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Introduction 

In its summary for the month of November 1860, The Natal Mercury noted 

that the ne,y's lias principally confined to one topic. 

During the month an important change has taken 

place in our social fabric. A new element has 

been introduced and transfused into our population. 

An event which has been contemplated for years, 

but which few have- ever viewed as a naked realisation, 

is at last an accomplished fact. The first two 

instalments of East Indian, or Coolie, labourers have 

arrived, and been partially distributed among 

employers. 1 

Although Indians had been introduced into Natal before 1860 it was 

on a very small and limited scale. The arrival of the barque Truro 

with a large number of Indian labourers on board., in Dur'ban on 

16 November 1860, signalled the start of a system of large-scale 

indentured Indian immigration into Natal which continued (with one 

major stoppage bet,reen 1866 and 1874) for over fifty years. 

The indentured labour system did not originate in Natal but in Mauritius 

and the West Indies. This system was very much aldn to slavery. The.t 

Indian labourers were recruited and bO\D1d themselves to go to a distant 

land. In that land they w"ere not permitted to choose their employer 

or employment: they were merely assigned. Once the labourer was 

assigned no freedom of movement was permitted: a special pass had to 

be obtained. For a fixed, determined period the labourer had to work 

for whom he was assigned. The only way of escaping was by deserting or 

committing suicide. Their wages for this determined period were fixed. 

Only after their period of indenture was over could they become free 

agents and either re-indenture, seek other forms of employment, become 

self -employed or return to India. This was the basic structure of the 

indentured labour system which Natal grafted itself onto in the 18609. 
, 

The initial question which arises is why Natal imported Indian labour. 

The larger and first part of this essay (covering the first two chapters) 

will attempt to answer this question. Basically this question can be 

/broken down 
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broken down into two separate components. The first concerns itself with 

the "labour shortage" in Natal. It was this "labour shortage" which 

led to calls for alternative sources of labour. However, it seems 

rather peculiar that there should have been a "labour shortage" in 

Natal since there were approximately 200 000 Africans in Natal in 

1860. The conventional answer that is usually given to this problem 

is that" ••. the Natives at that time were still in stage of 

subsistence economy.,,2and were " .••more accustomed to the assegai than 

the spade... •,,3 Thus the Africans were not disposed to supply the 

whites with their labour because they were " ...not used to hard work. ,,4 

In this essay it In .ll be argued that the opposite was rather the 

case. The ability of the Africans to produce a surplus, and not 

merely a subsistence, through hard work, enabled them to deny the 

whi te man t s demand for labour by selling that surplus in order to 

meet their cash needs. 

Once it has been established that it was necessary to import labour 

the focus then must turn to why specifically Indians were imported. 

In effect the importation of Indians into Natal was the result of a 

tri-Iateral agreement between Natal, Britain and India. This essay 

will exa.mine how the general scheme of indentured Indian labour arose, 

within the British Empire and the grafting of Natal onto this scheme 

in order to form this tri-Iateral agreement. 

The second part of this essay will concern itself, largely, with the 

indentured Indians in Natal. This will entail an examination of the 

changing conditions of labour service on the plantations and of the 

impact which indentured Indian immigration had on Natal's economy. 

By 1865 Natal's labour problems had been largely overcome. The flow 

of indentured Indian labourers as well as Tonga labourers had relieved 

the crisis. The Natal Hercury, in its summary of the year 1864 happily 

announced, "The great labour question which has figured so largely in 

our columns during the past years is no longer the bugbear that it \Yas. ,,5 

Yet the irltroduction of Indians posed problems that many had not 

/foreseen and 
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foreseen and by 1885, when the Indian Immigrants Commission was 

appointed (the '''ragg Commission) some planters were calling for an end 

of indentured Indian inmigration. 

, 

, 
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Chapter 1 - The "Labour Shortage" 

The decision to import indentured Indian labour into Natal was a 

consequence of the "labour shortage" existing in the colony throughout 

much of the latter half of the nineteenth century. It is rather 

peculiar that Natal, which had an apparently large labour resevoir, 
2(there were 100000 Africans in Natal in 18481 and 375000 in 1881 ) 

had to import Indian labour. Indeed, in an address to the Manchester 

Chamber of Commerce in 1848 it was asserted that 

•••perhaps in no British colony do the elements 

for cheap production, i.e. cheap land, cheap 

labour, and cheap food exist in a greater degree 

than Natal ..•It is computed that there are 

100 000 native inhabitants scattered over the 

country; they are now simple and harmless 

barbarians, who might be trained by a vigorous 

and enlightened exercise of authority, into 
3habits of industry and peace. 

Yet during the 18S0s there were constant complaints of a labour shortage, 

especially among the growing commercial farmer interest, in particular 

from sugar planters. In order to explain this apparent paradox it is 

necessary to comprehend the process of primitive accumulation, in , 
general, . and the particular shape it took in the colony of Natal. 

The process which clears the way for the capitalist system is primitive 

accumulation. It appears to be primitive " •.•because it forms the 

pre-historic stage of capital and of the mode of production corresponding 

with it. ,,4 P rimitive accumulation is essentially " ..• the historical 

process of divorcing the producer from the means of production."S This 

proces s involve s, accorciing to Marx, 

••• the transformation of the individualized and 

scattered means of production into socially 

concentrated ones, of the pigmy property of 

, many into the huge property of the few, the 

expropriation of the great mass of the people 

from the soil, from the means of subsistence, 

and from the means of labour. 6 

When Capital ,,,as first published in 1867 this process of primitive 

accumulation had been more or less accomplished in Western Europe. 

/The immediate 



The immediate producers had been expropriated " ...with merciless 

Vandalism, and under the stimulus of passions, the most infamous, the 

most sordid, the pettiest, the most meanly odious."7 Yet in the 

colonies, as Marx recognized, this process had not, in general, 

occurred by 1860. Instead, in the colonies, the capitalist ~gime 

had come " ••• into collision with the resistance of the producer, who, 

as o~er of his own conditions of labour, employs that labour to 

enrich himself instead of the capitalist."8 Therefore a struggle 

ensues between these two diametrically opposed economic systems. 

Until the labourer is dispossessed of his means of production, with 

its essential base, in the soil, " ••. capitalist accumulation and the 

capitalistic modes of production are impossible. The class of wage 

labourers, essential to these, is wanting. ,,9 

This struggle between capital and the peasant producer was particularly 

evident in the colony of Natal. The Nguni in Natal were basically 

peasants. Their ultimate security and subsistence not only lay" .••in 

their having certain rights in land and in the labour of family 

members on the land .•. ," but also involved their participation " ..• in 

a wider economic system which includes the participation of non

peasants. nlO Peasants are not merely subsistence farmers but produce , 
a surplus. Thus, in order for capitalist production to develop the 

capitalist has n ••• to clear out by force, the modes of production and 

appropriation, based on this independent labour of the producer. nll 

In the colonies this was generally done by exposing the local population 

to ne" goods and services and subjecting them to government enforced 

economic or labour demands. The result was that " ..•new needs were 

,enerated which could only be met by participation in the cash-based 

market economy. Two ways of participation were open to them: sale 

of their labour or sale of their agricultural produce."12 The Nguni 

of Natal, in general, up to about the 1890s were able to resort to 

this second alternative for their cash needs and thus it was not 

necessary for them to '~rk for the newly emergent white commercial 

farmers in the colony. The inability of the commercial farmers to 

obtain labour from the indigenous population of Natal was therefore 

not a consequence of the African being supposedly inherently " ... averse 

Ito labour 
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to labour of ••. any kind."13 On the contrary the "labour shortage" was 

a consequence of the African IS" ••• energy and industry as a farmer 

•.. ,"14 which enabled him to produce a surplus to sell. 

Before one begins to examine in greater detail the causes of this 

nlabour shortage" it is necessary to outline the development of 

commercial farming in Natal and the changes in the productive forces 15 

which necessitated the forcible removal " ... of great masses of men 

•.• from their means of subsistence •••. n16 In the late 1840s and early 

1850s various schemes were initiated to bring British settlers to 

Natal. Most of the settlers who arrived in Natal did not settle on 

the land but preferred to live in the urban centres. However, some 

of the settlers did remain on the land and experimented with various 

crops with a view to commercial production. Tobacco, coffee, wheat, 

arrowroot, indigo, flax and tea were tried but it was sugar planting 

that proved the most profitable enterprise. E. Morewood, of the 

farm Compensation, was among the first of these settlers to experiment 

with sugar cultivation. He imported specimens of sugar-cane from 

Mauritius and planted them on his farm. The cane grew so well that 

"He planted more cane, set up a rough crushing mill and in 1852 produced 

and sold the first sugar manufactured in Natal."17 Not all of Natal's~ 
colonists, however, were enthusiastic about the prospects of sugar. 

In 1852 The Natal Witness advised Hr Horewood It ••• to be cautious as he 
18proceeds or he will find his deception when it is too late •••. n 

Nevertheless certain settlers were confident that sugar cultivation 

and milling would be profitable and in 1853 the Natal Sugar Company 

was established. By 1857 there were fourteen sugar mills in the 

colony, 1 800 acres of land had been planted with cane and another · 

1 800 was lIDder preparation for planting. 19 Over the next five years 

sugar cultivation burgeoned and, in 1862, 8 957 acres of sugar cane were 
20reaped,2 624 short tons of sugar produced. 

CdMmercial farming meant that an entirely new set of productive forces 

were introduced into the colony. This was particularly so in the case 

of sugar, which Tinker has referred to as industrial agriculture: 

"Production on a large scale \vith a division of labour and financial 

arrangements which are typical of industry rather than agriculture. ,,21 

/The sugar 
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The sugar industry was part of a competitive system of mass production. 


Sugar production combined a great number of mechanical, repetitive 


processes requiring large numbers of labourers. 22 This demand for 


labour became more intense as the production process became more 


mechanised with the advent of " ••.new steam driven machinery such as 


centrifugals, vacuum pumps and other device s . ,,23 The sugar mills, which 


were usually situated on the plantations, therefore also required a large 


labour force. The demand for labour was most intense during the cropping 


season. During the cropping season the planter, in order to 


maximise his output, " .•• had to carefully coordinate the thrashing, cutting, 


preparing and transporting of the ripe cane to the mill for processing, 


with a minimum of delay, to avoid loss of sucrose through deterioration 


and a lower sugar recovery rate. n24 Thus, n ••• when 1 crop-time , arrived, 


work continued day and night. ,,25 Ideally, therefore, the sugar 

plantations needed a large non-permanent labour force at minimal cost 

for the cropping season and a smaller permanent labour force for the 

rest of the year in order to maintain the plantation and for the growing 

season. 

