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There is no question that we should distinguish between forced labour, trafficking and slavery. But, we should also 
include in the debate another concept, ‘bonded labour,’ as it describes a distinct and widespread form of forced 
labour in India that does not fully accord with the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) definition of forced 
labour. The sociopolitical reality in India and bonded labour’s intimate link with the Indian caste system demand 
that the term ‘bonded labour’ be retained in the discourse on forced labour and trafficking in persons. Addressing 
bonded labour enables two interconnected areas of exploitation and discrimination to be addressed, namely working 
towards emancipation of the minority Dalit community and of the Moolnivasi indigenous communities. 
 
 
Bonded Labour 
 
According to most recent World Bank figures, in 2009, 23.7% of Indians lived below the international poverty line 
of less than USD 1.25 per day.1 Most of those are Dalits and Moolnivasis, and they constitute an overwhelming 
majority of bonded labourers.2 In some regions, they make up 90% to 95% of such labourers.3 This sheds light on 
an important aspect of bonded labour in India: it is not just an issue of poverty, it is a complex social issue and a 
continuing element of the all-pervasive caste system, rooted in discrimination against minority and indigenous 
groups. 
 
Historically, in the typical traditional caste system, Dalits performed all forms of menial labour for the so-called 
‘higher caste’ families and for the village as a whole, without any wage. Remnants of these forms of caste-based 
services still exist in many villages throughout India. During the British rule of India, this ‘caste slave labour’ was 
replaced to a great extent by bonded labour passing through a system of contract labour known then in the British 
Empire as ‘indentured labour’.4 Community-owned land was privatised through various Land Settlement Acts in the 
late 18th century, and wage labour and cash payments increasingly became the norm. Dalit and Moolnivasi 
populations were moved en masse as indentured labourers from one region in India to another and also moved 
overseas to other British colonies to work in coffee or tea plantations,5 to work in various types of mines, and to lay 
railway lines. They were forced to sell their labour for wages that were not sufficient to cover even their basic needs, 
let alone those of their family members. Eventually, even in villages, the earlier ‘caste-slave labour’ characterised by 
‘patron-client’ relationships was replaced by wage labour. The wage labourers had to resort to taking advances or 
loans, and, in lieu of that, they started mortgaging their and their family members’ labour to the creditor. The most 
indigent among the Dalits and Moolnivasis in villages today survive through bonded labour. 
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Bonded labour and debt bondage are not defined in international instruments. By contrast, the Bonded Labour 
System (Abolition) Act 1976 of India does provide definitions of bonded debt, bonded labour and bonded labourer, 
as well as a more comprehensive definition of the bonded labour system. According to the Act, the bonded labour 
system is a system of forced labour in which a debtor, either for a loan, advance or any other economic 
consideration (or hereditary, customary, social or caste obligation), agrees to render service for no wages or for only 
a nominal wage. The system also includes situations where the debtors are prevented from selling labour or the 
product of labour to anyone else or where their free movement is severely obstructed. The Indian Supreme Court 
has clarified that forced labour need not only involve physical or legal compulsion, it is also found in situations 
where a person agrees to work for nominal wages, i.e. wages below the statutory minimum wage or the prevalent 
wages, due to economic hardship. Thus the Supreme Court has given a definition of what constitutes ‘force’ that is 
even broader than that in the International Labour Organization (ILO) definition of forced labour.6 Involuntariness 
is an important constituent of forced labour in the ILO definition, but under the Indian Act, bonded labour results 
from an agreement between a debtor and her/his creditor, wherein the bonded labourer seems to ‘agree’ to the 
conditions of bonded labour. This agreement on the part of a bonded labourer, though indicating that he/she is 
freely entering into the agreement, does not mean it is not forced labour. 
 
