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The G-20's screen over ‘mazdoors,

n September 9 Prime Minister

Marendra Modi's reading of the fmal

declirtion of the G- Sunmmit was a

political win for him and a diplomatic
wictory for India. The African Union was granted
G- membership, and a sense of iogetherness
amsong the Global Souwth was palpable.

Hoveever, thene were fears that a joint
commumigoé would not be isaued as the
Bussia-Uloradne war was ongeing and the divided
interests of the G-30 members would affect it. But
Mr. hodi made it happen — he softened the
language from the Bali G-30 document criticising
Bussia, kept Uloraine out of the summit, skippesd
the issue of fossil foels, read out the §3
paragraphs of the New Delhi Declaration, and
symbsolically handed over the gavel to Braxilian
President Lusiz Indicio Lul da Silva, who will now
preside over the G-20.

Unfortunately, India missed a great
oppartunity o protect worker rights and advance
the welfire of workers during the G-20 summit,
despite the G-20Vs Labour 20 [L20}, a coalition of
G0 leaders concerned about workers, hokding
two meetings in India.

Bis a matter of concem that the 120 wis
headed by the Bharativa Madoor Sangh (BME], a
tracle umicm affiliated with the muling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BIP). In short, the L3N0 was
paliticised. India’s choioe of the BMS had irked
the Imemational Trade Union Confederation
(ITUC), a confisderation of global trade umions,
and they boyootted the mestings.

In the past, the L30 has been headed by the
ITUC. Howeser, this time it was ignored and the
chair was given to the BMS, which pricritises
right-wing politics over workers' interests. This
incident itself reveals bow “serious” the Indian
government was about workers' xues at the
G-Ji The BMS & not an independent trade
umiom. In the absemce of the ITUC, the L3
discussed portable social security schemes, data
callection for these schemes, addressng skill
Eaps in two meetings, and had some words on
platform workers.

An exploitative labour system.
‘The Indian gevernment should have taken the
oppartunity 1o address the seriows issoes facing
workers in India, soch as forced Eibaouwr,
modern-dy skivery, and the bafila system in the
Arab Gulf where some nine million Indians are
working under exploitative working conditions.
‘The Arab Gulf countries follow an exploitative
labour system called the kafula system, which ties
migrant workers to their employers. This system
ke it difficult for migrant warkers te leave
their johs or change employers, and it increases
the risk of forced kibowr and modern-day shvery.
By paliticising the 120 with the BMS and

i an indiposdont
journalist and et
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‘Undocussnted”

India missed
the ideal
opporuminy
during the
Dedhil summit
o prodect the
rights of
workers and
CTsLre

thedr welfare

ignuring the ITUC, the Indian government missed
a chance io make a real difference in the ves of
workers. Portable insarance schemes are
important, but they are not enough. Workers also
need job creation, decent working conditions,
eqjual pary, gender equality, the elimination of
forced labour and child labour, an end to
modern-day slivery, and the protection of their
nymamlﬂmwelﬁnnfﬂmcrfmrlﬂus_

1t wenskl havve: been a relief for the Indian
working dass, especially in the Arab Gulf, had
these issues been prioritsed and debaved at the
G20, Sandii Arabia, which hosts over 2.5 million
Indliain workers, is a permanent member of the
G20 Oman and the United Arab Emirses, which
were invited 1o the summit, have nearly 800,000
and 3.5 million Indian workers, respectively.

India is the world's largest migrant-sending
country, with an estimated 13 million workers
abroad. OF these, an estimated nine million are
working in exploitative conditions in the Arb
Gulf.

Bt the exploitation of Indan workers is not
Emited to the Arab Gulf. In India iself, workers in
a mumber of industries, inchiding textiles, brick
kilns:, shrimp farming, copper manufscharing,
strme cutting., and plantations. face forced kibowr
and modern-day shnvery.

Aecording to  the Walk Free Foundation, there
are an estimated 27 rnll.ll:mpenple trapped in
modern-day shvery in G-20 countries, of whom 11
million are in India.

Marmy waould be surprisesd with the term fonced
labour and moderm-day skivery. Aoconding to the
International Labour Organtmtion, frced or
comypulsory labour is *all work ar service which
is exacted from any person under the threat of a
pemalty and for which the person has not offered
himself ar herself volmtarily™.

Tt st be noted that India b siged and
ratified the [L0's Forced Labour Convention
kncrwn as C20.