The Ngwri of Natal seemed to be the ideal people who would provide this 

labour force. The planters anticipated that the Nguni would come and 
,/ 

work on the plantations during crop-time in order to meet their cash 

needs and then return to their homes and their subsistence economies. 

Those few Nguni who had to rely completely upon wage labour (for their 

subsistence as well as cash needs) would provide the permanent core of 

the labour force. The basic problem with this anticipation was ~hat it 

was based upon a misconception about African production. Africans in 

Natal were not subsistence farmers but were peasants who produced a 

surplus and were thus able to meet their cash needs, not by labouring 

on the plantations, but by selling their surpluses. This led to the 

"labour shortage" which was to be the greatest impediment to the growth 

of the sugar industry in Natal. 
, 

The generation of a surplus by the African peasantry in Natal was 

dependant upon a complex set of socio-economic relationships. Funda

mentally these relationships revolved aroung the intrinsic connexion 

bet\~en land and labour. Before the arrival of white settlers in 

Natal, in the 18305, access to land was essential for the Nguni to 

/surviYe as 
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survive as well as to participate in the social system. As the white 

demand for labour increased, land was necessary to avoid being drawn into 

meeting the white manls labour demands. Without land cattle · could 

not be grazed, crops could not be grown and thus a surplus could not 

be produced. "The factor of surplus was increasingly important 

during the (nineteenth) century as various cash needs were forced 

upon Africans designed to make labour for the white man unavoidable .,,26 

It was also essential to maintain the social system if these economic 

resources were to continue to function effectively, and conversely, it 

was necessary for the economic system to be effective if the social 

system was to be maintained. This is particularly well illustrated by 

the cases of lobola and polygyny. Lobola is the payment involved in the 

marriage settlement, usually made in cattle. The loss of land would 

mean that there was little land left on which to graze cattle. This 

"Loss of cattle would preclude the payment of lobola for wives and so 

reduce the amount of labour power available to the family for the 

tending of crops .11 27 Insufficient cattle therefore meant less lobola 

available and thus an inability to acquire more wives, which would in 

turn mean less labour. Polygyny \vas accordingly not only practised 

because it was a long existing custom " ...but also to build up the 
28 .

kraal to make a man wealthy and great. 11 The destruct~on of lobola 

and polygyny would have reduced the ability to produce a surplus crop. 

ttwithout a surplus crop or cattle, taxation and other cash needs could 

not be met without labour for whites.,,29 Thus, loss of control over 

land and the destruction of key social practices such as lobola and 

polygyny was likely to set off a vicious spiral " .•. at the end of which 

lay something akin to slavery."30It seems, however, that initially the 

Nguni of Natal were able to find land \'t'hich pennitted them to maintain 

this socio~conomic complex. The Natal Native Affairs Commission of 

1852 reported that " ••. out of a total of £1 918.7.0 paid in taxes (by 

Africans) in 1851, only £35 \vas actually paid in cattle. 1131 Since 

cattle were central to the socio-economic complex (especially in regard 

to lobola and polygyny), it is of vital significance that taxes were 

largely not paid in cattle. It meant that the Nguni managed to 

maintain this complex and thus produce a surplus. 

Thus, when commercial farming, in particular sugar planting, began to 

/burgeon in 
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burgeon in Natal, the most obvious manner in which to obtain labour 

was to destroy this land based socio-economic complex. In order to 

accomplish this the different opportunities which the Nguni had of 

working and holding land had to be reduced until the only means left 

to meet cash needs was to work for the commercial farmer. Therefore, 

it is necessary to examine the various categories of land tenure 

availa~le to Nguni in Natal and evaluate the opportunity cost of each 

different type of land tenure to the Nguni in terms of the socio

economic complex described above. 

The fonn of land tenure which presented the lowest opportunity cost 

to the Nguni was squatting on either unalienated Crown land or 

residing on tUloccupied purchased land. On Crown lands squatting was 

done without leave and without the payment of rent, but on private 

properties the consent of the proprietor was obtained and some sort 

of rent agreement entered into. The low opportunity cost of these 

lands is borne out by the significant number of Nguni who resided on 

land in this manner. In 1881, out of a total of 375 000 Africans 

living in Natal, 205 200 were either tenants on private lands or 
32squatters on Crown lands, the majority (162 000) being tenants. 

Tenancy was preferred to squatting since it meant less harassment 

from the authorities. The cheapness of tenancy, in terms of the 

minimal degree that the socio-economic complex would be disrupted, 

clearly was the main attraction of residing on private properties of 

the white landowners. As tenants the Nguni could hold a piece of 

land, work it, keep cattle on it and in return pay a minimal amo~t of 

rent to the owners of the land who were usually land speculators. The 

main drawback was that a greater surplus had to be generated in order 

to pay the rent, but this negative aspect was largely offset by the 

ability to maintain the socio-economic system and thus ensure a 

sufficient surplus. 

)Ior. expensive than tenancy in terms of opportunity cost, but still 

~onsiderably cheaper than working on a commercial farm, was to live 

in the reserves which had been set aside for Africans in Natal. The 

main advantage of living in these reserves was that neither rent nor labour 

service \Vas required. This meant that it was not nece ssary to produce 

as large a surplus as tenants had to generate. The drawback of the 

/reserves \.as 



reserves was that the land set aside for the reserves was the worst 

in Natal, and a high proportion of the land was not cultivable. 

The Natal Native Commission of 1881-2 reported that the land in the 

reserves was " ... for the most part exceedingly ragged, broken, and 

very difficult to traverse even on horseback.,,33 Related to this 

aspect is the general trend in the reserves whilst Sir Theophilus 

Shepstone was Diplomatic Agent and Secretary for Native Affairs in 

Natal from 1848 to 1875. "Under his rule the reserves stagnated, 

and the African population sank into poverty.,,34 This low quality 

land severely restricted the ability for the Nguni to maintain 

their intricate socio-economic complex. Despite these restrictions, 

ho....ever, most of the Africans living in the reserves were able to 

generate the minimum surplus necessary for their cash needs and 

thus alleviate the necessity to go out and work on white owned farms. 

The large number of Africans living in the reserves (169 800 in 

188135 ) is only partially indicative of the low opportunity cost in 

relation to labouring for white farmers. Many Africans lived-in 

reserves rather because they feared that they would be harassed by 
36authorities if they did not. 

The third category of tenure available to Afr~cans was less 

attractive than the two already mentioned: the entry into some Idnd 

of labour relationship with a white non-commercial farmer. This 

meant, of course, losing time to run one's own affairs, thus 

reducing the ability to produce for the socio-economic complex. 

However, there were some "advantages" in serving on these usualiy 

pastoral fams. The service was not arduous, the opportunity was 

given to nm. cattle, and if wages were in Idnd then cattle could be 

accumulated. 

The least attractive alternative open to the Nguni in Natal was labour 

s~rvice on commercial foms. Work was arduous, payment was in food 

or cash rather than cattle, and the farmer did not permit cattle to 

run on his land. 

Africans always sought to avoid \vorking for this 

kind of farmer as labour tenants, and it is to this 

category of farmer ... that the persistent claims of 

/"labour shortage" 
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"labour shortage" during the (nineteenth) century 

should be traced. Neither is it surprising that 

when sugar production began ...it was on the basis of 

a supply of indenture d labour from India. 37 

To speak about a labour shortage throughout Natal is therefore erroneous. 


The cries of a shortage of labour was concentrated among the 


commercial farmers, particularly the sugar planters since the Nguni 


preferred to avoid working for these farmers. 


This, however, only solves half the problem associated with the 


"labour shortage". It is all very well to maintain that Africans 


were averse to working on commercial farms because of the high 


opportunity cost involved, but it does not explain why persistent 


calls to reduce the entry of the Nguni into other categories of 


land/labour relationships, and thus force them onto commercial 


farms, ~nt unheeded. Certainly, if the colonists were so hard 


up for labour, they could have forced the Nguni to work on commercial 


farms. The Natal Mercury indeed gave suggestions to make the 


n •••now dormant labour of (the) native popUlation available •.. ,,,~§ 

the commercial farmers: 
 ,•••breaking up the locations; a re-adjustment of 

native taxation; the cautious, but firm, 

discouragement of heathen practices that bond 

the Kafir to an indolent and licentious life; a 

more comprehensive and stringent magisterial 

surveillance; and the application of moral and 

social clevation. 39 

Such measures would destroy the socio-economic complex of the 

Nguni in Natal and thus force them to meet their cash needs by 

worldng on commercial farms. Since, The Mercury, argued, "All 

classes .••{were) most vitally interested in the success of (the) 

present enterprise on the coast lands,"40 it was absolutely, 
necessary that these measures be instituted, otherwise the sugar 

industry would fail for want of a supply of labour. If the sugar 

enterprise should fail then, 

..• in vain will Nature have lavished her bounties ..• 

on this beautiful country ...Natal could not survive 

/the shock 

http:clevation.39


-13

the shock of such a calamity; and amidst a teeming 

waste of savage life "ichabod,,41 would have to be 

inscribe d on he r blue sides and smiling fields. 42 

It is evident that The Mercury perceived the white colonists of Natal 

as a monolithic group sharing the same interests. This perception, 

however, 'vas entirely misconceived. Indeed, the basic reasons 

behind the decision to import labour for the commercial farms lies 

in the comlict of interests among white colonists. Thus it is 

necessary to distinguish these various interest groups and the 

conflicts between them. 

The dominant white intere s~ group in terms of ownership of property 

were the absentee landlords. They had bought up most of the land which 

the English settlers, unfamiliar with the conditions in the colony, 

inexperienced at farming and short of capital, had sold and left. 

