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NATAL'S INDIAN PROBLEM 

By MABLE PALMER 

* 

Introdu~tio" 

TH E position of Indians in Natal, one of the provinces of 
South Africa, is from one point of view a very small problem, 
but from another aspect one of peculiar intensity, involving 
Imperial and indeed international repercussions of great 
importance. It is small, because it concerns only a handful 
of people in a large, sparsely populated area. There are 
less than a quarter of a million Indians 'in Natal, fewer than 
the popmlation of a medium sized English town, such as 
Nottingham. South Africa's density of population (i.e. 
number of inhabitants per square mile) is very low in 
comparison with Europe and South East Asia. The density 
of population (of all races) of South Africa is 15.2 (1936), 
and of Natal 55.19 (1936), the density of population of the 
United Kingdom is 480 (1930), of France 196.7 (1931), of 
Japan 439 (1936). (These figures, as will be seen, refer to 
various dates in the years preceding the outbreak of war 
in 1939 and take no account of the fertility of the countries 
listed). It seems absurd, therefore, to contend that South 
Africa could not find room for this small number of Indians 
without upsetting her whole internal economy. 

Mrs. Mabel Palmer, M.A. (Glasgow), Lect1lrer in Economics 
at Natal Technical College and Natal University College. 
Organiser of University courses for non·Europeans in Natal 
University College. For some time Secretary to the Durban 
Joint Council of Europeans and Africans, and a member of 
the Indo·European Joint Council. 
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On the other hand, historical circumstances have pro
duced in the Europeans of Natal an intensity of race pre~ 
judice directed against their Indian neighbours which 
renders almost any attempt at a reasonable adjustment of 
Indian grievances impossible of success, while the Indians 
in their turn are often considered to be extreme and im~ 
practicable in their demands. Yet as long as the question of 
the Indian's future in Natal remains unsettled, it causes 
friction in the relations between India and South Africa, 
impedes the smooth working of the British Commonwealth 
of Nations, and gives rise to international distrust and 
suspicion of the Union of South Africa. The full intricacies 
of the situation can only be understood after a short study 
of the historical circumstances which have produced it. 

Natal~8 Native Labour S,,8teDl 
IN the first place, Natal is accustomed to a peculiar system 
of dealing with native labour. Theophilus Shepstone, 
who developed Natal's native policy in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, was in many respects a very great man, 
but his system of settling the. natives on reserves under 
tribal rule had one evil consequence. It accustomed the 
people of Natal- and from Natal this pattern of labour 
relations has spread all over Southern and Eastern Africa 
to hiring for work an individual only, while his wife (or 
wives) and family remained behind on the reserves, the 
employer having no responsibilities, financial or social, for 
their well~being. Marx has a passage in Das Kapital in which 
he describes the expedients by which the capitalist lowers 
the cost of labour -longer hours, team work, use of 
machinery, etc.- but even Marx never dreamed that it 
would be possible for the employer to rid himself of the 
necessity of paying a wage sufficient, if barely sufficient, for 
the support of the worker's family. But that is precisely 
what Shepstone's policy made possible for the Natal 
employer; the wages he paid (and pays) for native labour 
have no relation to the cost of supporting the family of the 
labourer. This family is supposed to be maintained by the 
produce of the land in the reserves. And Natal has never 
ceased to feel that the Indians, in bringing with them 
their wives and in raising families in the neighbourhood 
of white towns and white farms, have somehow stolen a 
march on the Europeans and deserve to suffer for it. 
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Indian Immigration 

