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Although slavery has been officially 
abolished, this ancient social in-
stitution that has occurred almost 
everywhere in the world has not yet 
ended: different forms of contem-

porary slavery still exist. The most known forms 
are probably human trafficking, child labour 
and so called sweatshops, where people work for 
insufficient wages and in unbearable conditions. 
Another form, bonded labour, is found to be 
common in South Asia. Bonded labour has many 
forms, but the most common feature is that a 
person works in slavery-like conditions in order 
to pay back a loan. In most cases the work doesn’t 
reduce the actual debt and therefore the labourers 
become bonded to the employer for the majority 
of their lives. One type of bonded labour is the 
Haliya pratha in Nepal, a caste-based semi-slavery 
system in the country side where often a low-
caste labourer works in the field of a high-caste 
landowner without proper payment in return for 
a loan. 

After the official abolishment of the Haliya sys-

tem in 2008, many organisations  reported about 
the continuing plight of the former Haliya work-
ers. Due to the lack of quantitative measures and 
the complicated political situation in Nepal, the 
condition of many Haliyas is reported to have 
become worse since their freedom. Therefore it 
would seem that the liberation has had negative 
consequences. This impression caught my atten-
tion towards the former Haliyas. I wanted to find 
out how the Haliyas themselves perceived their 
life changes after finishing Haliya work. That way 
this study becomes part of the subaltern studies 
that gives a voice to one of those groups in soci-
ety that are socially, politically and geographically 
outside the hegemonic power structure (see e.g. 
Spivak, 1988). I use qualitative content analysis 
for an interview material that I collected in Far-
Western Nepal in summer 2013.

Who are haliyas?

Haliya in Nepali language means literally a 
ploughman, but it is understood more gener-
ally as a low-caste rural labourer who works in 
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someone else’s field to pay back the debt he once 
took from the field’s owner (K. Upadhyaya, 
2004, 119). The Haliyas are considered bonded 
labourers since they get either only food or a very 
small fee for the work they do. Furthermore, 
the work done does not decrease the debt but is 
considered to cover only the interest. The origi-
nal sum, which can be in some cases less than 
one hundred euros, will be collected from other 
sources. The result is often that the debt remains 
or even grows and the person is obliged to work 
his whole life as a Haliya. Often the debtor’s fam-
ily, such as wife and children, work in the land-
owner’s field as well, and the debt is inherited 
to the next generation. The Haliya system, that 
has also been referred to as semi-slavery (CSRC, 
2014), is prevalent especially in Mid- and Far-
Western Nepal. The exact number of Haliya’s is 
unknown and estimates vary. According to the 
Nepali government and some NGO’s this ranges 
from 19,100 to 60,000 people. (CSRC, 2014; 
NNDSWO & LWF Nepal, 6; RDN & CO-
LARP, 2012, 1, 19). 

The Haliya system is strongly linked to the caste 
system since most of the Haliya workers are low-
caste Dalits. Their landlords, who are the credi-
tors, are classed as high-caste. The reason for this 
is cultural. Unlike Dalits, high-caste people are 
not considered suitable for fieldwork – ploughing 
is considered polluting in a ritual sense. For ex-
ample Kami (known as Lohar in Western Nepal), 
Damai and Sarki, all Dalit castes, have tradition-
ally been working as Haliyas. (NNDSWO & 
LWF Nepal, 6; K. Upadhyaya, 2004, 119). It has 
also been suggested that the relationship between 
a Haliya and his landlord is not purely a coercive 
slavery-relationship but clientelist in its nature: 
the relationship is considered voluntary and 
beneficial to both parties (see e.g. Kumar KC, 
Subedi, & Suwal, 2013, 15).

The majority of Haliya work is typically done 
during the agricultural peak seasons, sowing 
and harvesting times. During the off season the 
Haliyas have typically gone to other places such 
as India to work, since the landlord offers food 
only when there is work to do. The Haliyas are 
still obliged to return as soon as the landlord 

needs them again. (NNDSWO & LWF Nepal, 
7). The Haliyas living in the hilly area of Nepal 
are said to have a partly better position than the 
ones living in Terai, since the previous often have 
a piece of land on their own. (NNDSWO & 
LWF Nepal, 7).