It is estimated that in the 1850s and 1860s "Over five million of 

the six million acres of land owned by whites were in the hands of 

absentee proprietors .... ,,43 These lands, as was noted earlie~, were 

occupied by African peasants who entered into rent agreements with 

the absentee landlords. This group of landowners, therefore, had 

generally reached the conclusion that the key to wealth lay, not in , 

developing white commercial farming, but in exploiting the existing 

"developed" sector of the economy based upon the kraal as the productive 

unit. "For these men •.• the extraction of rent in the form of cash or 

crops from African tenants constituted the most attractive form of 

1farming' •,,44 They were consequently most unlikely to support any 

measures to reduce the capacity of their tenants to earn an independent 

income and force them into wage labour relationships .45 Since the 

cODIIlercial farmers 'vanted to deprive the Nguni of access to land and 

thus force them onto the labour market they came into conflict with 

the absentee landlords. However, with most of the white owned land 

in the hands of these absentee landlords the views of the commercial 

farmers were not dominant. Thus, in Natal, the tendency was " ... to 

rely upon rent as the most convenient way of extracting profit from 
the land... . ,,46 \{ 

Although the absentee landlords were the dominat group which the 

commercial farmers came up against in their quest for measures to 

/ ~ny .Africans 
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deny Africans access to land, they were by no means the only one. The 

commercial farmers were also opposed to the "locations system" and in 

addition demanded that stricter authority be enforced on unalienated 

Crown lands where Africans squatted illegally. The "location system", 

which reserved two million of the twelve million acres of the colony 

for African locations was seen to have locked up the labour supply. 

The man who was officially in charge of the administration of Africans 

in Natal, Sir Theophilus Shepstone, The Secretary for Native Affairs, 

through his gradualist approach to African administration II, ••• tended 

to perpetuate (among the Africans) pre-capitalist modes of production, 

with the homestead as the production community and the social relations 

which sprung from this."47 This in effect meant that the commercial 

farmers were n ••• denied ... labour they needed for an economically 

profitable existence. ,,48 However, the differences between the general 

policies which Shepstone pursued, as Secretary for Native Affairs, and 

the commercial farmers were regarding means rather than ends. Shepstone, 

in giving evidence before the 1852 Natal Native Conunission, f~ely 

admitted that " .•. it would be of great advantage both to the black and 

white population, if the youth of the former could be induced to enter 

the service of white employers ..•. "49 Nevertheless, it must be 

remembered that Shepstone was a colonial official and thus had to foll~ 

the general line of Colonial. Office policy. The establishment of 

locations was not a consequence of the report of the 1848 Natal Native 

Commission of which Shepstone was a Commissioner, but a response to 

colonial office directives. 50 The colonial office hoped to rule the 

Nguni in Natal through what they perceived were the Nguni1s indi~enous 

political institutions and thus save considerably on expense. By 

locating the Nguni in reserves it would be much easier to carry out 

this type of rule since fewer British paid officials would be necessary 

to oversee the Nguni's rule of themselves. At the same time it was 

also perceived that the locations" ...would afford great facility for 

procuring labour."51 In order to procure this labour a policy of 

gradualism was pursued since the use of force could mean a reaction 

. from the Nguni Ivhich in turn, would entail more expense for the British 

government. Shepstone was well aware of these attitudes. Therefore, 

While " ••.he was driven by the conviction that the future of South 

Africa depended on the acquisition of the resources of the sub-continent 

by whites, and that they should be served by black labour,n52 he K 

/realised that 
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realised that n.•• a frontal attack on Natal Africans} way of life would 

pro~ a reaction which the small white community and the British 

garrison could never control. n53 Thus the commercial farme~s' forceful 

scheme came into conflict with the Colonial Office's gradualist policy. 

With reference to unalienated Crown lands it would seem that the Colonial 

administration did not enforce a great deal of pressure on the squatters: 

by 1881 there were 42 600 squatters on Crown land. 54 The reasons for this 

inaction are rather obscure as no rent was received from these squatters. 

A possible reason is that the African peasantry produced most of the 

maize crop raised in Natal. The Resident Magistrate of Newcastle 

reported in 1882 that, "The principal crop producing people are as yet 

Natives, who own a large number of ploughs.n55 With the whites only 

growing " •••a few mealies, wheat, and oats for oat hay, and then seldom 

more than they require for their own use and that of their stock,n56 

it was necessary that the African peasant remain on these unalienated 

Crown lands if the local supply of maize was not to diminish; necessitating 

importation at great expense. Whatever the reasons; however, the 

minimal pressure exerted by the colonial authorities in Natal on the 

squatters clearly was in conflict with the commercial farmers' needs., 
It would be erroneous to conceive that the Nguni in Natal were subject \. 

to no coercive measures. In line with the Colonial Office policy of 

gradualism measures were taken to destroy the Nguni's socio-economic 

complex. The customs tariff enacted in 1863, for instance, was designed 

to affect articles consumed by the African population. Agricultural 

implements for whites were allowed to be imported free of duty, while 

on cheaper and inferior "Kafir hoes" a duty of one shilling was payable. 57 

Further cash needs were forced upon the African population and attempts 

were made to destroy the homestead mode of production. Umkonyana, an 

African resident in Natal, articulated these pressures and the grievances 

of Africans in his evidence before the 1881-2 Native Commission:, 
The Hut-tax used to be 7s, now it is 14s, and that 

'fe do not understand. We do not like only being 

allowed to get ten head of cattle for our daughters, 

because it is from that we get our money to pay 

/Government. One 
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Govenunent. One of our great complaints is that our 

women are allowed to get divorce. Government oUght 

to make women pay £50 for a divorce. 58 

Nevertheless, the majority of Africans in Natal did manage to withstand 

these pressures to work for the white commercial farmers up to about 

1890, largely because the conflicts among white interests permitted 

them to exercise a choice as to what type of land/labour relationship 

they entered into. 

The independence of the African peasant producer and the minimum 

progress of the process of primitive accumulation in Natal is at 

the root of the "labour shortage". The commercial farmers were not 

allowed to suffer, however. Indentured labour was imported from 

India in order to alleviate this "labour shortage". The decision 

to import Indians was not merely It ••• the outcome of historical 

circumstances attending the development of the young sugar industry 

in the fifties ... ,n59 but was also a result of n•••British and 

Indian policy towards emigration and immigration... . ,,60 One ~ust 
now therefore endeavour to explain why specifically Indians were 

imported into Natal. 

, 
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Chapter 2 - The Solution 

The solution to the "labour shortage" which was generally propounded 

by the commercial fanning interest was to procure " ..• a permanent 

supply of Native labour," by " .••drawing from them (the Africans) 

their supplies of food, and bringing them more under •.• (the} subjection 

••• ,n1 of the white authorities. Despite the imposition of certain 

cash needs upon the African population, the general ability of the 

African peasantry in Natal to produce a surplus, which could be sold 

in order to meet these cash needs, meant that up to ~bout 1890 the 

flow of labour from the Africans in Natal was severely limited. Thus 

the commercial farmers turned to the importation of labour as the 

short-term solution to the "labour shortage" while always regarding 

that, in the long term, the problem could only be solved by calling 

" •••upon the Government to grapple with the Kafir question."2 

However, there was no general consensus among the commercial farmers 

as to what category of labour to import. While a meeting of planters 

held in Durban on 30 January 1858 decided upon" ... the free immigration 

of the Amatongas for the present relief of the labour market .. .-,"3 

SODle of the planters were " .••under an agreement with reference to the 

introduction of a stated number of Coolies from India."4 Several other 

solutions were also proposed: convicts, Chinese, Nguni from Zululand , 

(who will henceforth, in order to distinguish them from the Nguni. in 

Natal, be called Zulus) and freed Negro slaves from the Northern states 

of the United States of America. That it was eventually decided to 

import Indians was not so much a consequence of the planters' demands 

that Indians be imported (although in 1859 and 1860 this did become 

the favoured short term solution to the "labour shortage") but because 

of India's role within the British Empire" ... to furnish a supply of 

cheap and disposable labour."5 The general organized system of indentured 

Indian labour arose chiefly as a result of the emancipation of slaves in 

the British Empire. Therefore, the "Higration of indentured labour from 

India, when Natal came to seek iomigrants, was ...part of an elaborate 

scbeme organized and controlled by the Governments of Britain and India. 116 

Before one begins to examine the origins of this "elaborate scheme" 

and its workings it is necessary to consider the viability of the 

other forms of importation which ,,,ere proposed. The Zulus from the 

/Z ulu kingdom 
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Zulu kingdom were the least viable proposition as wage labourers for 

the plantations in Natal. In Zululand, "The maj ority of the Zulu we re 

still held firmly in the different production communities of the 

kingdom, moving from one type to another as they grew older and their 

status altered.,,7 A surplus was produced which the king drew from his 

subjects, and this surplus formed his material power base. This extraction 

of surplus did not, however, interfere with the individual I s homestead 

to a great extent. In the homestead " .•. the Zulu men and women consumed 

the products of their own labour, which provided the means of 

subsistence and reproduction of the homestead. ,,8 In 1879 Britain invade~ 
zululand in order to " .•.facilitate the advance of capitalist production in 

southern Africa... . ,,9 The destruction of the political independence 

of the Zulus would free Zulu labour for capitalist production. Although, 

eventually Britain managed to defeat the Zulus the resilience of the 

Zulus, and their defeat of the British army at Isandlwana thwarted 

these plans. The result was that " •.. the war became merely the first 

stage in a prolonged process during which metropolitan and colonial 

forces undermined the strength within (Zulu) •.. society ... . Ii10 Thus, 

for most of the latter half of the nineteenth century, the planters 

in Natal were unable to alleviate their labour needs from Zululand 

and did not consider this to be a viable alternative. 

The proposal to import convict labour seems to have come out of desperation 

rather than from " .•. any predilection for that species of labour.· 11 

There was considerable opposition among whites in Natal to this 

scheme to import convicts. It was perceived that moral and so~ial 

evils would result from the introduction of convicts. Convict labour 

was therefore only the last alternative. 