Indian Emigration Policy 

ON the other hand, when the Indian and British govern~ 
ments - both were involved - reluctantly consented after 
much pressure from Natal to emigration of Indians to the 
Colony, their idea was that they would be promoting a 
permanent emigration, a means of lessening the pressure 
of India's teeming millions on her over-worked soil. Emi~ 
gration played a great part in Britain's Colonial policy in 
the nineteenth century, largely owing to that strange and 
disreputable genius, Edward Gibbons Wakefield. Sent to 
Newgate for abducting an heiress, his second essay in that 
direction, he seems to have wondered whether he should 
emigrate to escape his disgrace, and so was led to ponder 
on the general principles of colonization. His writings 
immediately influenced the Colonial Office and led to the 
setting up of the "Land and Emigration Commissioners" 
who had supervision of all the schemes for mass migration 
within the British Empire. It was one of Wakefield's cardinal 
principles that emigrants should not be merely young 
males, but should form, as it were, a slice of the mother 
country and should include both men and women, both 
lower and upper classes. Therefore, when there was a 
demand for Indian immigrants to take the place of freed 
slaves from Mauritius and the West Indies, the British 
Government put the movement under the charge of the 
Commissioners. The British Government was very nervous 
lest the Indian indentured immigrants should merely tum 
into a new class of slaves, and it was only with considerable 
difficulty that Parliament was induced to sanction the 
arrangements for ·Indian indentured emigration. All sorts 
of regulations were laid down; recruiters were to be licensed; 
there were to be Protectors of Emigrants at the Indian 
ports of embarkation and Protectors of Immigrants in the 
Colonies to which the Indians went. Terms of indenture 
were precisely drawn up (though unfortunately not always 
explained to, or understood by, the emigrants); ships had 
to be licensed for each voyage. All parties of emigrants 
had to contain a certain proportion of women, while a 
few individuals of higher caste were sometimes included. 



Employers of the indentured Indians had to provide medical 
care and it was very precisely laid down that when the 
term of indenture had been completed, the immigrant was 
to be subject to no special laws, but was to come under the 
same code of law as the other inhabitants of the colony. 
After a further period as a free labourer, the immigrant 
could, at his discretion, claim his passage back to India 
or he could elect to settle down in the colony to which 
he had migrated. When the question of Indian immigration 
was discussed in New South Wales in 1841, the committee 
appointed to consider it under the chairmanship of the 
Bishop of Australia strongly advised against it, on the 
grounds that it would be impossible to prevent numbers 
of Indians from remaining within the colony and so con~ 
stituting an alien group with lower standards of living, 
which would be a menace to the white immigrants into 
Australia. Australia, therefore, has never had any con~ 
siderable number of Indian iinmigrants, and none under 
any scheme of indenture. 

Beginning of Immigration 

Such was the general historical background when 
Natal started her importation of Indians in 1860. At that 
time Natal was a very small struggling colony, trying hard 
to find some satisfactory export crop. It had been proved 
that the climate and the soil were suited to sugar, but the 
great difficulty was labour. Shepstone's policy had provided 
what were then ample reserves for the natives; they had 
little use for money and saw no reason why they should 
work steadily at uncongenial tasks. Even if they engaged 
themselves to a planter, any rumour of interesting doings 
at home, such as a wedding or tribal festival, might stampede 
them to leave the planter without labour just when his crop 
was ripe. It is impossible not to sympathise with the planter 
under these circumstances: he had sunk his capital in his 
plantation; his crop was ready for harvesting; an eager 
market awaited it. But he was helpless without labourers. 
Shepstone's policy, backed up as it was by evangelical and 
anti~slavery views at the Colonial Office, effectively prevented 
any attempt at forcing the natives to work, though it may 
be wondered if Sheostone and the Colonial Office could 
have continued to hold out against the demands of the 
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planters had not relief been found in another way, i.e., in 
the importation of Indian workers, which was first proposed 
in 1855. 

After some delay and some attempts at recruiting labour 
in other directions, the first importation of Indian' 'coolies" 
began in 1860. But it was not achieved without difficulty. 
Neither Britain nor India was anxious to further the project. 
The first Bills of the Natal Legislative Council providing 
for the importation of contract labour were vetoed by 
the Colonial Office, as being unfair to the labourers, and 
it was only after some years of agitation and correspondence 
that at last a law was enacted to which the Colonial Office 
gave its approval. Then the Indian Government had to be 
persuaded to pass in its turn the necessary act authorising 
emigration from India to Natal. Natal despatched one of 
her leading officials, Mr. Collins, the Postmaster General, 
to negotiate with the Indian Government, and after some 
difficulty he induced the authorities to make the necessary 
arrangements. It was laid down that the "coolies" were to 
serve for three years (this was later raised to five), and were 
then to work subsequently as free labourers. At the end of 
ten years they were entitled to claim a return passage to 
India-, if they wished. Indians, once they were free from 
their indentures, were to come under the ordinary laws 
of the colony and were not to be subject to any discrimina, 
tions not imposed on the rest of the population. It was this 
condition which the white population of Natal finds it so 
difficult to accept. Accustomed as they are to deal with an 
African population, segregated in living space and in occu, 
pation, subject to quite a different code of laws, and until 
lately accepting their inferior status without too much pro, 
test, Natalians cannot understand why they should be 
expected to treat Indians as equal to themselves before the 
law. As we shall see, repeated attempts were made to secure 
Indian segregation and differentiation, but always unsuccess, 
fully until the passing of the' 'Pegging Act" in 1943. 