Inather wordk, fomnced labour i different from
substandard or exploitative working condiGons.
Various indicators can be used to ascertain when
2 situation amounts i forced labour, sach as

their rights

alss victims of forced labour., Companies that
withhokd workers' identity documents, such as
Aadhaar cards or men cards, and dery them
apcess 1o the dooaments when required until the
work is done are alsoengaging in forced kibouwr.
Esuing threats of sexial, physical, or mental
abause in order o get the work done is also forced
labaor.

Addressing forced bbour and modern day
shrvery is important for India because the
exploitation of workers would increase
imequality, unstable social justice and thresten
demacracy.

In acddiitiem, we should not forget that the maove
by thee Ui grsernment to consolidate the
labaner bvws into four labour codes is drawing
protests from trade undons, civil societies, and
workers, who allege that it will hive a negative
impact on decent working conditions.

T Il theeere e 530 million workers, of
whom 430 million are in the informal secior, who
are prane o different forms of exploitation,
espedally forced labour.

This is not oaly an Indian problem. All G-20
coumtries face 2 similar situation. [fwe do not
address the situation of workers, we will not be
able i achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals targets far 2030, especially the first one,
which aims to eradicibe poverty.

Without decent working conditions, how cina
worker earn a living wage and keep themsehees
anl their families out of poverty?

The Walk Free Foundation also reports that in
W2, the G-I countries imported goods worth
41 lakh crore that wene made by workens
exploited under modern-day shvery. We as
Indians do not care much about who made the
prochect. However, we should not forget that
prochects made under modern-tay davery will
have the sweat, tears, and blood of workers who
were forced to work under threat and inhunne
conditions o make the products.

Subjects not discussed
The G-20 should have dsoussed imestments in

_p:llneﬂmmnpﬁmmlh the promise of the

restrictioms on workers” Freedom ol

pr iples and rights at work,

withhalding of wages or identity documents,
physical or seoaal vickence, threats and
imtimmidation or fraudident debt from which
workers cannot escape.

Mot just an Inddian problem

My recent investigative experience of forced
labour in the shrimp industry in Ancdhra Pradesh
suggests that workers who are paid less or unpaid
fior overtime, under the threat of being fired if
they ask for it, are victims of forced bbour.
Workers whi are forced to waork until they have
paid off 2 loan they book from the company are

ersuring minimum lving wages and equal pay,
social protection for all n'.ihulﬁl:'n]d.mbputrll
assistance, establishing equality of mcomes,
pender, and race, and coordimting action on
inchusion as the basis of a rights-based
development mode] realised through multikiberal
reform that deals with the threats to our peace
anxl commen security.

Unfortunabely, not much happened. Workers
were ignored, just as green oartains were used o
sereen out the dwellings of the poor that were
nesar areses of G-20 summit events (o avoid
embarrassment about the reality.
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The two heroes of ‘Sanatana Dharma; their insights

hen Kerab Chief Minister Pinaravi
w‘riia\m_ makes a point cut of Sree

Narayama Guru not using the wond
‘Samatang’ 26 a prefix to " Diormae” in the name of
his organisation, the intention is to dearly
distance progresdve elements within Hinduizm
from the “majority”’ who supposedly follow the
casteist “Senmtana’ version. What Mr. Vijyan and
uther politicins do ot seem b appreciate is that
i Hindu reformer inchsding Sree Narayana Gun
criticised 5 Divarma’ or di d it in
Ervour of any other religion ar philssopiy.

Features that are the most ‘Sanatana®
Orthodox opponents of Eth century reform
muwements goch as Arya Samaj and the
Bamakrishna mission called themsebes
‘Samaranists’ i emphasise permanence of
ancient bextual doctrines over dynamism and
change, as the essential featare of Hinduizm . Just
like the many voices that redsted change right
from the time of Adi Sankara to the Bhakd
muwement, these selfFprocaimesd *Samatanists’
also remained an the wrong side of history. What
they Failesd to realise - like some politiciins of
oy — is that dynamism and propensity for
reform ane the maost “Sanatana’ or ancient or
vriginal of Hinduism's *[Warmic’ fetures. Which
is wity the reforme s had no qualms in using the
phrase “Sanmtama Diverma’ o describe their

philosophies.