 
Similarities and Differences between Slavery7, Slavery-like Practices8, Forced Labour, Bonded 
Labour and Trafficking in Persons9 
 
Slavery-like practices, bonded labour and debt bondage, forced labour and trafficking in persons are intimately 
related. If slavery denotes absolute right of ownership over a person, slavery-like practices denote considerable 
amounts of, though not absolute, control over a person. If forced labour and bonded labour both involve extracting 
labour from a person, bonded labour in a majority of the cases is linked to caste discrimination and customary and 
hereditary obligations. ‘Slavery-like practices’ is a notion that goes further and includes forced labour, human 
trafficking for exploitation, whether physical/labour or sexual exploitation, forced marriage, sale and exploitation of 
children and removal of organs. If slavery, slavery-like practices, forced labour and bonded labour denote the end 
result, human trafficking also includes the process leading to the end result—an inclusion that is not found in all 
other terms.  
 
All these rights violations are interrelated and, in some sense, overlapping or constitute a continuum. In the Indian 
context, what we have to bear in mind is that all these forms are found in varying degrees, but bonded labour and 
debt bondage account for the highest proportion among them all—possibly 80% to 90%. Traditional forms of 
bonded labour in agriculture constitute 60% to 70% of debt bondage in India. Trafficking does not play a significant 
role in this form of bonded labour.10  
 
Yet, internationally, ‘trafficking in persons’ is increasingly used as an overarching term for all of these forms of 
exploitation. Though the Indian Constitution prohibits, as a fundamental right, begar or unremunerated labour, 
forced labour and trafficking in persons under one article, the practice of addressing these different forms has taken 
divergent routes. There are separate statutes and departments addressing human trafficking and bonded labour. 
Whereas trafficking in persons in India is restricted to trafficking persons for commercial sex work and is handled 

                                                             
6  Forced labour means all work or service that is exacted from any person 1. Under the menace of any penalty and 2. For 
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set forth above have been used. UN General Assembly, Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 15 
November 2000. 

10  In absence of statistical data, the percentages here are rough yet informed estimates from my experience of working on 
bonded labour in the agricultural sector since 1998. Bonded labourers are not trafficked by an agent to a distant place; very 
often it is the bonded labourers themselves, and, in cases of children, their guardians, who go in search of masters, very often 
in their own villages or at the furthest in neighbouring villages.  



 

 

by the Home Ministry, bonded labour does not include trafficking for commercial sex work and is dealt with by the 
Labour Ministry at the central level. The amendment to Section 370 of the Indian Penal Code in 2013 adopted the 
United Nations definition of trafficking in persons, giving scope for the Home Ministry to address bonded labour as 
one form of exploitation along with sexual exploitation. However, again, trafficking is a not a component in all cases 
of bonded labour in India. In fact, for the majority of bonded labour cases in villages in India, the trafficking 
definition does not fit. 11 
 
 
Political Reality in India: Bonded labour, forced labour and trafficking 
 
Bonded labour is a reality encountered by all those working with Dalits and Moolnivasis, as well as those with a 
focus on forced labour, slavery-like practices and trafficking in persons. But advocates, like myself, face stiff 
resistance from all sections of the government both to recognising the practice as a problem and to committing to 
its eradication. A deep culture of denial of bonded labour is the norm in all branches of governance, be it legislative, 
executive, police and judiciary, or levels of governance, from national level to gram panchayat (a cluster of villages). 
In spite of the strong provisions in the Indian Constitution and a powerful Act, bonded labour is largely dismissed 
as a phenomenon of the distant past, like slavery, and abolished by legislation. Yet ample evidence12 testifies to its 
continuing existence. While the term ‘trafficking in persons’ has gained traction across India, the focus on trafficking 
arguably feeds this culture of denial as regards bonded labour, leading to a situation where the reality of bonded 
labour can be totally ignored under the pretext that the practice in villages does not constitute traffic in persons. 
 
I advocate retaining the term bonded labour in the discourse on forced labour, slavery and trafficking in persons, 
until all forms of bonded labour are eradicated in India. 
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