But in 1860, such questions and difficulties were far 
below the horizon. What Natal wanted then was cheap and 
docile labour, and she was prepared to agree to any con
ditions which secured that one desideratum. So Natal 
agencies were established in Indian ports. Natal appointed 
a "coolie agent" to receive and assign the coolies to the 
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estates. This was hardly carrying out the Indian Govern
ment's condition that a Protector of Indian Immigrants 
should be appointed. The planters undertook to meet the 
cost of transport by instalment payments, and in 1860 the 
first "coolie ship" arrived. The Colony was overjoyed. 
"Coolie immigration", said the Natal Mercury, "is the 
vitalising principle". The prosperity of the country, it was 
asserted on all sides, was now assured, and up to 1866, 
immigration went on briskly. The immigrants received 
lOs. a month, quarters (which they often constructed 
themselves) and rations for themselves and their families. 
Some planters, accustomed to African male labour, un
accompanied by wives and children, at first refused rations 
save to the workers, who were apparently to support their 
families out of their half-crown a week. However, a govern
ment proclamation soon made it clear that the women and 
children too were to be fed. 

Then in 1866 there came the depression of trade caused 
by the cessation of the American Civil War. Immigration 
stopped, many planters failed to meet their promised in
stalments for the transport of the Indians. Many Indians 
worked out their indentures and became free, setting up 
as market gardeners, fishermen, etc., filling a definite place 
in the economic life of the Colony. They began to feel at 
home and to celebrate their traditional Indian festivals. 
Notwithstanding the decline of trade after 1866, it was 
clear that the- Colony had benefitted by their coming. In 
1859, sugar produced in Natal amounted to only 1,173 tons, 
in 1864 this rose to 6,985 tons, and in 1868 it was 9,173 
tons. Practically the only new factor was the presence of 
a steady cheap and docile labour force. 

Difficulties with India 
In 1870 the first set of immigrants could claim their 

return to India, and a considerable number took advantage 
of this. Then difficulties began for Natal. The returned 
emigrants brought a variety of charges against their em
ployers in Natal. Some of the recruiting sirdars in India 
had told them they would get a bonus of £10 on their 
return - a fortune to these poor coolies. It was shown that 
this promise was not authorised, but the complaints of 
the coolies as to ill-treatment, illegal withholding of wages 
and lack of medical attention were not so easily disproved. 
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This was the more serious as, with the revival of trade, 
Natal was anxious for a renewal of immigration. But both 
the Indian Government and the Commissioners for Land 
and Emigration in London refused to authorise any further 
emigration until Natal had made better arrangements for 
the treatment of the Indians. The Government of India 
wrote in 1872, "We cannot avoid expressing our hope ... 
that the government of Natal will show itself more sensible 
of its responsibility to Indian immigrants than judging 
from the papers before us it has hitherto done ... We 
cannot permit immigration thither to be resumed until we 
are certified that the colonial authorities are awake to their 
duty towards Indian emigrants and that effectual measures 
have been taken to ensure to that class of His Majesty's 
subjects full protection in Natal". The Natal Government 
was driven to appoint a special Commission to inquire into 
the treatment of Indians, a member of which was Colonel 
Price Lloyd, an ex~Indian officer who happened to b.e in 
Natal and who could speak some Indian languages. This 
Commission showed that there was, to say the least, con~ 
siderable need for reform in the treatment of Indians in 
Natal, and under the guidance of Colonel Price Lloyd a 
new system was set up. A Protector of Indian Immigrants 
was to be appointed, who was to be much more than a 
mere agent for the distribution of coolie labour. He was 
to hold special courts for investigating the grievances of 
the indentured labourers. Further medical circles were 
established with a Medical Officer attached to each, while a 
certain number of hospitals were set up for the treatment of 
Indians. To meet the expenses of this medical care, a special 
monthly tax was levied on all employers of Indian labour. 
This tax is still paid, but is probably now unnecessary, as 
general hospital facilities of higher efficiency are now 
usually available. 

