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​

Labour laws govern the conditions of work and labour. They are important in preventing exploitation by employers, preventing mass resignations, providing work security, ensuring good working conditions and creating conditions for a happier workforce. There are a number of laws and protection granted in the Indian constitution and in different types of labour laws. As the workplace conditions evolve, so do the labour laws. Hence it is useful to have an overview of the prevailing laws and protections related to labour in India.

In this book, we give an overview of the main labour laws in India, including the newer labour codes introduced in 2019-2020 by the Indian government and their landmark implementation on 21 November 2025. We also focus on practical issues, such as what to do and whom to approach if one is unfairly dismissed from work, as well as newer developments such as the rights of gig and platform workers. This updated edition incorporates the most recent changes in Indian labour law, including the November 2025 implementation of all four Labour Codes and developments in state-level gig worker legislation. It is hoped that this book will help in spreading awareness about the prevailing labour laws among working people. 
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In this chapter we introduce the concept of labour laws and overview some of the laws in India and other countries. 

1.1 What are Labour Laws

Labour laws govern the conditions for initiation of employment, conditions of work, industrial action or strikes, unions, as well as dismissal from employment. 

If an employee is fired unfairly from their job, they can file a complaint with the labour commissioner to get redressal as per the applicable labour laws. Groups of employees forming a union also falls under the labour laws. Industrial disputes between employers and employees, issues related to retrenchment and unfair dismissal, issues related to union formation, etc all fall under the labour laws. 

1.2 Evolution of Labour Laws in India

Labour laws in India have evolved from the conditions of British rule and after India's independence through liberalization and after. 

Under the British, particularly in the 19th and early 20th century, a number of modern factories were set up in different parts of India, leading to the creation of a labour force and ultimately also a labour movement. A number of labour laws were also set up that often mirrored similar laws in Britain and were generally progressive in nature, seeking to regulate the conditions of work. 

Examples of labour related laws laws set up by the British included the Indian Slavery Act 1843, Societies Registration Act 1860, Co-operative Societies Act 1912, the Workmen's Compensation Act 1923, Indian Trade Unions Act, 1926, the Trades Disputes Act 1929, Payment of wages act 1936 and finally the Industrial Employment Standing orders act 1946. 

There were also a number of huge labour strikes in India during British rule, indicating the power of the organized sector and the rise of the trade unions. Examples of such strikes include the 1921 Buckingham and Carnatic Mills Strike and the 1928 South Indian Railway Strike. 

After India became independent, a number of protections for labour were included in the constitution of India. 

Moreover, a number of labour laws were also established soon after independence and the succeeding decades. These included the Industrial Disputes Act 1947, Minimum Wages Act 1948, Factories Act 1948 and State Shops and Establishments Act. 

In 2020 the government of India has proposed four codes related to labour laws to simplify the multiple existing labour laws, including the code of wages and industrial relations code. 

1.3 International Labour Organization ILO 

ILO is one of the constituents of the United Nations or UN, which is the main international body consisting of representatives of all the nations. ILO was founded in 1919 under what was then the League of Nations, precursor to the United Nations. It is responsible for formulating a set of labour standards to which all the countries in the world are aimed to align their labour laws. 

It was responsible for the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, which was adopted in 1998 and included sections on collective bargaining, forced labour, child labour and discrimination. The core conventions include the right to form unions and collective bargaining, industrial action or strikes, abolition of forced labour and child labour, and removal of all forms of discrimination at work. 

Other conventions of the ILO include provisions for maternity leave and maternity protection at work. In recent years, the ILO has also focused on the challenges posed by the digital economy and the growth of platform-based work. In 2024, the ILO released a report on achieving decent work in the platform economy, and has been developing a potential international standard on gig and platform workers, with discussions ongoing at the International Labour Conferences in 2025 and 2026. The ILO’s concept of “decent work” — encompassing productive employment, fair income, workplace security, social protection, and the freedom to organize — continues to influence labour law reform in India and globally. India, as a founding member of the ILO, has ratified several of its key conventions and the four Labour Codes of 2025 reflect many of the ILO’s core principles, including equal pay for equal work, maternity protection, occupational safety, and the extension of social security to all workers. 

1.4 Main Labour Laws in India

The main labour laws in India include the following: 

	Industrial Disputes Act 1947

	State Shops and Establishments Act

	Workmen's Compensation Act 1923

	Trade Unions Act 1926

	Industrial employment standing orders act 1946

	Payment of wages act 1936


In India there are 204-210 labour laws, out of which around 44 apply on a day-to-day basis. This was before the simplification of the laws in 2020. 

Recently, the Indian government has come up with a new set of codes to simplify the labour laws. These are the following: 

	Code of Wages, 2019

	Industrial Relations Code, 2020

	Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code 2020

	Code on Social Security, 2020


All four Labour Codes were officially brought into force on 21 November 2025, when the Government of India issued notifications in the Official Gazette implementing them nationwide. This marked a historic
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