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How can researchers and extremely marginalized communities respond to a shameful and 

economically profitable public secret? Legal and illegal alcohol sales are increasing while 

alcohol consumption is stigmatized and illegal in many parts of the world. Abolition has 

historically failed individuals and communities. It leaves the trade to criminals while forcing 

addicts and their families to hide while their lives are spiralling out of control.  

The research presented in this article examines whether participatory action research 

methods can transform violent, stigmatising approaches to alcohol consumption in 

marginalised communities into community-owned, evidence-informed, non-violent harm 

reduction approaches. In both locations’ alcohol consumption is a highly stigmatised public 

secret. Bihar has banned alcohol production and consumption. Tamil Nadu alcohol 

consumption is frowned upon while sales are an important source of revenue for the state.  

In both states the collection of data and analysis of the situation by the communities 

themselves resulted in a change to adopt harm reduction strategies. These included closing 

shops nearby schools and offering illegal alcohol vendors support to find alternative sources 

of income. 
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This paper analyses our experiences of conducting participatory action research into 

alcohol abuse in communities living with bonded labour in Tamil Nadu and in Bihar. The 

action research on alcoholism in these communities is part of a large-scale mixed-

methods qualitative and quantitative participatory research programme which was 

designed to encourage community-based solutions to bonded labour in India. The 

research was conducted in two ‘slavery hotspots’, both with a high prevalence (over 50%) 
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of households with people in bonded labour, as part of a multi-million dollar programme of 

interventions funded by a foundation specialising in modern-slavery eradication. The 

programme focuses on workers in brick kilns and stone quarries and, to some extent, on 

sex workers in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, and on cotton-mill workers in Tamil Nadu. The 

participatory research runs in parallel to programme interventions by local NGO’s. This 

paper examines whether participatory action research methods can transform violent, 

stigmatising approaches to alcohol consumption in marginalised communities into 

community-owned, evidence-informed, non-violent harm reduction approaches. In both 

locations alcohol consumption is a highly stigmatised public secret. Bihar has banned 

alcohol production and consumption.  
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