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Abstract 

“Children are the hands by which we take hold of heaven.” — Henry Ward Beecher, reverend 

and social activist. 

The condition of children is representative of a country’s future. Our youth is our pride and 

joy. Just like every human being, children require and are entitled to fundamental rights. 

These rights, although slightly different from those adults enjoy, are important for healthy 

development of a child. 

This paper delves into the condition of children’s rights in India - if and how they are violated. 

Integrating data from various sources, my research talks about different ways by which rights 

of our children are violated and the consequences of such violation. It discusses the steps 

our government has taken to tackle each issue - such as setting up of the National 

Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) - a body aimed at protecting children’s 

rights and the passing of Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act (POCSO) to battle 

sexual exploitation of children along with the impact of such efforts. Prevalent issues such 

as child labour and sexual exploitation have been analysed.  

Starting from the Juvenile Justice Act, 1986, India slowly but surely has been edging forward 

towards solving this problem. There are still many hurdles to cross with contributing factors 

such as poverty and illiteracy still being significant issues. This research sheds light on them 

in hopes of bringing it to attention so that we may all take a bigger step forward in the right 

direction. 
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Introduction 

“We owe our children, the most vulnerable citizens in our society, a life free of violence and 

fear.” — Nelson Mandela, former president of South Africa 

 

For most of human history, the concept of "children’s rights" was virtually nonexistent. The 

19th century saw significant changes in the legal status of children, driven mainly by social 

legislation resulting from industrialization and the emergence of women's rights. On 

February 28, 1924, came a significant milestone in recognition of children’s rights when the 

International Save the Children Union ratified the Declaration of the Rights of the Child. This 

document, later adopted by the League of Nations as the Geneva Declaration on September 

26, 1924, became the first official acknowledgment of the need to safeguard children’s rights 

(Menachery 2).  

 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a child as any person 

under the age of 18. This stage of life is marked by rapid development, making it crucial to 

prioritize the implementation and protection of their rights. However, across the globe, 

countless children face violations of their fundamental rights, including child labor, trafficking 

and denial of education. In India, the violation of children’s rights remains a critical and 

urgent issue. As one of the most vulnerable groups in society, children are disproportionately 

affected by the darker aspects of modernization. Many are subjected to severe abuse such 

as sexual and domestic violence, trafficking, early marriage and labor. Addressing and 

understanding how to cope with these violations is imperative to building a more promising 

future which is conducive for growth. 
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Discussion 

History of child rights in India 

Indian culture has historically valued principles like sacrifice, non-violence and equality. The 

early philosophical texts such as the Vedas and Upanishads advocate for equal rights and 

sympathetic treatment of all, including children. However, structured concepts of children’s 

rights only emerged in the 20th century. In ancient Indian law, children were considered 

dependent on societal protection, with fathers being their sole guardians. Bias against 

children, shaped by factors like age, gender, caste and kinship, was pervasive. 

 

During the medieval period (11th–17th centuries), foreign invasions led to economic and 

social decline. Children, particularly from rural and lower-income families, suffered severely 

due to widespread poverty and the collapse of basic education systems. Access to 

education was limited to upper-caste Hindus and elite Muslims, with girls largely excluded. 

Under British rule, children faced further hardships due to political and economic turmoil. 

Widespread poverty, child labor and neglect marked this era.  

 

The freedom movement brought attention to the importance of children’s well-being in 

nation-building. This led to some early legislation, such as the Apprentices Act and the 

Reformatories Schools Act separating children from adults for the first time in the criminal 

justice system. All these were aimed at creating a space for children specially, noting there 

special requirements. The framing of the Indian Constitution further solidified the focus on 

child welfare, marking the beginning of structured efforts to safeguard children’s rights in 

India. (Preeti, Laxminath and Singh) 
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Child labour  

Child Labour in India has been a pervasive issue, persisting through times.  According to 

EUS 2011/12, 12.9 million children (4.3 per cent of all children) were engaged in economic 

activities in the year preceding the survey. Succeeding that data, PLFS 2018/19 report 

states that 5 million children i.e. 2 per cent of all children aged 5–17 years, were working. 

(UNICEF Innocenti) 

Child labour is more observed, quite naturally, in the lower strata of Indian society especially 

in immigrant children and those of lower castes and religious minorities. Boys are more 

commonly engaged in child labour than girls, a pattern that has remained consistent over 

time. However, this gender disparity is partly due to the methods used to measure child 

labour, which often exclude household chores. As a result, the extent of child labour among 

girls is significantly underestimated.  

