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THERE ARE APPROXIMATELY 1.2 million people o f  
Indian origin in South Africa. While they comprise a 

mere 2.6 per  cent  o f  S o u t h  Africa 's  population 
of 45 million, they have a very visible public profile in 
KwaZulu-Natal (KZN),  where 7 2  per cent o f  Indians 
live and where they constitute 10 per cent o f  the popula-
tion, and to a lesser extent in Gauteng,  home to 2 0  per 
cent of the Indian population. Mosques ,  temples, Indian 
traders, Hindi movies and even Indian cuisine, festivals 
and ri;uals are visible in most  parts o f  these provinces. 
Freedom of movement from the mid- l  9 8 0 s  has seen 
Indians increasingly settle in other parts o f  the country. 
Apartheid saw the establishment o f  large townships like 
Chatsworth, Phoenix and Lenasia,  where thousands o f  
Indians still live in an  all-Indian milieu. T h e  majority o f  
Indians are descendants o f  indentured labourers who 
arrived between 1860 and 1911.  Their  ancestors arrived 
long before the subcontinent was  partitioned, and they 
have deep roots in South Africa, where they have been 
li1ing for five generations. 

ARRIVALAND SETTLEMENT 

Thefirstlndians in South Africa were slaves imported b y  
the Dutch East India Company in the 17th century from 
Bengal and South India. T h e y  were few in number and 
came to be absorbed into the C a p e  Malay  population. 
The majority, however, are descendants o f  the 152,184 
indentured labourers introduced into N a t a l  (now 
KwaZulu-Natal) between 1860 and 1911 to work on 
sugarplantations, as the indigenous Zulu,  w h o  had access 
to land on colonial locations and Christian mi :sions, 
resisted absorption into the capitalist economy. Indian 
migrants were highly stratified: 6 2  per cent  were men,  
25 per cent were women, a n d  13 per cent were  children; 
60 per cent were Tamil and Telugu speakers from Tarnil 
Nadu and Andhra Pradesh in southern India, while the 
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rest were from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh in the north; over 
8 0  per cent were Hindu, about 15 per cent Muslim, and 
there was a small number of  Christians. Indian migrants 
comprised several hundred castes ranging from Brahmins 
to Pariahs. Madras was the point o f  departure from the 
south and Calcutta from the north. 

Entrepreneurs from Gujarat, on the west coast o f  
India, followed from the early 1870s. They were termed 
'passengers' because they came at their own expense 
and were subject to the ordinary laws o f  the colony. T h e  
Whites incorrectly called them Arabs because the majori-
ty  were Muslim. Passengers played a significant role in 
shaping Indian society. They dominated Indian trade, 
competed with the Whites, provided credit and job oppor-
tunities for Indians, and took the lead in establishing 
religious and educational institutions. Passengers were 
able to keep their social distance from other Indians. They  
saw migration as temporary and maintained links with 
their homeland through visits, marriage in India, and b y  
remitting money to build wells and schools in their villages 
o f  origin. Gujarati Hindus and Muslims also had more in 
common with each other than with their co-religionists
among the indentured migrants.

Indenture made it difficult to preserve caste distinc-
tions. Migrants were recruited as individuals and found it 
difficult to maintain caste separation during the cramped 
journey overseas. The breakdown o f  caste accelerated on 
plantations, where the migrants did the same work at the 
same rate, irrespective o f  caste status and ta boos. They  
were also housed together in barracks and subject to 
communal bathing. Ramadeen, an indentured labourer, 
told the Wragg Commission o f  1885 that in Natal  he 
had  'eaten with different people and broken m y  caste, 
my friends in India will not even eat with me. N o  fine 
could bring m e  back my caste.' T h e  broadest regional 
distinction was between 'Madrassee' and 'Calcuttya'.  T h e  
Protector's files contain many examples o f  labourers 
from South India refusing to work with those from North 
India and vice versa. 