Theoretical and methodological frame-
work for bonded labour

The majority of the literature on bonded labour 
states that the official abolishment of the system 
has brought new difficulties for the labourers. It 
is often thought that since the labourers enter the 
bonded relationship voluntarily, the abolishment 
might diminish their welfare. Carmichael (2001), 
Anker (2004, 3), Bhandari et al. (1996, 19), Basu 
et al. (2004, 209), Daru et al. (2005, 138, 143) 
and Chhetri (2005, 40-1) argue that some of the 
former bonded labourers live in worse conditions 
than before the liberation. Futher, Giri (2012; 
2009, 599–601) and Upadhyaya (2008) state 
that the bonded labour system might transform 
into something new after the official abolishment 
but it won’t disappear.

The opposite view argues that the abolishment of 
bonded labour systems has improved the situa-
tion of the liberated labourers. Kvalbein (2007, 
iv) argues that although the annual income of 
the former Kamaiyas, another group of bonded 
labourers, vary more nowadays, their average 
income has risen. Genicot (2002) and Hatlebakk 
(2006, 20, 26) state that although the bonded la-
bourers enter the bondage voluntarily, the official 
abolishment makes other employment and loan 
opportunities possible and therefore enables the 
improvement of bonded labourers’ condition.

Between the two extremes, there is a view to 
which the impacts of the official abolishment are 
neither purely positive nor negative. According 
to Engerman (2003, 187) the liberation doesn’t 
mean improvement in material conditions 
among the poorest. Ramtel (2008, xii) argues 
that although the nature of the Haliya work has 
changed from debt, tradition and land into a psy-
chological socio-structure, still the system exists. 
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Furthermore, Akerlof (1976) points out that the 
effects of the abolishment are dependent on other 
people’s actions: if one quits the bonded labour 
relationship it is harmful to all, but if the whole 
system is finished, everyone benefits from it. 
Likewise, Conning and Kevane (2007, 110) state 
that the freedom of the former bonded labourers 
is increased but the increase in income depends 
on whether the landlords have other ways to 
suppress the former bonded labourers. Basu and 
Chau (2004) state that the way of liberation mat-
ters: paying back the debt to the landlord might 
bring temporary positive change, but it won’t 
change the vulnerability of the former bonded 
labourer in the long run. Similarly, tighter legis-
lature on bonded labour might lead to children 
ending up in worse labour conditions. Accord-
ing to them, cheaper loans from official sources 
decreases bonded labour, but if borrowing is 
too cheap, the risk is to become indebted again 
which might result in child labour.

The above stated arguments for and against the 
liberation focus mainly on comparing objective, 
material conditions. The research on bonded 
labour lacks almost totally the level of subjective 
experiences: the voice of the bonded labourers 
themselves. Much of this has to do with method-
ology: While most of the studies focus on quanti-
tative data and questionnaires (see e.g. Villanger, 
2006), few of them have done ethnographic 
research, meaning in-depth interviews and par-
ticipant observation. Therefore, I see it as impor-
tant to gain an understanding on the grass-root 
level. My study focuses on the personal thoughts 
and perceptions of the group of people whose 
views are not normally heard outside their own 
community. The concept that the analysis is built 
on is social status. Social status could be inter-
preted as social opportunities, one of the crucial 
instrumental freedoms of Amartya Sen’s (1999, 
4, 38–40) notion of freedom. Sen argues that 
social opportunities such as education and health 
care are important for the basics of development, 
such as to avoid early death, but also for people 
to be able to participate in society. For example 
illiteracy as a lack of social opportunity might be 
an obstacle for participating in the economic but 
also in the political life.

In the analysis below, I suggest that the most 
important change regarding the social status of 
former Haliyas is reduced subordination. Men-
delsohn and Vicziany (1998, 37, 147) propose 
that there are two forms of subordination of 
Dalits: ritual subordination, that is cultural and 
social by nature, and economical subordination, 
which means poverty in short. Poverty is visible 
through the lack of food, income and property, 
ritual subordination is produced through restric-
tions of freedom and social exclusion. These two 
sides of subordination are related to each other 
and they are manifested through, for example, 
enslavement of low castes by high caste people.