Chinese labour was a distinct and viable solution to Natal t s "labour 

shortage" problem. In 1855 plans were afoot to introduce Chinese 

labour into Natal. Mr van Prehn, a Dutch Javanese planter who immigrated 

to Natal and purchased a piece of property in Pine Town, hoped to 

introduce a number of Chinese labourers and their families to work 

his fields. The Natal Hercury, always concerned with the interests of 
12the commercial farmers, enthusiastically backed this initiative. The 

newspaper even preferred Chinese to Indian labour. A memorial on the 

importation of Chine se labour \Vas published in The Mercury on 14' March 

1855. The response was so overwhelming that the newspaper rejoiced 

I" ... in the 
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" ••. in the measure of success that ..•attended the application for 

signatures to the memorandum on imported labour." 13 The number of 

Chinese labourers which were guaranteed was close on three-hundred. 

Some planters, however, refused to sign the memorial on the grounds 

that Indian labourers would be preferable to Chinese. The Mercury 

was persuaded that this was a mistaken perception " ...which enquiry 

of those who have had experience of both classes of labourers •.. 

(would) speedily rectify." 14 The importation of Chine se labour 

presented certain problems, however. Firstly, the scheme was costly 

and seconly various practical difficulties, such as the need to acquire 

permission from the authorities in the East, Britain and Natal, had 

to- be overcome. The Legislative Council of Natal presented a great 

hindrance, since those who did not need imported labour were not 

willing to contribute towards payment to introduce these labourers. 

Although a general ordinance was passed in 1856 conferring on the 

Lieutenant Governor of Natal the power to issue regulations for the 

introduction of such labourers, not another step was taken '~ .•• in 

carrying out the intentions of the ordinance ...•"15 The law thus 

~ed " •.. 1 dead letter ••.• "16 There was also still hope among 

the planters that it would not be necessary to meet the considerable 

expense of importing labour but rather to alienate the Nguni in Nataj 

from the means of production. It was, therefore, not until 1858 that 

the first Chinese were introduced into Natal from Java, but only on a 

minimal scale and through private planters. An organized scheme to import 

Chinese did not take off because the Colonial Secretary for Hong Kong 

refused to supply Chinese labour on the meagre wages of ten to· fifteen 

shillings a month. The Colonial Secretary for Hong Kong, in a note to 

the Colonial Secretary for Natal, noted, in this regard, that 

•.. the fortune seeking Chinese would want more 

than this to enable him to carry out his hope of 

returning to China, and he would expect to earn it 

without too much physical work and without denying , 
himself reasonable indulgence in what he considers 

the l~xuries of life. 17 

This problem was not, however, insunnountable as was proved when 

opposition from the Indian goverrunent was overcome in order to facilitate 

the introduction of Indian labour into Natal in 1860. Thus, the 

/importation of 



importation of Chinese labour was a real viable possible solution to 

the "labour shortage" in Natal. 

In a letter to The Hercury (5 April 1860) it was suggested that freed 

slaves from the Northern States of the U.S.A be imported to alleviate 

the "labour shortage". It would, however, have been very difficult 

to persuade these former slaves to come to Natal to work on plantations 

under some sort of contract when they had fled slavery themselves. 

The U.S.A was by now regarded by many of them as a permanent home and 

they had little desire to return to Africa. When in 1821, for instance, 

a settlement for emancipated slaves was founded in Liberia, on the 

African coast, very little came of it. The claim of the correspondent 

to The Merc!llY that the freed slaves have a " ...desire to get •.. home 
.agam. --mealllIlg. the western coast ..• , "18 \vas t heref ore entlre1y erroneous. 

The importation of freed slaves from the U.S.A was consequently not 

& viable proposition. 

One of the most favoured solutions to the "labour shortage" was to 

introduce Tonga. Mention has alrady been made of the meeting of planters 

which was held in Durban on 30 January 1858 at \~hlch a resolution was 

unanimously passed " .•. to memorialize his Excellency (Lt. Gov. Scott) 

to remove any legal obstructions to the free immigration of Amatongas' 

.• , ." 19 In his reply to the memorial Sir Theophilus Shepstone, the 

Secretary for Native Affairs, expressed his willingness to aid 

" ••. the progress of the cultivation of tropical products ..• " in Natal 

in any practical way. However, this had to be done with" ... due 

regard ••• to the circumstances of the colony and the regulations laid 

down by her Majesty's Government on the subject of immigration.,,20 

Therefore it \vas necessary to obtain permission from the necessary 

authorities for the scheme and, linked to this, to overcome opposition 

to contributing public money towards the cost of the scheme. In the 

Natal Legislative Council there was considerable opposition to the 

j,ntroduction of Tonga labour. When a bill was moved on 29 Harch 1858 

" .••for regulating the introduction of immigrants from countries 

eastward of the Cape of Good Hope, not belonging to the East India 

Company •.. ,,21 it encountered strong opposition. The opposition was 

based 

/ ... on the 
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••• on the ground of the non-necessity and undesirableness 

of introducing a new class of Kafir labourers (Amatonga) 

who, it was maintained, would rapidly amalgamate with the 

Natal natives, and ultimately complicate and augment 
' I' 22present diff~cu t~es. 

The bill was therefore shelved for six months. It was only in the 

following year, when the planters I pleas for labour became even 

stronger that the bill became law (Law no. 13 of 1859). An additional 

problem with regard to Tonga labour was that the labourers had either 

come by land through the Zulu kingdom or, the more expensive way, by 

sea. Shepstone, who " ...was not unmindful of demands of colonists 

for more labour and ..•did what he could to satisfy them,n23assisted 

the colonists in the scheme to import Tonga. He sent agents to 

Mozambique to acquire black labour and at the same time procured 

agreements with the Zulu king to permit the labourers to pass 

UDhindered through his territory. Thus, under Shepstone I s supervision, 

a trickle of Tonga labourers made their way into Natal, but not in 

sufficient numbers to relieve the "labour shortage". Nevertheless, 

the importation of Tonga remained a viable scheme which it was always 

possible to extend. 

, 
The eventual solution to the "labour shortage" was the introduction of 

Indian labourers. This solution was fraught with basically the same 

problems as Chinese and Tonga labour: the cost of importation and the 

necessity to obtain permission from the various authorities, in this 

case, the British Government, the Indian Government and the Natal 

Legislative Council. However, the plan to introduce Indians to alleviate 

the "labour shortage" had one big advantage. A scheme to export 

Indians already existed in the British Empire at the time when Natal was 

experiencing a "labour shortage". This was a system of " ... indentured 

emigration from India to the sugar producing colonies. ,,44 The first 

indentured Indians went in five year contracts to Mauritius in 1834, 

and British Guiana in 1837. In Britain there was an outcry that this 

was merely slavery in a different guise. This led to a temporary 

prohibition of emigration and an enquiry into the conditions of recruitment. 

The regulations pertaining to indentured Indian immigration were 

subsequently revised and '~migration under protecting regulations was 

reopened to Mauritius in 1842, to British Guiana, Jamaica and Trillidad 

in 18l~4, (and) subsequently to other West Indian islands... . ,,25 Thus, 

lif the 
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if the planters of Natal were to alleviate their labour shortage by 

importing Indians they merely had to find a way to graft Natal onto this 

scheme. This was successfully accomplished in 1860. 

The system which Natal grafted onto had its genesis in the British 

colonial sugar industry in Mauritius and the West Indies. The British 

colonial sugar industry received its major boost from the Industrial 

Revolution in Britain. As industrial towns grew, tea, sugar and coffee 

became necessities for workers and their families. The great masses 

of people who had been expropriated from the soil had to depend upon 

tropical products to sustain themselves. The labour intensive nature 

of production in the tropics meant that, in order to meet this increasing 

demand, the labour force had to be expanded to increase output. At 

the same time wage rates had to be kept down to contain the effects which 

a reduction in prices might have. The solution was therefore to 

utilize a form of restrictive engagement such as slavery or indentured 

labour. At first slaves were utilized but in 1834 slavery was abolished 

throughout the British Empire. Through its impact on labour supplies 

"British slave emancipation setback the British colonial sugar industry 
"26 Th B . . hI· . . h I b f••• . e r1t1s co onles, reqU1r1ng a c eap a our oree on 

plantations in order to compete with foreigners thus tapped" ..•extran~us 

sources of plantation labour •.. in India. "27 India therefore became a 

labour-supply pool for plantation economies within the British Empire. 

"Units of production, not people, were exported across the sea to 
28supply the demand." 

That there was a demand for labour in the form of restrictive engagement 

in the British colonial sugar industry does not imply that this r6le had 

to be filled by Indians. The question arises as to why indeed " ...it was 

India's rOle within the British Empire, to furnish a supply of cheap and 

disposable labour.,,29 Part of the answer lies in the integral connection 

between the export of Indians overseas " .•. and British imperialism which 

defised and perpetuated it.,,30 After ail, this rOle of being a labour 

. supplier was not one which merely evolved but " ...was a r~ne imposed 

by the ruling power on a subjugated people .,,31 Thus, in order to 

comprehend the rOle of India as a labour supplier it is necessary to 

understand the nature of British imperialism in relation to India. 

/Duringthe 
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During the seventeenth century the British came to India for reasons 

of adventure, state, commerce and plunder. In order to make fortunes in 

India it was necessary to have a territorial base. "Since the 

behaviour of native authorities seemed erratic and unpredictable, the 
,,32tendency to seize more of the elements of real power were strong .•• 

The defensive element also played a determining rOle in the British 

acquisition of territory in India. " •.. the Portugese and the French 

were intriguing with native rulers to oust them. The British responded 

by counterattacks.,,33 Thus gradually from the mid eighteenth century, 

when the British were still organized for commerce and plunder in India 

under the British East India Company, the British moved towards, in 

effect, becoming rulers of India in the mid nineteenth century as their 

territorial responsibilities increased. The need to acquire a source of 

revenue in order to support these increasing administrative duties meant 

that taxes had to be imposed upon the indigenous population. The 

alternative to this was to withdraw from India which, from the British 

point of view, was unthinkable. "To pull out ...would have been to 

acknowledge defeat without having being defeated. ,,34 The decisions about 

how taxes were to be assessed and collected were known as settlements. 