Indenture spawned harsh laws that governed every 
aspect o f  the migrants' lives. They had to work for five 
years for the employer to whom they were assigned. 
Overwork, malnourishment and squalid living conditions 
formed the pattern of  daily life for most agricultural 

., 
workers; indentured Indians had  few ways o f  resisting. 
Rigid controls included draconian laws which viewed 
all contractual offences as criminal acts and sanctioned 
legal action against Indians for laziness and desertion. 
Indians could not go more than 3 .2  k m  from the estate 
without their employer's written permission. T h e y  could 
not live o f f  the estate, refuse work, demand higher wages 
or change employer. Tripartite stratification, made up  o f  
White employers and management,  an intermediate class 
o f  sirdars (labour supervisors), and the mass o f  indentured
workers, coupled with the coercive apparatus o f  the state,
particularly the legal system, which favoured planters,
ensured that the leverage o f  employers was largely,
though not entirely, unchallenged. Complaints to the
Protector about excessive working hours, poor housing,
non-payment o f  wages and corporal punishment were
mostly in vain as the skilled testimony and race o f  the
employer invariably w o n  the day. Resistance was mostly
indirect and included flight, arson, stealing, absenteeism,
suicide, feigning illness and destruction o f  property.

Passenger migrants settled throughout Natal  and 
the Transvaal (now Gauteng,  the Northwest  Province, 
Limpopo and Mpumalanga),  with small numbers in the 
Cape as well. T h e  discovery o f  gold on  the Witwatersrand 
(1886) and diamonds in Kimberley (1869) gave impetus 
to railway construction and harbour development in 
Natal. S o m e  Indian traders followed the railway line to 
the Transvaal, settling in towns such as Ladysmith and 
Charlestown, while others established themselves in 
Dundee  and Newcastle in the coal-mining interior o f  
northern Natal ,  in sugar-producing areas along the Natal  
coast, as well as in the tea-, maize- and wattle-growing 
midlands in villages such as Ixopo, Richmond and 
Estcourt. Passenger migrants were joined b y  free Indians 
as well as indentured Indians w h o  h a d  fled their employ-
ers. There  were 149,791 Indians in South Africa in 1 911.  
O f  these, around 30 ,000 ,  or 2 0  per cent, were o f  passen-
ger origin, while just over 130,000 lived in Natal.  Free  
Indians were among those scattered throughout South 
Africa, though restrictions on inter-provincial movement 
limited their numbers. 

ECONOMIC COMPETITION AND WHITE OPPOSITION 

Economic competition from Indians provoked strong 
opposition from the Whites. While indentured immigrants 
were free to return to India after 10 years, over hal f  o f  
them remained in Natal.  S o m e  stayed because o f  the 
difficulty o f  reintegrating into Indian society, while others 
had  started families and probably felt that they could 
make something o f  their lives in Natal.  M o s t  free Indians 
grew fruits and vegetables for the local market on  
land rented from absentee landlords and land companies. 
There were 2 0 0 0  market gardeners in Durban b y  1885. 
Indians branched out into other vocations as well. T h e  
1904 census listed Indian accountants, shoemakers, ciga-
rette makers, clerks, cooks, domestics, laundry workers, 
plumbers, fishermen and tailors. T h e  permanent settle-
ment o f  free Indians and the growing passenger presence 
stirred White hostility. 

Indian merchants imported rice, spices and apparel 
for their compatriots. T h e y  were linked to one another 
and to smaller traders b y  an  extensive network o f  trade 
and credit since White-owned formal banks initially 
shunned 'Indian, Arab or Banyan'  traders. Passenger 
migrants rapidly dominated trade in the relatively open 
ethnic economy at the expense o f  free Indians, and also 
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competed with Whites. T h e  Wragg Commission noted 
in 1885 that Indian traders were the cause o f  'much o f  
the irritation existing in the minds o f  European Colonists.' 
T h e  Whites testified that Indians were 'dishonest',  under-
cut them, supplied illegal liquor to Africans and were 
addicted to drinking. 