In the "Satyartha Prakasa', Swami Dayananda
Saraswati called the Viadic Dfarma’, bereft of
many prevadling features of Hinduism inchsding
untouchability and idol worship, *Sanabma
Nityadharma'. Few can dispute that the proud
‘Sanatani”, Mahatma Gandhi, had the greatest
ride in bringing women into the coantry's social
mainstream. In fact, it wis Gandhians such as
Renuka Ray and Hansa Mehta who first

i far reform in Hindu Bamily kws
despite facing tiff eppaosition, once again from
selfprochimesd ‘Sonatanists’. Their response was

Adlithya Rededy
is Advocate, High
Court of Madras

Any stemp i
carve Hindulsm
o progressive
amd regressive
blacks, labelling
the regressive as
Sanathana
Iharma’, canno
overcnme the
influence of
Swami
Vivekananda
and Subramania
Bharat

not toderide Senatane Divrme’. In the Central
Assembly, Renuka Bay quoted verse after verse
from the Uparsishacls and scriptures wo highlight
Hinduizm’s egalitarianism. Ay effort to care
Hinduism into progressive and regressive blocks
and bbel the latter Sanatana Dharma® cannat
emvercome the influence and example of two icans
af “Senatama Divermr’, Le, Swami Vivelkanamda
and Subramania Bharati.

Before Sree Nanyana Gura built his mevement
for emancipation of low-caste Hindus in Kerala,
Swami Vivekanamda called the region a Tunatic
asylum” for the kind of barbaric practices Hindus
perpetrated aginst each ofher. He used every
kind of critical epithet to describe the state of
Himduizm and its youth. This anger and call for
action arose onby Erom his grounding in
“Banmiona Dharma’. Swami Abhedananda, Swami
Vivel la's chosen for his
international mission, called the Chicago speech
“an outline of Sanmtana Diverma”™. He described
tthe: import of Swami Vivelamanda's speech: “the
word Senatame Dfermae, & you all now, means
eternal religion. The eternal religion has oo
founder. By ‘religion’ we do not mean a particalar
set of doctrines and dogmas: ..... By religion it is
mot mieant that we should accept some of the
words written in a book (which may or may not
e revealed) a= infallible truth, whether the
guestions of minds are answered or not, but by
meligion is meant a solution of all the problems of
lifie andd death.” It was this ‘Sonatane Dharma®
that formed the basis of Swami Vivekananda's
attack o “Sectarimizm, bigotry, and its horrible
desoendant, fanaticism, fwhich) have long
this beautiful earth®. It is essentially

lifferent from any religion that is static by wirtue
af having a single source. It is different because it
i amtithetical to dogma.

Bharati, an indirect disciple of Swami
Wivekananda through his “Dierma-Purr? Sister

Mivedita, was equally anguished by the state of
material and spiritual debility to which Inglia had
sank during his times. In a poem tited My Heart
Sprthes™ hwe writes, “Like blind children, they
fallow abwsays_. in this sacred bind where once
Bourished more than a million ennobling arts,
like: senseless beasts, they now simply subsist.”
The allusion & to the path of ‘Samatene Dharma®
Eram which Indiams have gone astrary. For Bharati,
without spiritual awakening, there could be no
political liberation. It was Mand. and Panschali
of *Sanafana Dharma’ who were inspirations in
his Gght against discrimination and oppression.
Vain attemnpts have been made to distance
these icons from  their *Diarmic” badeground. As
Sahitya Akademi aovardes Ko Moo Subramamyam
w2y, “communists were never tried of quoting
the poem of Subramamia Bharati on the Russian
Revolution often forgetting or wilfully
withholding the fict, that he attribusted o the
BMother Goddess, of India 25 well 2% of the World,
in fact the Maha Kali of the Universe, the Russian
Bevolution...” In his quest o make *Vedanta®
practical and meaningfl to the lowest rungs of
society, Vivekananda did not spare even the
preatest of gurus such as Sankara and Ramanuja
Erom criticism. This does not mean he thought
outside the sphere of “Sanatons Darma’.

In perspective

Recently, an September 11, Bharati was
remembsered on his death anniversary and the
country celebrated the 130th anniversary of the
Chicagn speech at the World's Parkament of
Religirms. Thise are socasions bo remind
oursshves that Bharati and Swami Vivekananda
could espouse Sanmtana Dfgoma’ ina manner
that appears to subvert its own established rules,
omly becanse as Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan
sy, “Hinduism is not bound up with a creed or
a bk, a prophet or a founder, but is persistent
search for truth on the basis of a continuoushy
renewsd experience.”
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