It was these settlements that intensified the process of rural change 

in India. At the beginning of the nineteenth century approximately , 
eighty percent of India's popUlation was tied to the land and generated 

a substantial economic surplus. The settlements, however, " .•• formed the 

basis of a political and economic system in which the foreigner, the 

landlord, and the moneylender took the economic surplus away from the 

peasantry.,,35 The most important settlement was based upon the zamindar, 

who in effect was a parasitic landlord. The zamindar collected taxes 

from the peasant tenants on his property. The British took nine-tenths 

of the revenue the zamindar received and left one-tenth with the 

zamindar for his trouble and responsibility. Those zamindars who failed 

to pay their allotted revenues lost their land and were replaced by 

collaborators. By the mid nineteenth century forty percent of land had 

changed hands in this manner. It must be realised, however, that Britain 

did not create the parasitic landlord but merely intensified a trend. 

India's own social structure actually provided the basis for the 

expropriation of economic surplus. Though the new legal and political 

framework which Britain imposed provided the landlord with new weapons 

I II • •.••~t ~s 
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" .••itis likely that the landlord depended less on these instruments 

to increase his revenue and more on traditional sanctions through 

caste and the organization of the village.,,36 

Britain not only expropriated the surplus of the peasantry through 

landlords, thus forcing the peasants to become free labourers, but 

also destroyed native handicrafts. The flooding of the Indian market 

by British textiles at the beginning of the nineteenth century, as a 

product of the Industrial Revolution, destroyed the local textile 

manufacturers. ''Those who bore the brunt most were the to~ weavers 

who produced goods of high quality or else villages, especially in 

Madras, that had come to specialize in textiles for the market.,,37 

Town weavers were thus forced back onto the land where they were · 

forced to rely upon a bare subsistence or work for landlords in a 

form of semi-slavery. 

The expropriation of surplus from the peasants, the failure to 

reinvest this surplus in industrial growth, and the destruction of 

native handicrafts meant that there was a large available free labour 

force. Britain "Having destroyed much of their (the Indians') 

traditional sources of livelihood ••. was now poised to exploit the 

impoverished Indians as a labour force for export. ,,38 , 

This process did not, however, assume the same form throughout India. 

While the British were sometimes almost wholly responsible for destroying 

the traditional sources of livelihood of the Indians, in other cases 

natural factors forced the Indians off the land. Indeed, the first 

indentured Indians correspond to this latter group. The ;IDangars J 

or hill coolies, who i.nitially lived on the hilly borderland of the 

Ganges plain provided a fruitful. labour pool. When the fertility of the 

hillside was exhausted they moved to the plains and hired themselves 

out as labourers. Very soon these Dhangars were lured onto ships bound 

for Mauritius and Demerara. However, the high death rate among the 

hil1~oolies meant that the number of these Indians used for indentured 

emigration dropped off considerably. Indeed, it is doubtful whether any 

Dhangars came to Natal. 

It was in Bihar that the process of impoverishment described above had 

/gone the 
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gone the furthest. The low-castes had become almost landless labourers 

having lost their holdings to superior castes because of exactions 

placed upon them. A kind of semi-slavery known as kamiuti was entered 

into in order to meet their needs. These people therefore were If ••• 

easy prey for emigration recruiters. It required little persuasion to 

show that they were better off by engaging themselves to indenture, a 

form of servitude which must seem light compared to the landlord or 

the moneylender."39 

Most of the indentured Indians, however, were recruited at the ports 

of embarkation. As a result of impoverishment in the cOWltryside many 

of the lower-caste Indians were .drawn to the big cities in the hope of 

becoming burden carriers. In these cities, Madras, Calcutta and Bombay, 

this prospect proved itself for only a few. Many of these low-caste 

Indians were thus drawn into the Emigration Agent's net • . It is from this 

source that most of Natal's Indians came. 

That there was this available supply of labour in India does not 

necessarily imply that Natal planters initially wanted Indian labour. 

There were also problems of obtaining the necessary permission from the 

authorities and the cost of importation. The first suggestion that ,
Indians be imported into Natal came from Sir George Grey, the Governor 

of the Cape, when he visited Natal in July 1855. The following month, 

ill Britain, Captain Laffon, M.P, who was a partner in the Tongaat Sugar 

Estate, brought up the question of Indian labour to Mauritius in the 

House of Commons. The Mercury had " ••. reason to believe that the 

object of that gentleman ••• is mainly connected with the necessities 

of labour in this district (Natal). "40 A correspondent to The Hercury, 

who signed himself J .R.S, (presumably J .R. Saunders the prominent sugar 

planter in Natal and later member of the Natal Legislative Council), 

believed " .•. that for our (Natal's) sugar growing prospects they (coolies) 

are indispensable... . ,,41 Nevertheless, there was still considerable 

hope that the "labour shortage" would be alleviated by alienating the 

Nguni in Natal from their means of production. Thus, ,vhen the first 

general election was held for the Natal Legislative Council in 1857 the 

outstanding questions dealt ,vith were the "kafir policy" and the need 

for African labour. Only two candidates (out of a total of twenty-four) 

/advocated the 
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advocated the introduction of Indians: J .R. Saunders in Victoria 

County and W.H. Addison in Durban County. They therefore stood in 

constituencies ,~ch were most interested in sugar growing and wanted 

a supply of labour. Yet both were defeated by opponents who preferred 

to " •••meet the difficulty of our (Natal's) native population with a 

stern determination to overcome it •..• "42 The labour question was not 

the only issue in the election, however, and it would be erroneous to 

completely account for the defeat of Saunders and Addison because they 

advocated Indian labour. Nevertheless, it does seem that this aspect 

did contribute significantly to their defeats. Thus, in Natal there 

seems to have been no preference initially for Indian labour. 

The first practical steps towards the importation of Indians was 

taken in 1857 when the Natal Legislative Council appointed a select 

Committee to report "'Upon the propriety of introducing Coolies or 

Chinese labourers into Natal, and the measures to be adopted for 

facilitating the introduction of such labourers. 1,,43 The committee 

recommended, in April 1857, that Indian immigration be opened but at 

the expense of the planters. The planters in Natal perceived their 

position not to be so desperate that they had to go to great expense 

to procure labour. The alternative possibility of using the Natal ~ 

Ngmri. as labourers on the plantations was far more attractive. Moreover, 

the Colonial Office, on the recommendation of the Indian government, 

refused to sanction the bill which arose from this report. The bill 

made all contracts entered into outside the United Kingdom binding in 

Natal. The Indian government was of the opinion that " ...no useful 

purpose would be gained by authroising the emigration of labourers 

from any parts in India to the Province of Natal. •.• ,,44 The reasons 

for this refusal to supply labourers to Natal were spelled out by the 

Secretary to the Government of India, Cecil Beadon: labour conditions 

were better in Mauritius and the West Indies, there were difficulties 

involved in meeting the demand for labour in these two colonies and 

theore was an adequate demand for labour in India. 45 Therefore, when 

the introduction of Indian labour to Natal was originally proposed, 

there was not an enthusiastic re 3ponse from all quarters. 

By 1859, however, the position had altered considerably. Evidently 

/labour was 
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labour was not forthcoming, in the quantities necessary for the 

plantations, from the Nguni in Natal. In an editorial with the banner 

headlines "THE FATE OF THE COLONY HANGS ON A THREAD, and that thread is 

LABOUR,,,46The Mercury commented that unless an adequate supply of 

labour was procure d 

•..many hundreds of acres of land of ...cane will rot 

in the ground; and most of our enterprising planters 

who have literally embarked their all, and more than 

their all ...will be utterly and irretrievably ruined. 

In which case the prospects of this colony will be put 
47back at least ten years •.•. 

Accordingly it was now obvious that " ... the Legislature must at once 

open the way and provide all requisite financial and other facilities 

for the introduction of Coolies. .. . ,,48 In the same issue The Mercury 

also published a memorial, from the planters of the county of Durban 

to the Legislative Council of Natal, calling upon the Council to pass 

a bill to facilitate the introduction of Indian labourers.49 In the 

general election of 1859 those candidates who advocated the introduction 

of Indian labour were successful. In Victoria County the prO-Indian 

labour candidate, Henry Milner, defeated Johnston by one vote. Adolph 

Coqui, a leading proponent of Indian immigration, was successful in , 
Durban County. 

O~f the main issues which was debated in the first session of the 

second Natal Legislative Council, which was opened by Lt. Gov. Scott 

on 26 April 1859, was the question of importing Indians to Natal . . Coqui 

introduced the Coolie Bills into the council. The bills ....ere met with 

considerable opposition from the up-country fanners who were indignant 

at having to pay to\"ards procuring a labour supply for the planters 

at the coast. 

Why, they say, should we make the planters rich? 

, 
Why should we unfortunate grazing fanners be taxed 

merely for the benefit of these futur'e millionaires? 

Why should the 

state? 50 
sugar boers alone be pampered by the 

Despite this opposition the Coolie Bills were passed and became laws 

13, 14 and 15 of 1859. Law 13 sanctioned immigration from the 

east, but not from India (such as Chinese and Tongas), under a licence 

Ito be 
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to be granted by the Governor, the Governor's agent or a British 

consul. Law 14 dealt specifically with the introduction by the 

government of Natal of labourers from India. The immigrants ,vere 

to be brought out at public expense. However, when the Indian was 

assigned to a planter the employer had to repay" ..•three-fifths of 

the money which has been spent on bringing the Coolie into the country .,,51 

The Indian initially had to spend three years under contract and 

thereafter serve two more years on a fresh agreement either for the 

same employer or a new one. Whoever hired the Indian during these 

tWO years had to pay, each year, a fifth of the money which was 

spent on bringing the Indian into the colony. Once the term of 

indenture was completed (in toto five years) the Indian could hire 

out his own service. After ten years residence in the colony (five 

years under indenture and five years as a free labourer), the Indian 

was entitled to a free return passage back to India or a grant of 

Crown land to the value of his passage money. Under Law 15 it was 

permitted to introduce Indians at one's own expense provided one first 

applied to the immigration agent and laid down security to pay the 

passage money. Thus, in Natal, the authority to procure Indian labour 

had been obtained by 1859 and was approved by the British government. 

All that now lay in the way of the introduction of Indians was the " 

Indian government. 

This obstacle~waa nnt as great as might be imagined on the basis of the 

Indian government's initial refusal to supply Natal with Indian labour. 