B y  1894,  the Natal  Indian population o f  46 ,000  
exceeded the White population o f  45 ,000.  Natal  was 
unique in that the Whites and Indians were alike in 
numerical and class terms. White traders lobbied for trade 
protection, while White workers sought to monopolise 
better-paying jobs. Once Natal  achieved self-government 
in 1893, laws were promulgated to limit Indian franchise, 
curb immigration, restrict trade and impose burdensome 
taxation. Act  17 o f  1895,  which levied a £ 3  annual tax 
on indentured Indians who chose not to renew their 
contracts, was intended to keep them locked into th_e, 
system or force them to return to India. T h e  law created 
terrible hardship. T h e  percentage o f  Indians w h o  re-
indentured or returned to India after 1 0 years in the 
colony increased from approximately 2 0  per cent per 
annum to 8 0  per cent between 1907 and 1913. Between 
1898 and 1910, immigration laws were used to prohibit 
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T h e  r a i l w a y  l i n e s  s h o w  t h e  
r o u t e s  t a k e n  by  I n d i a n s  to 
the d i a m o n d  a n d  c o a l  m i n -
i n g  reg io ns . T h e  B l u e  Train, 
n o w  a l u x u r y  s e r v i c e ,  w a s  
o n c e  i n v o l v e d  in t h e  d i s c o v -
e r y  o f  g o l d  a n d  d i a m o n d s .

I n d i a n s  out s ide  a 
d i a m o n d  m e r c h a n t ' s  
s t o r e  in Kimber l ey .  Af ter  
c o m p l e t i n g  the i r  contrac t s ,  
I n d i a n s  w e r e  f r e e  to e n g a g e  
in a n y  act iv i ty  o f  the i r  
choice .  M a n y  ' f ree '  I n d i a n s  
m a d e  their  w a y  to 
K i m b e r l e y ,  w h i c h  w a s  
b o o m in g  e c o n o m i c a l l y  
f o l l o w in g  t h e  d i a m o n d  
d i s c o v e r i e s  o f  t h e  1860s .  
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34,872 Indians from entering Natal, while Indian traders 
were barred from prime trading areas. Racist legislation 
categorised Indians, Africans and Whites as distinct races 
and laid the foundation for White political, economic 
and social dominance. 

Anti-Indian legislation was introduced throughout 
South Africa. Law 3 of 1885 provided for separate resi-
dential and trading areas for Indians and 'Arabs' in the 
Transvaal; the Orange Free State (OFS) prohibited 
Indian settlement from 1891; and the Cape introduced 
immigration restrictions from 1903. At a Customs 
Conference in 1903, Natal, the OFS, the Cape and the 
Transvaal resolved that the 'permanent settlement of 
Asiatic Races would be injurious and should not be 
permitted.' In April 1903, the Transvaal issued a notice to 
establish segregation. It passed a law in 1907 requiring 
Indians to register and tightened immigration laws. As 
South Africa moved towards the formation of the Union 
in 1910, Indians made representations to imperial author-
ities in Britain for protection, but to no avail. They, like 
Africans, were sacrificed in the interest of reconciliation 
between the Afrikaners and the British. 

GANDHIAN POLITICS AND 
THE MAKING OF 'INDIANNESS' 

Organised political activity began in 1894 with the 
founding of the Natal Indian Congress (NIC), in response 
to the Indian Disenfranchisement Bill. Mohandas K. 
Gandhi, who had been brought to Natal in 1893 by 
Dada Abdoolla, a well-established Gujarati businessman, 
to assist in a personal matter, was its first secretary. The 
NIC's strategy was primarily constitutional and com-
prised petitions and memoranda to private persons and 
government officials. 'Indianness' became clearly defined 
in Natal from the 1890s as part of the political vocabulary. 
Gandhi gave Indianness form and direction within an 
imperial context, but its origins were broader. He saw 
Indian immigrants as an extension of the diverse strands 
of those in India, but in Natal, he and other Indians 
recognised the advantage of considering themselves 
'Indian', rather than as disparate groups divided by caste, 
class, religion or language. Gandhi promoted unity and 
encouraged Indians to focus on the larger issues that 
united them, but he also respected the diversity among 
Indians and did not seek to diminish it. When he first used 
the term in 1894, Indianness implied a geographic unity. 
Later, he stressed the cultural and religious diversity of 
India. In Hind Swaraj (1909), he argued that the people of 