The most common cause of child labour is poverty. Although India has developed a lot 

economically, it still is quite far away from completely eradicating poverty. In 1979, the Indian 

government formed a committee known as Gurupada swamy Committee. They suggested 

that instead of taking up such an impractical task of eradicating child labour, a better choice 

would be to ban child employment in certain ‘hazardous’ occupations and to better the 

overall working conditions. (Pathak 2)It is worth mentioning that India has made significant 

progress in expanding access to education and reducing child labour over the past two 

decades. Key initiatives include the Child Labour (Prohibition & Regulation) Act, 1986 which 

expanded the list of prohibited hazardous occupations and processes for children under 14 

years of age and the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act (RTE) 2009, 

guaranteeing education for children aged 6 to 14. The integration of the Mid-Day Meal 

Scheme into the National Food Security Act 2013 has increased school attendance whilst 

also helping child hunger. (Raveenthiranathan) 
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Despite progress, child labour continues in some forms, and not all children attend or 

complete school. The link between more children enrolling in school and less child labour 

shows how important education is in solving this problem. We must develop education 

facilities for children and ensure all children get an education. (Dehury 1) 

 

Sexual Exploitation  

According to the World Health Organization, child sexual abuse is defined as the 

involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable 

to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally prepared and 

cannot give consent, or that violate the laws of society. (Global Forum for Health Research 

15) 

The NCRB statistics for 2020, indicates that more than 28.9% of minors in India suffered the 

crime of sexual offences, with only about 65.6% of the incidents being formally reported. 

This situation was worsened by the lockdown with nearly 90% of these offences being 

perpetrated by trusted people, including family and friends. The complex Indian family 

dynamics further thwart external intervention to protect children. (Chaturvedi) 

 

Certain groups are at elevated risks for abuse. For instance, girls are more vulnerable to 

sexual exploitation due to gender-based discrimination, power imbalances and limitations in 

education opportunities. Child marriage, especially of girls is very common in rural India. 

Likewise, children from tribal communities, religious minority backgrounds and from poorer 

economic status families run an elevated risk towards abuse and exploitation. (ECPAT) 
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To date, child sexual abuse (CSA) continues to be shrouded by stigma and silence. Victims 

and their families find it hard to report such incidents due to societal norms, fear of judgment 

and a lack of awareness. Traditional family structures and poor communication on sexual 

health further intensify the issue.  

 

Although, it must be noted that India is making progress in terms of action against sexual 

crimes involving children. Laws like the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences 

(POCSO) Act, 2012 aim to combat CSA. It safeguards children from sexual offences such 

as assault, harassment and trafficking by imposing stringent penalties including life 

sentences as well. (Moirangthem, Kumar and Bada Math 1). 

Additionally, the Supreme Court’s ruling in 2024 expanded accountability by criminalising 

private possession, viewing and distribution of child pornographic material under the 

POCSO and IT Acts. (Patnaik) 

 

India must strengthen the justice system, create and implement strong legislation to 

effectively tackle child sexual abuse. It needs to address root causes such as prejudice, lack 

of education, systemic corruption etc. 

 

Impact of violation of children’s rights  

The violation of children’s rights sets off a chain reaction of harm that impacts individuals, 

families and society. Poor education results in low literacy, which perpetuates poverty. Data 

reflects this connection: Poverty in India decreased from 45.3% in 1993-94 to 21.9% in 2011-

12 as Literacy rates rose from 52.2% to 73%. However, many children still face barriers to 

education, forcing them into labor and leaving them vulnerable to abuse and violence. 

(Dehury 1) 
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Children employed in hazardous industries often face long-term physical and mental health 

challenges that emerge later in life. Similarly, exposure to violence during childhood disrupts 

healthy brain and body development, limits opportunities and encourages harmful coping 

behaviors such as substance abuse. These combined effects create cycles of disadvantage, 

making it even more difficult for affected individuals to break free from its shackles. (CRY) 

 

Efforts of the government  

Besides the ones mentioned, other Legislative Measures for Child Protection in India 

include: 

 

1. Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection) Act, 2000 (Amended in 2007 and then 2021) 

Focuses on the care, protection and rehabilitation of children in conflict with the law or in 

need of care and protection. 

2. Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006 

Seeks to prevent and penalize the practice of child marriage in India. 

3. National Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), 2005 

Established to ensure that all laws, policies and programs are aligned with the rights of 

children. 

4. National Plan of Action for Children, 2005 

Provides a framework for addressing child welfare and protection through multi-sectoral 

cooperation. 

5. Right to Information (RTI), 2005 

Grants the public access to information held by public authorities, promoting transparency 

and accountability in matters affecting children. 

6. Integrated Child Protection Scheme (ICPS), 2009 



 

9 

 

Introduced to create a safe and protective environment for children through improved 

institutional care and services. 

 

These legislative initiatives collectively provide a legal framework for ensuring the well-being 

of children. It addresses their vulnerabilities and promotes development through education 

and protection. (Hayat) 

 

Conclusion 

The condition of children’s rights in India calls for immediate action. Although there’s been 

improvement in the past few years, it is a long way to go. We as a society need to pay more 

attention and educate ourselves more on this topic.  

 

It is essential to remember that children are not only the beneficiaries of our efforts but also 

the torch bearers of tomorrow. By investing in their well-being, education and holistic 

development, we are laying the foundation for a brighter and more equitable future for the 

nation. 

 

Children deserve to grow up in an environment where their rights are respected, their 

dreams nurtured, and their potential fully realized. We must empower them to be active 

participants in shaping a just and sustainable society. Therefore, let us come together to 

ensure that every child is given the opportunity to thrive. Let us come together and give a 

voice to our future. 
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