Renewed Indian Immigration 

As soon as these reforms were projected, Natal once 
again sent a leading official to India to beg that immigration 
might again be allowed, and once again the Indian Govern~ 
ment, though certainly without any enthusiasm, consented. 
To secure a steady flow of Indian labour, the Natal Govern~ 
ment went even further; actually it undertook to pay from 
public funds £10,000 a year towards the cost of the transport 
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of these immigrants, an arrangement which certainly appears 
to involve an inequitable subsidy to a particular class of 
employers. But the fact that it continued for over thirty 
years is a certain proof of the anxiety of the Colony of 
Natal to secure Indian labour. 

It is clear then that the Indians in Natal did not, as 
so many ill,informed people seem to believe, force their 
way into the country against the will of its inhabitants. 
On the contrary, they were specially invited to come. 
Large sums of public money were spent on their travelling" 
expenses. Every party of immigrants had by statute to 
include a certain proportion of women. The Natal Govern, 
ment had specifically undertaken that once they had worked 
out their indentures they should be free to engage in any 
ordinary occupation and should not be subject to any 
discriminatory legislation. It should have been clear that 
such conditions were bound to produce a permanent Indian 
population in the country. Australia realised this, and 
refused to have Indian indentured immigrants. Natal 
accepted the conditions apparently without realising their 
inevitable consequences, and has ever since been trying 
to evade the consequences as soon as they become irksome. 

Immigration of Free Indian. 
AFTER 1874, "Indian indentured immigration continued 
steadily and was naturally soon supplemented by the 
immigration of free or "Passenger" Indians. It must be 
remembered that at this time there was no barrier to their 
settlement in South. Africa. Over the greater part of the 
world in the nineteenth century immigration was un, 
restricted, and in particular the British Government looked 
with disfavour on any attempts to prevent British subjects 
(and it ought not to be necessary to say that the Indians 
were and are British subjects) from moving freely within 
the British Empire. So naturally the indentured Indians were 
followed by Indian merchants. Even among the indentured 
class, a certain number belonging to higher castes, e.g., 
Brahmins, "had been included. The merchant immigrants 
often did well in South Africa and became comparatively 
wealthy. They established many up,country stores. Probably 
they did not feel that intense sense of superiority to the 
native which animated the white man" and were more 
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willing to treat him with courresy and consideration. But 
part of their success was certainly due to their lower standard 
of living and one is tempted to wonder whether they also 
took advantage of the native by undue credit facilities or 
direct money-lending, a development which might be 
expected under the circumstances. An increasing number 
of Indians had worked out their indentures and remained 
in the country as free labourers, and it began to dawn on 
the Natalians - it should have been obvious from the 
beginning - that the Indians were in Natal to stay, that 
they were not merely a migrant labour force as the Bantu 
then appeared to be. 