the subcontinent had always constituted a praja (nation). 
The capacity of Indians to assimilate meant that the 
nation was a unified whole in spite of its many different 
parts. Gandhi defined India as a civilisation and a territo-
ry. If people on the subcontinent could be called 'Indians', 
so too could those who had migrated. 

Among the free Indians in Natal, an educated elite 
gradually emerged as a result of the early opportunities 
provided by mission schools. Most were reasonably well 
off until the post-1903 depression. They formed the Natal 
Indian Patriotic Union in 1908 to highlight the burden 
of the poll tax. Poor organisation and lack of finance, how-
ever, caused its collapse within a year. The Colonial Born 
Indian Association was formed in March 1911 to protest 
against restrictions on inter-provincial migration because 
educated Indians hoped to find jobs in the Transvaal and 
the Cape due to shrinking opportunities in Natal. 

While Indians in Natal laboured under the poll tax 
between 1906 and 1910, Gandhi was preoccupied with 
passive resistance against registration in the Transvaal. 
He introduced satyagraha (truth force) as a new weapon 
against oppression. While Gandhi (and many of his 
supporters) was imprisoned in 1913, he underwent a 
fundamental transformation that influenced the strategies 
of mass resistance which he employed in 1913 and 1914. 
When Gandhi visited London in 1906, he met militants 
such as V. D. Savarkar (I 883-1966) and read William 
Mackintire Salter's Ethical Religion, which deeply influ-
enced him. By the time he visited London again in 1909, 
Gandhi had little faith in the imperial government and 
questioned the value of 'modern civilisation'. He devel-
oped a strong bio-moral dimension to his thinking, which 
he expressed in the Indian Opinion through a series of 
articles in 1912, emphasising that only those who were 
chaste, in control of their bodies and could overcome the 
fear of death could be their own masters. 

The Act of Union in 1910 strengthened existing 
anti-Indian legislation in South Africa. The passive resist-
ance movement that Gandhi had initiated in the Transvaal 
consisted mainly of negotiations between him and the 
government between 1909 and 1913. When Gopal K. 
Gokhale, a member of the Imperial Legislative Council of 
India, visited South Africa in 1 912, the poll tax was at 
the forefront of Indian grievances. Gokhale discussed the 
tax with the Union government and left behind the 

impression that it would be repealed. When the South 
African government denied this, Gandhi sought its repeal. 
The tax was one of several demands listed by Gandhi; 
others included equitable licensing laws and the validity 
of Indian marriages. When the government rejected these 
demands, Gandhi initiated a strike by 4000 Indians on 
16 October 1913 at the coal mines in northern Natal. He 
illegally crossed into the Transvaal on 23 October with 
2000 protesters, thus courting mass arrest. The success 
of the strike was assured when 15,000 Indians on coastal 
sugar estates joined at the end of October. 

In India and England, violence associated with the 
strike, police brutality, the arrest of thousands of Indians 
and the use of mine compounds as prisons led to wide-
spread negative coverage. Shortly after the strike ended, 
Gandhi corresponded with Jan Christian Smuts, who was 
the Interior Minister of the Union of South Africa. The 
result was the Indian Relief Act of 1914, which abolished 
the tax, facilitated the entry of wives and children of 
Indians living in South Africa, recognised marriages con-
tracted according to Indian religions, and provided for 
free passage to India for those who gave up their right to 
live in South Africa. Indians were still banned from the 
OFS, and only Indians born in South Africa before August 
1913 were allowed to enter the Cape. Restrictions against 
Indian immigration remained. While the Act 'constituted 
a complete and final settlement of the controversy' for 
Smuts, Gandhi considered it the Magna Carta for Indians, 
providing them with breathing space until they resolved 
their outstanding grievances. 