Former Haliyas’ experiences in Baitadi

My data set consists of nineteen in-depth in-
terviews and participant observation over a five 
week period of former Haliyas in a rural village 
in Baitadi, Far-Western Nepal. In the interviews, 
I concentrate on the former Haliyas’ experiences 
on the changes in their lives after finishing the 
Haliya work.

When most of the literature stresses the weak-
ened position of former bonded labourers, my 
data doesn’t support these findings. Former 
Haliya’s perceptions are much more positive. Ac-
cording to them, the quality of life has increased 
remarkably after finishing the Haliya work:

Camilla Lohenoja (CL): If you think about 
your life, let’s say when you were working as 
Haliya, how has it changed?
Interviewee (I): It’s different. 
CL: How is it different? 
I: I don’t have to go there, I left that work and I 
worked myself in my house and leading my life, 
so it’s good. I left that work so now it’s good.
CL: What about economically, when was it 
better, then or now?
I: It is similar, I don’t have anything to like 
earn much, so it’s similar. There is no difference. 

(P18, M 33 years)

The above quotation captures well the for-
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mer Haliyas’ perceptions about the difference 
compared to the former: there is change, but 
counting only rupees does not represent the real 
essence of the state; we have to dig deeper in 
order to understand the change more thoroughly. 
Sentences “I don’t have to go there”, “I left that 
work so now it’s good” reveal a little bit of the 
crucial experience of the former Haliyas.

 Using the principals of qualitative content 
analysis (see Schreier, 2012) I separated different 
dimensions that seemed important in the inter-
viewees’ speeches concerning the experienced 
change. I labeled these dimensions as changes in 
material welfare such as work, food and liveli-
hood as well as changes in the social status such 
as suppression. The change in the social status of 
the former Haliyas is, according to my analysis, 
the most important dimension for the interview-
ees. Although the changes in the material welfare 
are not that big, the diminished subordination 
and exclusion as well as increased experience of 
freedom outweigh the lack of material improve-
ment.

The most remarkable change in the social status 
is the reduced level of subordination. Decreased 
caste discrimination, dependency and forcing are 
each dimensions of the diminishing subordina-
tion of the former Haliyas:

Now we are free, we can do anything, 
we can go anywhere, anytime, sort of like, we 
are free now and, before we have to, we were in 
suppression, pressio--, like force, we always have 
to do the work they want us to do, they always 
call us do this work, do that work but now it 
has been good, we can do anything, now we 
have our own choice. 

(P 8, F 26 years)

The answer praises the finishing of forcing and 
the rise of freedom. It follows Genicot’s (2002) 
and Hatlebakk’s (2006) argument that the abol-
ishment makes other employment opportunities 
possible. Also caste discrimination is seen dimin-
ished after the liberation:

Talking about caste discriminations, 

like yeah, we are not allowed to go to house, 
enter the upper caste people’s house, like... even 
we are not allowed to go even near the, near 
the house, like there is ground, even there, but 
after Maoist movement, and, (.) there was, (.) 
it’s okay now, it has diminished. Before even 
to buy something, before go to shop we have to 
stay outside and they give and we take that and 
come back. But now it’s okay.

(P5, M 39 years)

The quote reveals that although caste discrimi-
nation has not ended, it has decreased since the 
Haliya work has ended. Mendelsohn and Viczi-
any’s (1998, 37, 147) division of caste discrimi-
nation into ritual and economic subordination 
seems appropriate here: just like they suggest, the 
ritual subordination has diminished more than 
the economic. However, an important remark 
is that the economic situation has not become 
worse either according to my interviewees’ per-
ceptions.