Growing Hostility to Indialls 
GRADUALLY prejudice against the Indians grew. The 
Europeans in Natal felt it was right and fitting that they 
should be served by coloured people, properly subordinate 
and submissive ("not cheeky" is the Natal expression), 
and filling mainly the menial occupations which they would 
not accept for themseJves. This was on the whole the 
attitude of the Bantu sixty years ago. But it seemed (and 
seems still to many) altogether wrong and improper that 
these brown-skinned Indians should have an independent 
status, should aspire to wealth and education. It must be 
remembered too that the Natal white population has never 
realised the fact that the Indians had a civilization of their 
own; the indentured immigrants did naturally come from 
the lower classes of Indian society, . and their clothing and 
demeanour were not of a kind to impress the prejudiced 
Natalians, who came to believe that all possessors of a 
white skin should, ipso facto, be superior to all brown 
or black skins, and who were completely ignorant of the 
fact that India had a great civilization, magnificent works 
of art, a lofty literature and profound systems of philosophy. 
To this very day, segregation is as strictly enforced in Natal 
as anywhere else in the Union. No native or Indian is 
admitted to the municipal library or municipal swimming 
baths nor, with very few exceptions, to European hotels 
and tea rooms. Indians and Natives must travel separately 
and attend separate schools. Wherever one goes in Natal, 
the slogan' 'Europeans Only" is to be seen, and it is- only 
rarely that parallel accommodation is provided for the 
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Non-European and never is it of equal standard. What the 
effect of these restrictions must be on the minds and souls 
of sensitive / and ambitious Indian and African youths is 
appalling to contemplate. No Indian or Native, for example, 
can be prepared in Natal for -any profession save .that of 
teaching. South Africa is extraordinarily oblivious to the 
feelings of the coloured races. An elderly Indian merchant, 
for example - a most distinguished and public-spirited 
person - was looking with me one day at a poster adver
tising the Governor-General's Fund. It represented men 
and women, farmers and professional men, artisans and 
housewives, boys and girls, all pulling together in one team ' 
- all Europeans, of course. My companion said bitterly: 
"They can put in even a European baby, but they leave us 
out altogether". This happened at a time when the Govern
ment was asking for enlistment of Non-European soldiers, 
and when gifts to the Fund were being solicited from 
Non-European donors. 

It is, however, only fair to admit that the segregation 
policy of Natal can be understood and excused if we 
remember the position of the early settlers. They were a 
small minority among an immensely larger. mass of bar
barians. Segregation a hundred years ago was probably 
necessary if the standards of white civilization were to be 
preserved. There seems no certain proof that Non-European 
races are in any way inferior to Europeans in innate intelli
gence and character. I have taught both races (as well as 
Europeans for many years) and have discerned no noticeable 
superiority in the Whites. But the culture and behaviour
pattern of the tribal Bantu, even though it has fine charac
teristics of its own and was well suited to the surroundings 
of the Bantu before the Europeans came, is definitely of 
a lower type. It would have been a disaster if the British 
in Natal had accommodated themselves to Bantu standards, 
just as it would have been a disaster if the Dutch trekkers 
had allowed themselves to be submerged by the black 
masses among whom they voyaged. The tragedy is that a 
policy intended to prevent the Whites being pulled down 
to the level of the Bantu is now being applied to prevent 
brown and black from rising to the standard of European 
civilization, and is indeed undermining White civilization 
itself in South Africa by basing it on the exploited labour 
of semi-servile classes. 



It can easily be understood, then, that as the ex-inden
tured immigrants and their friends, the' 'passenger" Indians, 
increased in wealth and numbers and began to have a 
more important place in the community, the jealousy and 
hostility of the Natalians were stirred. This hostility showed 
itself in various ways. They tried to deprive the Indians 
of the franchise j but to this, as long as Natal was a Crown 
Colony, the Home Government would not agree, and the 
exclusion of the Indians from the Voters' Roll for the 
Legislative Assembly was not carried through until 1896, 
after Natal had achieved responsible government. Another 
point was the attempt to secure that indentures should 
end in India, i.e., that the immigrant should be returned to 
India, without the right to take his place as a free man in 
Natal. But to this the Indian Government would not agree. 
It regardeed Indian migration as a cure for over-population 
and saw no reason why Natal should have the right, after 
using the immigrant's best working years, to return him 
to India, where the close-knit village and caste system 
would make difficult, if not impossible, his re-absorption 
into normal Indian society. Meanwhile the tension in Natal 
was growing. The Indian population was now nearly equal 
to the European and the number of free or "passenger" 

. Indians entering the country was increasing. Finally in 
1897, the storm broke when the Durban population rioted 
at the Point in order to prevent the landing of Indian pas
sengers from two ships. The Prime Minister, Escombe, 
had to be hurriedly summoned from 'Maritzburg in order 
to quiet the agitation, and Mr. Gandhi, returning to Natal 
from a visit to India, narrowly escaped man-handling by 
the crowd. The Imperial Government gave directions that 
the assailants of Gandhi were to be prosecuted, but the 
Mahatma refused to co-operate, stating that he was not 
willing to seek to be revenged on those who injured him. 