The mobilisation of Indians on the basis of race 
and their dependence on India during critical moments 
of resistance were crucial in shaping Indianness. The priv-
ileged economic position of Indian merchants was 
neutralised by the policies of the government, which divid-
ed the population into distinct 'races', and accorded each 
race specific rights and privileges. This forced the creation 
of a 'made-in-Natal' Indian consciousness. The formation 
of a racial and ethnic organisation, the NIC, masked class 
cleavages and fostered a separate racial and ethnic politi-
cal identity. Gandhi argued that Indians were entitled 
to full British citizenship. He and the leadership that 
followed him turned to India each time their rights were 
threatened. This was important psychologically for 
Indians, but it also formally isolated their political resist-
ance from that of other disenfranchised Blacks. Gandhi 
argued that because of their illustrious past, Indians 
deserved greater affinity with Whites, and that it was 
unfair to lump them with Africans. Gandhian politics 
helped to embed Indianness into the racialised ethos of 
emergent White supremacy in South Africa. Racial tension 
between Indians and Africans was exacerbated by trans-
formations in the political economy. Although Whites 
created the racial hierarchy, the subordinated Africans' 
antipathy was increasingly directed against Indians, who 
were blamed for their economic subordination. 

Indianness was evident in the daily lives of migrants. 
Concern for those in India showed in times of natural 
disaster. When famine struck northern and western 
India in 1900, the Indian Famine Relief Fund in Natal 
collected £5000. South Africa's Indians identified with 
movements in India, such as the Swadeshi movement 
against foreign goods, led by P. A. Moodaly. Prominent 
individuals addressed the issue publicly and crowds sang 
Umde Mataram. Indians also remitted money to India 
through the office of the Protector and the post office. 

While migrants were strongly tied to their ancestral 
land, they also established their lives and homes in 
South Africa. They began investing money in the Natal 
Government Bank. Sport was another indicator of adap-
tation. Athletic bodies for cricket, football, cycling, boxing 
and other sports were formed by Indians for Indians. 
The Sam China Cup was an inter-provincial football 
tournament started in 1904 for Indians from different 
provinces. In a letter to the Indian Opinion on 1 June 1912, 
'Indo-Junius' explained that the 'far-reaching and benefi-
cial result of the Tournament is the bringing together of 
Indians from all parts of the Union and better under-
standing between them-which would but prepare the 
way for South African Indians acting as one body.' 

Religion, however, was the base around which 
migrants organised their lives. Mosques and temples 
were crucial in reconstructing religious life in South 
Africa. From the time of their arrival, Indians erected 
tiny wattle-daub-and-thatch shrines and temples on 
sugar estates. The first wood-and-iron temple was built 
in Rossburgh in 1869. Temples dotted the Natal coastline. 
It was at temples that communal worship was experi-
enced, birth, marriage and death ceremonies observed, 
and numerous festivals celebrated, including Thaipusam, 
Diwali, Parattasi, Holi and Krishna Jayanti. Visiting Indian 
missionaries set up bodies to unite Hindus, establish ver-
nacular education and offer religious training. Professor 
Parmanand, who arrived in Durban on 5 August 1905, 
formed the Hindu Young Men's Society, which encour-
aged members to study Tamil, engage in missionary work 
and visit India to understand their heritage. He was fol-
lowed by Swami Shankeranand, who, shortly after his 
arrival in 1908, established Hindu societies all over Natal 
and convened a national conference in 1912, where the 
Hindu Maha Sabha was formed. 

The mosque was the heart of the Muslim community. 
The first mosque in Durban was built on Grey Street in 
1881 by passenger Indians-Aboobaker Amod and Hajee 
Mahomed. It remains the largest mosque in the southern 
hemisphere. Mahomed Soofie, a mystic who arrived in 
Durban in 1895, built 13 mosques and madrasahs by 
the time of his death in 1910. Most Muslims observed 

SOUTH AFRICA 

The Vishnu Temple, built in 
1880 by Tamil and Telugu 
indentured labourers, 
was rebuilt in 1924 by 
Kothanar Ramsamy Pilla y . 
He built nine temples in 
South Africa between 1893 
and 1924. The apartheid 
government expropriated 
the land in 196 7 without 
p a y ing compensation and 
demolished the temple. 