Following the Indian Mutiny of 1857 the British government took ·over 

direct control of India from the British East India Company. Thus, when 

Natal demanded Indian labour there was a sympathetic British administration 

in India which listened to their demands. When the Coolie laws ~re 

passed in Natal W.M. Collins was sent to India to ensure that there would 

be no further delays in obtaining the Indians. However, he fmmd that 

there was no legal machinery in India to facilitate immigration to Natal. 
, 

Matters ~re speedily straightened out "'ith the co-operation of the 

Indian government. The India Act number thirty-three of 1860 was passed 

authorizing emigration from India to Natal. 

On 22 November 1860 The Mercury reported that the previous week had been 

/ a memorable 
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one for Anglo""'1~atalians. 

At last after the discussion of years and the extinction 

of hopes innumerable, the planters' pet project has been 

realised. On Friday afternoon last, November 16, the 

large barque Truro made anchorage and signalled the 

fact of her having a large number of coolie labourers 

on board. 52 

solution to the "labour shortage ll had been found: the importation 

indentured Indians. For the planters it marked the start of 

prosperous years. For the Indians, however, it was the 

of a term of slavery. The contract, which was supposed 

to protect the Indian by defining his conditions of labour, became 

for the plantation owner to establish ownership 

The conditions of labour were, to a large extent, completely 

ignored by the planters. 

, 
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Chapter 3 - The Indians in Natal 

Between 1860 and 1885 34 760 indentured Indians . were introduced into 

1
Natal . (see appendix 1) The chief features of the indenture system 

in Natal were basically the same as those in Mauritius and the West 

Indies. The indentured labourer was assigned to an employer for five 

years2during which time no freedom of movement between employers and 

employment was permitted3 • The employer was legally obliged to provide 

wages, at a level fixed by the government, free housing, medical 

attendance, sufficient food and water for his labourers, and not to 

work his labourers overtime. However, the haziness of the indentured 

workers' contract provided the employer with many loopholes. Thus, 

the contract, instead of giving the indentured labourer more rights 

actually limited his rights. It is in this respect that the indentured 

labour system differed from slavery. The proper civil rights " ..• 

which are left to the slave, if any, are the exception while in the 

case of the indentured labourer the excdptions are those of which he 

is deprived. n4 

Although in theory the conditions of service for indentured Indian 

labourers in Natal did change, for the better, between 1860 and 1885, 

in practical terms the conditions remained very similar throughout ./ 

this period. During the first phase of indentured Indian immigration 

into Natal, from 1860 to 1866, the conditions of service were defined 

by Law 14 of 1859. This law was rather indefinite and hazy. The 

indentured labourer was to be paid ten shillings per month with medical 

attendance, food and lodgings provided. In general, " •.• the wish of 

the immigrant ... n5had to be ascertained as far as possible and attended 

to. In order to establish whether the requirements of the law were 

adhered to half -yearly inspections of the estates were required to be 

conducted by the Resident Magistrates. Clearly Law 14 was nebulous in 

regard to conditions of service for indentured labourers and it was 

possible for the employers to find many loopholes in the law. 
, 

. Wages, although set a minimum rate of ten shillings a month, were held 

back upon the slightest pretext. Any employer who failed or neglected 

to pay ,,..ages which the immigrant 'vas entitled to \Vas " ... liable to a 

penalty of £10 sterling for each offence... .,,6 The employers, however, 

/" • .. devised ingenious 
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" •.. devised ingenious means to deprive ... ,,7 the indentured labourers 

of their ,,,ages. Deductions ,,,ere made by the employer on aCCOlmt 

of sickness or absence without leave. The proportionate deductions 

for sickness n ••• to the amount of pay was found to range in some 

' instances as high as thirty-three per cent on different estates •..• n 

No deductions were supposedly made in cases of real sickness, but 

since the employer determined what constituted "real sickness", in 

nearly all cases of sickness deductions were made. When the first batch 

of indentured Indians took the opportlmity to return to India in 1870, 

after ten years residence in Natal, there were nwnerous complaints of 

irregular payments. Lazar, who first worked three years for Andrew 

WeUesly never received his proper ,,,ages. He received six or eight 

shillings every three or four months. When he later went to work 

for Bob S&ith for a year, Smith paid Lazar for four months and then 

never paid him any more. 9 A very similar story was related by 

Ramsami 

I ,vas three years with M r Hodgson . He only gave 

me half the pay he ought to have given me. He 

ought to have paid me lOs a-month. He only gave 

me 5s and sometimes 6s. This lasted for three years. 

I then went to Mr Greig. Hr Greig engaged to pay me 

12s a-month. He did so for six months, but afterwards 

only gave me 5s or 6s a month. 10 

Similar complaints of irregular wages and not receiving wages were 

made by various other labourers ,vho returned to India on the Red Riding 

~.11 In some instances these claims of irregular payments were 

not justified (Mr Smith, for instance, had paid Lazar), but in many 

cases these complaints were justifiable. Mangapathee, for example, 

worked for Mr Trail for four years and was not paid his ,,,ages for 

seven-and-a-half months. Mason, the Acting Coolie Agent, confirmed 

this non-payment of wage s. 12 It ,,,ould seem that, on the whole, the 

Planters held back ,,,ages upon the slightest pretext in order to reap 

&reate't' profits. 

The lodgings which were provided for the indentured Indian labourers 

were odious and unhygenic. The employer generally let " ... the Immigrant 

bUild his apology for a hut in his own time... ." 13 Since the employee. 

/did not 



did not have much time of his own these huts tended to be merely small 

iron shanties. Those employers who did build huts for their employees 

built them as cheaps as possible (at under ten shillings a hut).' The 

result was that the employer built was virtually of the same standard as 

that constructed by the employee. The size of these huts (both types) 

was barely large enough to provide living space. Each hut provided 

the adult with approximately one hundred cubic feet of living room, but 

if he was with his family it was well below this figure. The huts had 

no outlets provided for smoke. G. Lindsay Bonnar, an H.D. in Durban, 

visited these shanties and remarked that it was virtually impossible to 

breathe in them let alone live in them. 14 Furthermore, no latrinal 

facilities were provided for the indentured labourers. Booth, the 

Medical Officer for Umzinto Circle, commented that the areas in which 

the indentured Indian labourers lived were " ... a pestilential dunghill 

from which so overpowering a stench arises that it is a sickening 

nuisance to white people compelled to pass it - and what must it be to 

the men, women and more particularly the children obliged to live in 

the midst of it.,,15 In general the housing for indentured Indian inunigrants 

were so bad that Booth noted: " ..•1 do not know of any estate on which 

the horse-stable is not inuneasurably better than the Coolie-huts. ,,16 , 
With regard to the provision of medical facilities it must be remembered 

that Indians were indentured for five years (after 1865). He was no 

good to the master after those five years. The master tried to make 

the labourer work as often and hard as possible. When Indians claimed 

they were sick the owner argued that they were pretending to be ill· 

and thus forced them to work. Hareebukut, working for Thomas Brown on 

the Umgeni Estate, for instance, complained that he had diarrhoea. 

The overseer then came to his hut " ..• and struck (him) with a whip ••• , 

twice on the legs-fearing that he would strike again (he) \~nt off to 

the mill and worked all day."l7 Moreover, the estates rarely had 

hospitals on them: by 1872 only three estates had hospital buildings 

and th~se were rarely used. 18 No regular medical inspections of 

estates took place and the doctor was only sent for in, what the owner 

regarded as, urgent cases. Clearly, the medical attention provided for 

indentured Indian labourers \'1as inadequate. 

Like wages, food rations were held back upon the slightest excuse. 

ji\hen the 



-38

When the labourers were sick and refused to work they were given 

half-rations. The quality of the food provided was not of a wholesome 

standard either. Instead of providing the labourers with rice, .as 

was stipulated by law, the Indians were provided with mealie-meal. 

,Complaints were widespread amongst indentured Indians regarding 

mealie-meal which was not their accustomed food " ... and was distasteful 

and unwholesome.,,19 The employers justified supplying their employees 

with mealie-meal by arguing that it was more wholesome than rice. 

However, there was no real altruistic motive in supplying mealie-meal 

instead of rice. It was a question of mealie-meal being cheaper than 

rice and the planter consequently economizing. 

Above all this the Indians were generally mistreated. Floggings 

were not infrequent. Those indentured Indians who returned to India 

upon the Red Riding Hood told horrific tales of being beaten: '~r. Lister 

was a very bad gentleman ...He often beat me with a 'Chembuck,' tying 

my hands and pouring salt-water on my back.,,20 Veeran, who worked for 

Mr Greig, was struck " ... on the head one day with an iron rod ... ,1f 
21 

by Greig. Ill-treatment seems to have been frequent on the plantations 

in Natal. 

,

The estate owners were able to take these liberties with regard to 

their labourers because the administrative mechanism which was supposed 

to ascertain and act on the interests of the Indians, the Resident 

Magistrates, was inefficient. Indeed, the 1872 Coolie Commission noted 

that " .•• the half -yearly inspections of estates required by Law (Law 14, 
, 

1859, sec 22) to be conducted by the Resident Magistrates, have never 

been carried out by them; that few reports as prescribed appear to have 

been furnished ..•. ,,22 The employees therefore generally managed their 

indentured labourers as they willed. 

In 1866 indentured Indian :immigration into Natal came to a temporary 

halt. ,The general depression in Natal, caused by the world-wide collapse 

of markets after the end of the American Civil War, meant that 

plantation production had to be cut back. Thus no Indians were importeG 

between 1866 and 1874. Hmvever, the signs of recovery from the 

depression had begun well before 1874. Indeed in 1870 the signs M~re 

so favourable that the Natal Legislative Council passed a new la,,, to 

/ import Indians: 
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import Indians: Law 2 of 1870. This law was much more definite in 

its tenninology and superseded Law 14 of 1859. The i..mmi.grants were 

to work for no more than six days a week and nine hours daily, between 

sunrise and sunset, with a break of at least an hour for rest. 23 The 

employer was also bound and obliged " •.. to give, grant, and provide, to 

and for the said Immigrants, and for such families as may be allotted, 

good and comfortable lodging, wholesome and suitable food, and proper 

medical attendance and medicines •... n 24 The Indian Government, however, 

was not assured that these specifications were sufficient, especially 

after they had heard the complaints of the former indentured Indians 

returning to India from Natal. When Natal therefore applied for labour 

from India in 1872, when the depression was over, the Indian government 

refused. 