Interpretations: Importance of “own 
work” and the role of Maoists

Concentrating on objective measures and ex-
ternal indicators only, we gain knowledge that 
doesn’t look too promising for the former 
Haliyas. Incomes haven’t risen, and still life is an 
everyday struggle for survival. However listening 
to the experiences of the interviewees, develops 
quite a different picture. Although there is still a 
lack of sufficient income, the huge change in the 
minds of former Haliyas is apparent. They feel 
themselves free to eat whenever and whatever 
they want, work as much, where- and to whom-
ever they want. They don’t feel the suppression 
and pressure to work for others, but instead they 
can choose to do work on their own:

Before we used to work for them, only for 
them and there is no other work but after that 
when we stopped from there we got chance to do 
our own work and we got chance to grow our 
own goats.

(P19, M 51 years)

Therefore it seems that the possibility to be more 
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independent is a crucial part of former Haliyas’ 
experience.

The impact of Maoists is important to acknowl-
edge in the opinions of the former Haliyas. Since 
the village was under heavy Maoist influence dur-
ing the Maoist war in 1996–2006, and the Mao-
ists are still the most popular party in the area, it 
seems that the responses are strongly influenced 
by the Maoist discourse. One of the respondents 
puts it clearly:

H: Yeah, Maoist people just forced us 
to not go the field of landlord, like don’t go 
to plough the field of others, so, that’s why we 
didn’t go to work. Most of the people don’t say 
this, because of... fear of things. -- Still I’m also 
afraid, we are afraid to work as a Haliya be-
cause Bishnu [name changed] is here, he might 
report... us and even still we are maoist people 
now, we can’t also work for, as a Haliya, --

(P5, M 39 years)

The comment exposes the power the Maoists 
still have in the village – Bishnu, one of the vil-
lage leaders, might report if someone worked as 
Haliya. The fear of Maoists is therefore a strong 
incentive not to work as a Haliya anymore. On 
the other hand the interviewee regards himself 
and the other Dalits in the village as Maoists. 
Since one of the Maoist objectives was to liberate 
Haliyas, the interviewees’ responses fit well with 
the Maoist idea. This is supported by the remarks 
on the village nearby: there the Maoist influence 
was much weaker, and the attitude towards Mao-
ists is much more negative.

Discussion

The findings above are somewhat in disharmony 
with the majority of literature dealing with abol-
ishment of bonded labour system as discussed 
in the literature review. There might be many 
reasons for this. For example, most of the litera-
ture focusing on Nepal’s bonded labour systems 
deals with Kamaiyas. Literature about Haliyas is 
very limited due to their more recent liberation. 
Kamaiyas’ situation is somewhat different - most 
of them used to live in their landlord’s lands and 

house, when Haliyas often had a piece of land 
to themselves and a house on their own. When 
the bonded labour relation finished, the Haliyas’ 
landlords couldn’t send the Haliyas away from 
their own lands, unlike in Kamaiyas’ cases. Fur-
thermore, since the village where I conducted my 
fieldwork is situated close to the Indian border, 
many former Haliyas have good opportunities 
to work in India. They also have other means of 
income such as preparing utensils, carrying loads, 
working in road construction and cutting wood, 
so that finishing Haliya work has not meant 
finished livelihood opportunities.

However, the most important reason for the dif-
ference between the interviewees’ experience and 
the literature is, according to my interpretation, 
the difference in the methodological approaches. 
As stated above, ethnographic research hasn’t 
been popular when studying the changes of lib-
eration. Therefore, when focusing on the subjec-
tive level, the results seem almost opposite to the 
research using mostly quantitative methods and 
indicators focusing on material changes.

Based on my data it can be argued that the 
impacts of abolishing the Haliya bonded labour 
system in the village of my fieldwork have been 
strongly positive in former Haliya’s perceptions. 
Although material welfare hasn’t improved very 
much, the diminished subordination is the most 
important experience according to the inter-
viewees. Therefore, we may suggest that material 
welfare is not always the most important measure 
when discussing the impacts of abolishment of 
bonded labour. This is an interesting observa-
tion when discussing welfare questions even on 
a more general level, instead of focusing solely 
to the material improvements when tackling 
inequality, it might be useful to examine the 
importance of social status more thoroughly as a 
feature of welfare.
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