Religion and culture were 
an important base around 
which Indians organised 
their lives. This picture 
shows a rath (chariot) 
used by Hindus durin g  a 
religious festival, such as 
Krishnajayanti. 
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the festivals of Muharram and Id, visited tombs and 
participated in devotional music known in the Sufi tradi-
tion as qawwali. Muharram helped to forge a pan-Indian 
identity because Hindus and Muslims participated in 
this festival together. Anglican and Catholic organisations 
were also active. They used networks of relationships with 
Madras to import educated Christian Indians from south-
ern India to teach in state and church schools. 

The media was vital in promoting Indianness. Gandhi 
started the Indian Opinion in 1903. At its height between 
1906 and 1908 it had 3500 subscribers, but many more 
readers. The Indian Opinion reported widely on religious, 
social and political activities in India and South Africa. 

Another leading newspaper, the 
African Chronicle, was started in 
1908 by P. S. Aiyar, a journalist 
from South India. Published in 
Tamil and English, the African 
Chronicle focused on events related 
to Tamil-speaking immigrants. It 
promoted the study of Tamil, 
emphasised the value of education 
and religious festivals, and exposed 
the conditions of indenture. Unlike 
Gandhi, Aiyar gave space to Indian 
activists who challenged the con-

servatism of the Indian National Congress (INC). The 
Indian Views, started in 1914 by M. C. Anglia, covered 
similar issues but from a Muslim perspective. 

DEVELOPMENTS BETWEEN THE l 920s AND THE l 940s 
Indians were transformed into an urban-based proletariat 
in the three decades following World War I. The decision 
of the Indian Legislative Council to ban indentured 
emigration to Natal from 1 July 1911 did not affect 
White employers due to the availability of African migrant 
labour; this followed legislation by the South African 
government which denied Africans access to land. African 
labour was cheaper for employers because families did not 
have to be accommodated, they did not have to import 
staples such as rice, and they could employ Africans sea-
sonally. The percentage of economically active Indian 
workers in agriculture fell from 26 per cent to 3 per cent 
between 1921 and 1950, while in industrial employment 
their numbers increased from 14 per cent to 33 per cent. 

Although Indians engaged in passive resistance in 
1913, they remained loyal to the British Empire. They 
were confident, according to the Indian Opinion, that 'in 
future years to come, better prospects are awaiting us, 
under the aegis of the same Empire when it has emerged 
triumphantly from the present ordeal.' Seven hundred 
Indians served as stretcher-bearers in East Africa during 
the war. The expectation that this would result in more 
equitable treatment was shattered by the revival of anti-
Indian agitation after the war. The South African League, 
formed in 1919, declared that Indians were a 'serious 
moral, economic and political menace', and demanded 
their repatriation 'as speedily as possible.' Anti-Indian 
sentiments were particularly strong during economic 
depressions and elections, when White candidates would 
disparage Indians in order to earn votes. H. H. Kemp, 
the Durban municipal councillor, told a meeting in 
1919 that 'the only cure for the Asiatic is the surgeon's 
knife and a silver bullet.' 

The Asiatic Inquiry Commission, set up in 1920 to 
investigate complaints by Whites, found that the 'Asiatic 

menace' was a myth and recommended voluntary trade 
and residential segregation, and stricter enforcement of 
immigration laws. A law passed in 1922 restricted Indian 
trade and land ownership in Durban, and in 1924, Indians 
were deprived of the municipal franchise. Legislation 
was also passed in the Transvaal to close loopholes that 
allowed Indians to purchase property beyond the region. 