We regret to have to say that the correspondence 

now furnished leads us to fear that ... 'proper measures 

have not, in the Colony of Natal, been taken for 

the protection of emigrants during their residence 

therein' . .. • We cannot permit emigration thither 

to be resumed, until we are certified that the 

colonial authorities are awake to their duty towards 

Indian emigration, and that effectual measures , 
have been taken to· ensure, that class of Her Majesty's 

subjects, full protection in Natal. 25 

In vie,,, of the reluctance of the Indian Government to supply Natal 

with labour the Natal Legislative Council decided to institute a 

Commission to n ••• Inquire into the Condition of the Indian Immigrants 

in the Colony of Natal; the mode in which they are employed; and 

also to inquire into the complaints made by Returning Immigrants to 

the Protector of Emigrants at Calcutta. ,,26 

The Commission, although it did point to certain cases of 

ill-treatment, generally whitewashed the conditions of service for 

Indiafls in Natal. "On the whole, we are of opinion, as to the general 

conditions of the Indians now in the Colony, that they are not and 

never have been subject to any systematic ill-treatment or oppression 

by their employers .,,27 However, in order to eradicate isolated and 

individual cases of ill-treatment, the Commission recommended that 

" ... a revised system of supervision ... ,,2~e instituted. This supervision 



would be carried out by a Protector of Indian Inunigrants. His duty 

would be to inspect and report on the Indians located .in Natal, and 

would have powers of jurisdiction to settle disputes between Indians 

and their masters and between the Indians themselves. 29 With regard to 

medical affairs, the Commission recommended that regular inspection 

Qf all estates should be carried out by Government appointed medical 

attendants. 30 These recommendations were accepted by the natal 

Legislative Council and translated into Law 12 of 1872. The Indian 

Government ,,,as acquainted with the further protection which was 

afforded by these new regulations. After much persuasion it decided 

to resume indentured Indian immigr~tion to Natal in 1874. 

Although, in theory, the indentured Indians could now obtain redress 

for their grievances this was practically nearly impossible. 

The watch dogs - the Protectors .•. -supposedly set 

by the government to ensure that the harsh laws were 

not exceeded, were in most cases themselves involved 

in the system: they identified with the interests of 

the planters, not with those of a benevolent government, 

still less with those of the coolies. 31 

Thus, the conditions of service for indentured Indians who arrived in 

Natal after 1874 did not change markedly from those of the Indians who 

had come in the period 1860 to 1866. 

The lodgings were virtually the same as in the first period. They 

were certainly not " ••• good and comfortable ... , n lodgings as provid~d 

by Law 2 of 1870. Notably the law laid down no specific regulations 

" ••• to guide the Employers as to the size and description of the 

buildings he (was) •.. required to erect. n32 Thus the indentured labourers 

were still provided with makeshift apologies for huts. 

The quality of the food provided was certainly not n ••• good and 

whol~ome ••. " (La\" 2 of 1870). Healie-meal was still provided in 

place of rice. In addition to the mealie-meal which the labourer 

received on a daily basis (if he received his rations) he was also 

entitled to two pounds of fish, one pound of ghee or oil, and one 

pound of salt. Kallichurn, an indentured labourer, did not receive " 

any fish, ghee or salt for five months. 33 Fruit and vegetables, which 

fare of 
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are of primary importance in maintaining health were " ••• far out of 

the Coolie's reach... . ,,34 The only way the indentured labourer could 

obtain these articles of food was to cultivate them on a piece of 

garden grotmd at his own lie sure • The problem was that he did not 

have much, or any, liesure time. Thus, the indentured Indian labourer, 

generally, neither received a sufficient diet or a wholesome one. 

Probably the greatest change which did occur was in regard to medical 

treatment. Frequent medical inspections of estates did take place. In 

addition to this, in accordance with Law 2 of 1870, hospitals began 

to be erected on estates on which more than twenty Indians worked. The 

medical officer for Umzinto reported in January 1880 that " •.• the movement 

for the erection of Estate Hospitals is going on so favourably 

here, that the next dry season should see the completion of Estates 

Hospitals in this circe .,,35 These hospitals though were extremely 

primitive. " ... no water basins or baths, and only four latrines 

which were holes in the ground, no segregation of sexes, no separation 

of infectious diseases or of lepers, a staff of one male nurse and a 

superintendent, and corpses left to lie in the open.,,36 Clearly, although 

the medical conditions improved, they still were inadequate. , 
The indentured labourers were supposed to work for a maximum of n:ine 


hours from sunrise to stmset. Yet this was hardly ever adhered to. 


Booth noted: "I have not met with a single instance in which the 


nine hours rule ,{as observed. "37 The Indians therefore had no recreational 


time at all. " ••• the men have hardly any time to cook their suppers 


and get the necessary sleep before they hear the morning bell ringing 


them out to work again .,,38 These long hours of labour in many instances 


led to chronic ill-health. 


The general mistreatment of Indians still continued despite the 


presence of the Protector. Assaults on indentured labourers remained 


commoI1:place. Nootmunsing, an indentured labourer, complained to Graves, 


the Acting Protector of Immigrants, of such an assault. 


I was assaulted by James 'vilson Hanager (of Hr John 

Hilner's Estate) on last Friday the 15 just about 

9 am - he struck me with a whip on the face the 

end of the lash marked me just under the eye, after 

/this he 
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this he was drawing out his knife to strike me and 

I said "Bhau Choodh" I will cut your throat, after 

which he threatened to shoot me .•. 

I am frightened to stay on the Estate for my life 

is in danger - it has been threatened several times 

by James Wilson. 39 

The conclusion which the Indian Immigrants Commission (1885-7) 

reached that " ••• ill-treatment by masters is infrequent,,,40 thus 

seems to be erroneous. 

The conditions of service for the indentured Indian labourers in 

Natal, throughout the period 1860 to 1885, were summed up by Booth 

in his medical report for the year 1879 . 

.•• the average Indentured Indian is badly housed, 

insufficiently fed, unsuitably clothed, has often 

little and poisoned water to drink, has hours of 

daily labour incompatible with health of body and 

mind, inhales throughout the night a disease laden 

atmosphere, has but hap-hazard attention when he is 

ill, lives ,vith surroundings characteristic of those ,in ,vhich diseases are bred and spread, that his women 

are prevented from fulfilling woman! s offices, and 

his children suffer from neglect ..••41 

Entering into a contract of indenture therefore condemned the Indian 

to a period of semi-slavery. 

The oft repeated claim that life in Natal was better for the 

indentured Indian than in India is largely invalid. Significant 

numbers of Indians in Natal resorted to desertion or suicide. In 

1879 there were thirty-seven cases of desertion in Natal. One of those 

cases involved mass desertion by seventeen men. In 1880 there was 

a case of a family deserting their employer.42 Probably the clearest , 
~dication of the discontent that the Indians felt is their high 

rate of suicide in Natal. The suicide rate in Hatal was 640 per 

million, compared to 46 per million in Madras and 54 per million the 

United Provinces of India. 43 This seems to indicate that the Indians, 

despite poverty in India, felt better off in India than in Natal under 

conditions of semi-slavery. 
lIn general 

http:employer.42
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In general, therefore, the estate owners saw their workers " ... as a 

cruel but vexacious (sic) part of the estate productive equipment, 

draining for all sorts of unecessary concession at their expense. 

They refused them permission to leave the estates, grudged them their 

wages and devised ingenious means to deprive them of these, with 

, justice' through a rate of fines. ,,44 The indentured Indian thus 

enabled the plantation to be prosperous and ensured that Natal would 

partly become a plantation economy. 

Sugar production received a considerable boost from the acquisition of 

a sufficient labour supply. The amount of sugar produced rose from 

1 669 short tons in 1860 to 20 931 short tons in 1884. 45 Sugar exports, 

in the equivalent time period, rose from 1 218 short tons to 11 785 

short tons. 46 The value of these sugar exports reached a peak in 
471880 when £215 191 was realised from the export of sugar. Undoubtedly 

Natal's sugar industry profited from the introduction of indentured 

Indian immigration. However, it is necessary to examine the impa.ct 

of the continuing success of plantation production in the context of 

Natal's economy as a whole 

The period from 1860 to 1885 must be seen as a transition from small 

scale plantations to large concentrated plantations • 

••.plantation production, as a form of capitalist 

enterprise which combined agricultural and industrial 

processes within the same unit, and extracted surplus 

from a largely indentured labour force, was at best a 

short lived fonn of production. The appearance of 

centralized mills ... (in Natal) ..• suggests that 

plantation agriculture, strictly defined, was at 

times a transitional fonn of capitalist production. 

Particularly in sugar, it seems often to have given 

ways to other forces of tropical preduction. 48 

Thus one must view the influence of the plantation on Natal's economy 


in tenns of this transition to a concentration of capital. 


Although the development of the plantation in the period 1860 to 1885 did 

not directly lead to structural underdevelopment in Natal (it did, 

/howeve r, in an 
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however, in an indirect \vay clear the \vay for this underdevelopment, as 


\vill be seen later), it did influence Natal's economy significantly. 


The plantations did provide Natal with a limited export earner as well 


as developing stronger economic ties with the United Kingdom. It also 


drew Natal into the economy of Southern Africa through the economic 


ties with the Cape which were intensified through the export of sugar 


. to the Cape. Above all, it was the necessity to introduce Indians as 

labourers during this transitional period which had probably the 

greatest impact on Natal's economy. It was only after 1900, when 

rationalization of production had taken place, that the necessity of 

more efficient labour led to the phasing out of indentured labour and 

the use of Nguni as labourers. The need to import labour in a sense 

made Natal's sugar industry dependent upon the metropole. The plantations, 

in order to continue, had to rely upon Britain ensuring that the flow 

of Indian labour to Natal was sustained. Thus an intricate part 

of Natal's economy became indirectly dependent upon Britain for 

labour, but only for this transitional period. 

The introduction of Indians to work the plantations had another 

significant influence on Natal's economy. After his term of indenture 

the Indian became a "free" Indian. Many of these "free Indians" ,/ 

became market gardeners on plots leased from White settlers. The 

lands were rented at exhorbitant prices but the Indians still managed 

to propagate cheap produce. This had a significant impact upon both 

the white colonists and the African peasantry. 

Indians were introduced into Natal for no other reason than to be 

labourers on the plantations. 


