safeguarding
human dignity and ensuring social justice for all.

Notes
1. Constitution of India, art 21.
2. Constitution of India, art 23.
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3. Constitution of India, art 39.

4. Constitution of India, art 46.

5. Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, s 4.

6. Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, s 5.

7. Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, s 6.

8. Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, ss 13-14.

9. Bandhua Mukti Morcha v Union of India AIR 1984 SC 802.

10. People’s Union for Democratic Rights v Union of India AIR 1982 SC 1473.
11. Neeraja Chaudhary v State of Madhya Pradesh AIR 1984 SC 1099.
12. Sanjit Roy v State of Rajasthan AIR 1983 SC 328.

13. Deena v Union of India AIR 1983 SC 1155.

14. Ministry of Labour and Employment, Government of India, Central Sector Scheme for

Rehabilitation of Bonded Labourers.
15. National Human Rights Commission, Report on Bonded Labour in India.
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