The revival of anti-Indianism served to stimulate 
national unity among Indians. A conference of South 
African Indians in August 1919 stressed moderation and 
closer links with India. The chairman of the Transvaal, 
E. I. Patel, argued for constitutional protest because the 
sparse White population 'has a natural objection to being 
swamped by Indian immigrants in addition to being out-
numbered by its aboriginal peoples.' Swami Bhavani 
Dayal represented South African Indians at the annual 
meeting of the INC at Amritsar in December 1919. From
1922, South Africa sent 10 delegates to the annual meet-
ing. A follow-up conference in Durban in May 1923 led to 
the formation of a South African Indian Congress.
Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949) was elected as its president
during her visit to South Africa in February 1924.

The Areas Reservation Bill of 1925, which made 
segregation compulsory, struck directly at the material 
interests of traders, who called for a round-table confer-
ence with the imperial and Indian governments. The 
conference took place in Cape Town in December 1926. 
South Africa hoped to solicit India's help in repatriating 
Indians, while the Indian government took part in order to 
placate the public in India, who were agitated by discrim-
ination against Indians in the Empire. Under the Cape 
Town Agreement, the Reservation Bill was scrapped, India 
agreed to a scheme which would see the voluntary repatri-
ation of Indians, and South Africa pledged to 'uplift' the 
living standards oflndians through education and welfare. 
An Indian agent was appointed to monitor the agreement 
and facilitate relations between Indians and the Union 
government. V. S. Srinivasa Sastri (1869-1946), the first 
Indian agent, warned that if Indians united with Africans, 
India would not intervene on their behalf, and Whites 
would be 'antagonised'. He advised Indians to 'fight 
our own battle, for their [African] status is greatly inferior 
to ours and by making common cause with them, our 
community will only be disabling themselves in the very 
severe combat that has fallen their lot.' Srinivasa Sastri 
was also a moderating influence; he formed the Durban 
Inda-European Council in 1928, an alliance of Indian 
merchants and White liberals that focused on social serv-
ices, education and child welfare. He also encouraged 
Indian merchants to entertain Whites lavishly. Extravagant 
lunches were served at the Orient Club in Isipingo, 
built by traders in 1924. Among the White guests were 
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the Governor-General of South Africa (1930) and the 
Chief Magistrate of Durban (1936). 

Younger Indians, however, criticised Srinivasa Sastri. 
Dr Yusuf M. Dadoo (1909-1983) complained in the 
1930s that the agency, 'being muzzled by the dictates of 
Whitehall, has become a very useful medium of holding 
back any form of radical and progressive leadership .. .It 
has become the spearhead of compromise and defeatism.' 
All sides were disappointed with the agreement. Indians 
were disappointed that the 'uplift' clause did not lead to 
full citizenship, while the South African government was 
frustrated that very few Indians were repatriated. In fact, 
between 1926 and 1930, the Indian population actually 
increased by 12 per cent. 

Indian society became firmly rooted in South Africa 
during these decades. This is reflected in developments 
in education, welfare and sport. Government neglect 
resulted in welfare work being carried out by private 
Indian organisations. One of the earliest was the Aryan 
Benevolent Home (ABH), opened in 1921 by the Arya 
Yuvuk Sabha (AYS), a religious group established in 1914 
to preserve Vedic culture. Muslims, led by A. I. Kajee, 
formed the Muslim Darul Yatama Wal Masakeen 
(Muslim Home for Orphans and Destitutes) in 1934 to 
feed and educate orphans. The R. K. Khan Hospital and 
Dispensary Trust, funded by Gandhi's contemporary, 
the advocate R. K. Khan (1874-1932), started clinics at 
Somtseu Road, Clairwood and Sea Cow Lake from the 
mid-1930s, which offered free medical treatment to the 
poor. The Durban Indian Child Welfare Society was 
formed in 1927 by middle-class women to deal with 
poverty, neglect and mental deficiencies among children. 
By 1950, 44 Indian organisations were registered under 
the Welfare Organisations Act. 