Restriction of Indian 

Immigration 


THE riots at the Point had some notable results. They 
emphasised the anti-Indian feeling in Durban which has 
continued ever since. The subsidy towards the transport of 
Indian indentured immigrants was withdrawn, though they 
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continued to arrive for another fourteen years at the expense 
of their prospective masters. Measures were taken to 
restrict the immigration of free Indians, though in deference 
to the liberal principles or prejudices of the Home Govern
ment, the restrictions had to be camouflaged as an educa
tional test. Indians often regard this law as one of the 
group of oppressive enactments against which they ought 
to protest. But it can hardly be doubted that the unre
stricted entrance of Indians into South Africa would have 
resulted in a serious injury to that country and not least 
to the already domicilied Indian community. Eastern 
standards of living are very low; a constant pressure on the 
means of subsistence keeps the mass of the population in 
such countries as India and China in a condition of dire 
poverty. If the entry of Indians into South Africa had gone 
on unchecked, wages and standards of living would have 
been pulled down to the Eastern level; the country would 
have become an offshoot of India and both Whites and 
Bantu would, in different ways, have been displaced. But 
to say this is not to condone repression and ill-treatment 
of the existing Indian population of Natal, which had been 
brought to that country expressly at the wishes of the 
White community of Natal and had substantially contributed 
to the prosperity of that community. 

Immigration by the end of the nineteenth century, if 
not stopped, was definitely restricted and was no longer 
encouraged by public subsidies. But of course the Indians 
already established continued to increase and their relations 
with the Europeans continued to be a pressing problem. 
The Natal government in its perplexity applied to the 
Colonial Office for advice, and was supplied with a copy 
of a Trinidad law. Indians, or East Indians as they were 
called in the West Indies, constitute about one-third of the 
total population of Trinidad and are, like the Indians of 
Natal, the result of a scheme of indentured Indian immi
gration. By this Trinidad Ordinance, employers of Indian 
labour had to pay a special tax of Is. a week per Indian 
employee. But Natal bettered the original. It imposed a 
tax (or perhaps rather a licence to reside in Natal) of £3 
per annum on Indians individually, irrespective of employ
ment. This was an impossible imposition. Indian wages 
were still very low, kept down by the continuing entrance 
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of fresh immigrants at an initial wage of lOs. a month. 
The payment of £3 a year for all members of the family 
above the age of childhood was in most cases a sheer . 
impossibility, and in addition the tax did not fall on all 
Indians alike. By reason of legal complications which there 
is no room to discuss here, some Indians were· exempt. 
There were also obstructions thrown in the way of Indians 
obtaining trading licences. For example, in 1908, the Natal 
Legislature passed two Bills withdrawing all trading licences 
from Asiatics. But this was too much for the Home Govern~ 
ment. The Secretary for the Colonies said: "It would be 
a matter of the greatest difficulty to enumerate any conditions 
under which it would be possible to justify the interdiction 
from engaging in normal legitimate occupations ... But 
the imposition of such disabilities on a class which owes its 
presence in the Colony to the Colony's own necessities 
and whose numbers have been augmented by the voluntary 
action and indeed the continuous action of successive 
Colonial governments over a period of fifteen years since 
the advent of self~government would appear to constitute 
a hardship of a particularly grievous character. I am bound 
to inform you that the inherent defects to which I have 
referred will make it impossible for me to advise His 
Majesty to assent to these bills". But Natal's withers were 
unwrung by this plain speaking. To anticipate a little, in 
1919 a Licensing Officer explained, "We do what we can 
to restrict further Indian licences. A European licence is 
granted almost always as a matter of course, whereas the 
Indian licence is refused as a matter of course if it is a 
new one". And in addition to these concrete grievances, 
there was the constant irritation arising from the contempt 
and dislike manifested by the European population. Mr. 
Gandhi on one occasion while on a trip to the North on 
some legal business was refused a seat in the post~cart, and 
was compelled to travel crouching at the feet of the other 
passengers. And in many other ways, the Indians were 
constantly made to realise that in the eyes of the Europeans 
of South Africa, they were an inferior race, destined always 
to a semi~servile status, far below the level of the Whites. 



