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CHILD LABOUR AND EDUCATION

The study of child labour has attracted considerable attention in
recent times, more so in India which accounts for a significant
proportion of the world’s child labour force. Many of these studies
provide detailed descriptions of the various manifestations of child
labour. A few have attempted to understand the underlying causes
for the persistence of child labour despite its universal condemnation
and the various legislative and administrative policies adopted by

~ governments to deal with the problem.

The fact of a large number of working children as also the fact that
the notion of a child working, especially in certain special
circumstances, enjoys fairly wide acceptability creates situation
where there is considerable confusion on the question of who
constitutes a child labourer. One immediate outcome of this is the
wide variation in the figures of the number of child labourers.
Official sources, for instance, put the figure at 17 million of which
two million are engaged in hazardous occupations. On the other

. hand, while some independent sources estimate the number to be

closer to 44 million there are others who have fixed the figure at
100 million. A crucial aspect that needs to be understood in regard
to these figures is that they hold significance only to the extent that
they represent a target group of children for whom specific policies
or programmes are to be framed.

Thus, to the Indian government which views only those children
engaged in hazardous occupations as its target group, it is the figure
of two million which is of relevance and any figure that exceeds
this figure does not hold any specific significance. This aspect, as
we shall subsequently see, has other implications as well. Whatever
the situation the difficulty in adopting a figure like 17 million
becomes apparent as soon as we take a closer look.
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out of an intention to withdraw the child from such work. If a child

is engaged in activity that is not categorized as child labour than it -

can always be ignored. This is one of the implications of drawing a
distinction between one form of work engaged in by a child and
another. It could then be postulated that the ‘missing’ children are
all engaged in activities that do not constitute labour and hence are
neither school going nor child labourers.

This approach has its basis in the concept that child labour should
be distinguished from child work. Once the distinction is sought to
be made between child work (good) and child labour (bad) the
significance of the figures relating to working children, whether 17
million or 80 million, tends to get blurred because there is no simple
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from the workforce is possible énly when the economic status of

~ the families involved improves. Legislative measures in this situation

are unlikely to succeed and the principal effort would have to be
directed towards amelioration of work conditions rather than
elimination of child labour. Any effort at eliminating child labour
would have to focus on the more exploitative forms prevalent in
the hazardous sectors. '

The inevitability of child labour argument is essentially a
consequence of what can be broadly termed as the poverty
argument. In its simplest form the argument is that children work
because they belong to poor families who cannot survive without
the benefit of the income which accrues to the family on account of
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