The same applied to education. Early education was 
provided by Christian missions rather than the govern-
ment. The 1909 Education Commission noted that the 
government was lagging behind in providing schools for 
Indians, whose 'contributions to the revenue entitle them 
as our fellow subjects to elementary education at least.' In 
August 1911, the Durban Indian Educational Institute 
was formed by a teacher, H. L. Paul (1879-1935), and 
merchants, such as Abdul Kadir and Ismail Gora. It 
was expanded into the Durban and District Indian 
Educational Committee in 1918. The aim was to 'secure 
education for Indians in the Province not inferior to that 
provided for other sections.' Indian traders funded the 
construction of buildings, provided furniture and books, 
and started feeding schemes at many schools. In 1926, 
only nine of the 52 schools were built by the government, 
the rest were community initiatives. These schools were 
only able to accommodate 30 per cent of Indian children 
of school-going age. The pride of Indians was Sastri 
College, the first high school for Indians in South Africa, 
opened in Durban in October 1929. 

Indian traders were also concerned about raising 
the skills of workers. In August 1929, the Natal Indian 
Workers Congress and Indian Teachers Society formed 
an Indian Technical Education Committee and started 
'Workers' Continuation Classes' to upgrade the knowl-
edge of those in employment and prepare the young for 
work. Important progress was made when M. L. Sultan 
(1873-1953), who was born in Malabar, South India, and 
had come to Natal as an indentured worker in 1890, 
donated £50,000 for Indian higher education in January 
1942. The contribution of Sultan, who had made his 
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fortune in farming, led to the establishment of the M. L. 
Sultan Technical College, which evolved into one of the 
largest providers of technical education in South Africa. 

THE RADICALISATION OF INDIAN LABOUR 

Urbanisation and desperate economic conditions during 
the depression of 1929-33 spawned dynamic young lead-
ers like H. A. Naidoo (1915-70) and George Poonen 
(b. 1913) who challenged the political leadership oflndian 
traders from the mid-1930s. Many of the new leaders had 
experienced the harshness of working-class life and were 
members of the Communist Party. They took up workers' 
issues and tried to forge cross-race partnerships with 
Africans. Poonen was forced by family poverty to leave 
school at the age of nine. He held several menial jobs 
and attended night school. In 1934, he and Naidoo both 
worked at a clothing company, where they organised a 
protest strike and were fired. Shortly thereafter, they were 
recruited to the Communist Party by Eddie Roux. Naidoo 
was elected as its secretary and Poonen as the party organ:,, 
iser of the Durban branch in 1935. Poonen became the 
chairman in 1938. He worked hard to organise Indian 
workers. Between 1934 and 1945, 43 unions with Indian 
membership were registered in Durban. By 1943, 16,617 
Indians were unionised. Indian workers were involved in 
46 strikes in Durban between 1937 and 1942. 

These strikes had important ramifications. Employers 
replaced Indians with African scab labour because the 
Indians were more militant than the Africans. The Indian 
Views warned on 6 February 1943 that 'the potential dan-
ger of scabs among Africans must not be lost sight of. In 
the unskilled field the Indian is not indispensable.' Indian 
union organisers approached Indian capitalists, who 
raised funds throughout South Africa to provide food and 
shelter for dismissed Indian workers. While this reinfo rced 
lndianness, dismissals resulted in many Indians becoming 
disenchanted with unions and strike action. They became 
conservative and concerned about protecting their jobs. 

A radical professional class began to emerge at 
roughly the same time as trade unionists. Dr G. M. 
'Monty' Naicker (1910-78) and Dr Kesavaloo Goonam 
(1906-98), whose grandparents had come as indentured 
workers, and Dr Yusof M. Dadoo of Johannesburg, 
belonged to this group. All three qualified in Edinburgh 
in the 1930s. Influenced by students from India who 
were highly critical of the British, they became politicised 
through their involvement as committee members of 

Indians valued formal 
education and invested 
their own resources -in 
buildi ng schools because 
the state made little provi-
sion. Lessons were often 
held outdoors due to the 
shortage of classrooms. 
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