He (the Coolie) is introduced for the same reason 


as mules might be introduced from Monte Video, oxen 


from Madagascar, or sugar machinery from Glasgo\". 


The object for which he is brought is to supply labour 
, 
and that alone. He is not of us; he is in every 

respect an alien; he only comes to perform a certain 

amount of \vork and returns again to India. 49 

The problem, for certain white interests, was that many Indians 


did not return to India but remained in Natal and became market 


/ gardeners. The 
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gardeners. The low prices of the Indian' products undercut many 

white traders and farmers, especially those farmers in the up-country 

areas who propogated the same products as the Indians. The "free 

Indians", together with the free passenger Indians (or Arabs as 

Natal's white colonists called them) who came to Natal under the 

ordinary immigration laws and paid their own passage, therefore 

threatened the economic domination which the whites held. "By 

1875, the Indians were showing sufficient signs of prosperity to 

attract White attention. By that time, the tradition of conserving 

wealth in the White class had become firmly entrenched, and the 

prospects of equality with a colonized subject group became anathema.,,59 

The threat which the Indian's posed to the white's economic domination 

began during this period of transition. Many white colonists 

started thinking on how effectively to eliminate this competition. 

This eventually led to discriminatory legislation against Indians 

during the 18905. 

Although the African peasantry was not undermined considerably auring 

this transitional period (it was to be destroyed later when there 

was a concentration of capital) the process of rural underdevelopment 

began. The success of the "free Indians" intruded into the market ,
where Africans had realised their surplus in terms of cash. In this 

manner the Indians participated in the process which eventually 

undermined the African peasantry in Natal and forced them to become 

"free" labourers. To cotmteract this trend the plantations provided 

the Africans with an additional market for their produce. 

Therefore, the plantation economy, during this transitional period, 

did not ensure complete dependence on the metrople for Natal and 

consequential structural underdevelopment. However, this transitional 

,period is significant since it nurtured the forces which changed 

the forms of the plantation economy. From 1860 to 1885 there was 

this,gradual change from small holdings to large concentrated holdings 

which eventually led to a fundamental restructuring of Natal's 

economy. Perhaps, most importantly, racial attitudes were formed by 

whites because of the threat which the Indian's posed to the whites' 

economic domination. 
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Conclusion. 

In November 1860 the first batch of indentured Indian immigrants 

arrived in Natal. The Indians came " ••. to the South African 

crusible (sic} •• as servants, not as conquerors or even as gladly 

welcomed white faces in a sea of black."1 The Indians were primarily 

introduced into Natal in order to alleviate the "labour shortage" 

in the colony. Considering the large African population of Natal 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century it is rather unusual . 

that Natal resorted to imported labour instead of drawing its labour 

supply from the indigenous population. One of my original intentions 

in dealing with the subject of indentured Indiam immigration into 

Natal was to provide an explanation for this apparent paradox. 

An investigation of the secondary literature available on the 

subject revealed that no adequate explanation had been propounded 

in this regard. The most satisfactory explanations are those suggested 

by LJ.1. Thompson2and Mabel Palmer3, but both of these are inadequate. 

According to Palmer the explanation is very easy.4 First of all, the 

Africans were in a stage of subsistence economy and could raise all 

they required on their own lands. S Secondly, the location system locked 

up the labour supply since Shepstone, who was in charge of the locations, 

regarded any attempt to compel the Africans to work for Europeans with " 

great disfavour. 6 Palmer's explanation is, however, wanting in certain 

respects. With respect to her first pOint, the question arises as to 

how the Africans met cash needs if they only produced sufficient to 

feed themselves and their families (i.e. a subsistence economy). Indeed, 

as Bundy7has shown, the Africans in Natal were generally not subsistence 

farmers but peasants who produced a surplus. Thus, in order to meet 

their cash needs the Africans sold this surplus. In regard to Shepstone, 

Palmer.' sview that he was not in favour of compelling the Africans to 

work for whites is erroneous. Shepstone clearly did want the Africans 

to be compelled to work for whites, but wanted this process to take 

place gradually. 
, 

Thompson takes the argument put forward by Palmer one step further by 

seeking to show why the Colonial Office established the location system 

,vhich locked up the labour supply. Natal, according to Thompson," ... 'vas 

jannexed as 
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annexed as a wedge between the Zulu nation and the Cape Colony, and 

between the Boer republics and the sea. ,,8 The prime aim was to _ 

maintain peace and stability in the region. That Natal 'vas too " ... a 

struggling European colony was only of secondary importance .,,9 The 

location system was established in order to ensure stability in the 

territory. ThompsonTs argument in connexion with the annexation of 

Natal does seem attractive but it does not adequately explain the 

"labour shortage". Firstly Thompson neglects one of the motives involved 

in the establishment of the locations: the gradual extraction of a labour 

supply from these areas. Secondly, the explanation does not cover 

the majority of NatalTs Africans who lived, not in the locations, but 

on white-owned land and Crown land as tenants or squatters. 

This essay has taken issue with the explanations proposed by Thompson 

and Palmer. Indeed, it has been argued that the "labour shortage" in 

Natal was a consequence of the African in Natal generally being able 

to produce a surplus through a complex socio-economic system. The 

calls by the white planters to destroy this system and thus reduce the 

ability of the Africans to produce a surplus ..vent largely \.Ulheeded 

because of the conflict of interests among the white colonists of 

Natal. Since the planters were not the dominant interest group their , 

views did not prevail and so they had to turn to imported labour. 

Indians, specifically, were introduced into Natal primarily because 

of the system of exporting Indians overseas which existed in the 

British Empire at the time when Natal wanted labour. The genesis of 

this scheme has been thoroughly explained by Tinker. 10 The export of . 

Indians overseas arose, according to Tinker, as a result of the 

emancipation of slaves in the British Empire in 1834. India became a 

labour-supply pool for the plantation economies in the tropics. Tinker, 

however, fails to explain why India became a labour supplier for the 

British Empire. In this essay an attempt has been made to answer this 

question by examining the process of underdevelopment in India. The 

process of underdevelopment in India was partially a result of the 

traditional socio-economic forces in India, but more fundamentally 

Britain, to a large extent, underdeveloped India. This created an 

available labour force for which there was no employment in India. 'rhus 

/Britain having 
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Britain having largely Wlderdeveloped India was no,." poised to 

utilise her labour force for export. When the plantations in the 

tropics needed labour it was decided, by Britain, to send Indians 

on contracts of indenture to these colonies. Natal grafted itself onto 

this general scheme. liThe British Government, which had effaced slavery 

••• gave approval to the .•. system of indentured labour-cnly another form 
11of slavery." 

The second part of this essay dealt with the indentured Indians in 

Natal, and largely concentrated upon the conditions of service in 

Natal. Two conventional views were challenged in this chapter. 

Firstly, the claim that life for the Indians, despite its hardships, 
12 was better in Natal than in India , was refuted. Indeed, the 

higher suicide rate among indentured Indians in Natal than in India 

seems to indicate that life was worse in Natal. Secondly, it is often 

alleged that the conditions of service for indentured Indian: 

changed for the better between 1860 and 1885. However, this ch~ge 

was more theoretical than practical, and in practice the conditions 

remained very much the same throughout the entire period. "Work 

conditions were generally murderous, the food poor, the housing and 
·· 1113me dical care, ••. on1y f al.r l.ll parts. 	 , 

Indentured Indian immigration into Natal significantly influenced 

Natal's economy. Probably the most important aspect, in this regard, 

was the threat which the lIfree Indians ll posed to the economic hegemony 

held by the whites in Natal. At the end of their term of indenture. the 

Indians were at liberty to settle in Natal and have full ownership 

rights of land. This was held out in order to induce more labourers 

from India. . However, 

•.• the Indians gave more than had been expected of 

them. :They grew large quantities of vegetables. They 

introduced a number of Indian varieties and made it possible 

, 	 to grow the local varieties cheaper. They also 


introduced the mango. Nor did their enterprise stop 


at agriculture. They entered trade. They purchased 


land for building, and many raised themselves from 


the status of labourers to that of o,yners of land 


and house s . 14 


/There \-Ias 
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There was thus considerable agitation among whites in Natal (even from 

some planters15) to put an end to indentured Indian immigration in 

order to minimize this competition. Despite these calls, and the 

recommendation of the Indian Immigrants Commission (1885-7) that 

" ••. efforts should be made by the Government of this Colony to 

solve this vexed question of labour by supplying it from the Kaffirs 
. d t . thin th 1 ,,16. d d I di .. . .res~ en ~ e co ony .•• , l.Il enture n an lJI1IIU.grat~on· l.Ilto 

Natal continued until 1911. However, in order to counter this threat 

to white economic hegemony Natal's government passed a series of laws 

which, in effect, discriminated against Indians. This was the 

genesis of the discriminatory legislation against Indians which was 

extended when Natal was incorporated into the Union of South Africa 

in 1910. 

, 
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Annual Flow of Indentured Indians to Natal from 

1860 to 1885. 

MEN ~MEN CHILDREN TOTAL~ -
1860 


1861 


1863 


1864 


1865 


1866 


1874 


1875 

1876 


1877 

1878 


1879 

1880 


1881 


1882 


1883 


1884 


1885 


572 


432 

408 


1 306 


793 

570 


2 864 


1 186 


483 

1 594 

3 605 


779 

1 200 


1 676 


1 076 


1 464 


1 927 


783 


242 

118 


154 


463 

238 

201 


1 145 


474 

192 

668 


1 693 


337 


473 

936 

428 


567 


703 


300 


99 


49 

123 


472 


97 

108 


301 


397 


79 

) 
) 
) 
)1 
) 
) 
) 

122 


373 


333 

156 


913 


599 

685 


2 241 

1 128 


879 


4 310 


2 057 


754 

2 262 


5 298 


1 116 


1 673 

2 612 


1 626 


2 404 


2 963 


1 239 


TOTAL 22 718 9 332 2 710 34 760 


Source: Choonoo,A.G. "Indentured Indian Immigration into 


Natal, 1860-1911." H.A. Thesis, 


University of Natal, Durban, 1967, 


pl44. 

1 ' For the years 1877-1881 the total for men includes the number of 

boys and the total for women includes the number of girls. 
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