Development 01 Passive 

Resist."ce 


so, in the end, under the leadership of Gandhi, a move~ 
ment of passive resistance was organised, culminating in 
a large~scale Indian strike and a march to the Transvaal. 
The latter was a protest against the confining of Indians to 
Natal, and the prohibition on their crossing Provincial 
boundaries. The marchers were stopped and sent back and 
Gandhi was arrested, but he ultimately had a series of inter~ 
views with General Smuts which culminated in the Smuts~ 
Gandhi agreement of 1914, by which the abolition of the 
£3 tax and the remedying of other grievances were promised. 
General Smuts expressed the hope that this agreement would 
constitute a "complete and final settlement of the con~ 
troversy" - a hope, alas, in no way to be fulfilled. 

Yet in one way the proble111 had been simplified. The 
Indian Government, tired of the perpetual difficulties over 
Indian immigrants in Natal, in 1911 put a final stop to the 
recruitment of Indians for labour in the Natal plantations, 
six years before the indenture system was abolished in toto. 
But a number of Indian communities · were left scattered 
throughout the world, raising a variety of problems, in 
Mauritius, in Fiji, in Trinidad, and, perhaps most intract~ 
able problem of all, in Natal. The last indentures were 
worked out in 1916 (save for a few cases of renewal on sugar 
estates where the treatment of the Indians was exceptionally 
kindly) and immediately when free labour only was available 
wages rose from lOs. to 15s. a month to lOs. a week, though 
no doubt the general rise in prices and in cost of living, 
due to war inflation which waS going on at the same time, 
was partly responsible for the increase. 

Immigration At A" E"d 
NATAL'S problem should have been easier since neither 
free nor indentured immigration was permitted after 1911. 
Natal no longer had to face what was a real danger - the 
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flooding of the country by cheap Indian labour, though it 
must be remembered that the poorer Indians could not 
have raised the money for the voyage and had to be sub; 
sidised by the Natal Government and employers. But 
shortly before the First World War broke out, all immi; 
gration was at an end, and the remaining problem was only 
how to fit the existing Indian community into the pattern 
of Natal life without danger to the European and without 
repression or injustice to the Indian. 

As we have already seen, it was a small community, 
less than that of one normal British town, set on the fringe 
of the great undeveloped spaces of South Africa. It would 
not seem to be an insoluble problem. The Indians, without 
being cut off from their roots in the age-long Indian culture, 
could have been helped to assimilate certain Western 
standards of health and education, necessary if they are to 
live harmoniously with their neighbours in a Westernised 
community. Housing areas properly supplied with the usual 
amenities should, without any formal segregation, have 
been made available for them; education should have been 
improved; their position as market gardeners and small 
farmers should have been taken into account, and agri
cultural training provided and agricultural co;operative 
societies started. But nothing of the sort was done. Instead, 
after the First World War, at fresh agitation against them 
was started. 

The Cia.. Area. Bill 

R.!STRICTIONS on land holding, residence in urban areas, 
and on trading licences for Asiatics was demanded. A 
government commission under Mr. Justice Lange endorsed 
these demands, in particular advocating that Indian land; 
holding and agriculture should in future be restricted to the 
coastal area of Natal. As a result the government introduced 
two Bills, the Class Areas Bill and the Areas Reservation 
Bill. In introducing the latter Bill in July, 1925, Dr. Malan 
said: "I must frankly say that the Bill starts from the 
general supposition that the Indian as a race in this country 
is an alien element and that no solution of this question will 
be acceptable to the country unless it results in a very 
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considerable reduction of the Indian population in this 
country". Accordingly the Bill proposed to establish special 
urban areas within which alone Asiatics were to be confined 
and within which alone they were to be allowed to trade 
or to own property. Meanwhile in Natal the municipal 
franchise for Indians had been abolished in 1924. 

This Class Areas Bill and the Areas Reservation Bill 
naturally raised a storm of protest among the Indians and 
their friends and it should be remembered to the credit 
of a statesman now in eclipse that it was Mr. J. H. Thomas, 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies, who first in a 
speech at Pietermaritzburg proposed a conference between 
the governments of India and the Union with the object 
of settling the Indian problem in South Africa. This con
ference was duly held and resulted in the Cape Town 
Agreement of 1927. 

The Cape Town Agreement 
THE two objectionable bills were dropped. The Govern
ment of India promised to do its best to provide more 
adequately for repatriated Indians to whom the Union 
Government was to pay a substantial bonus; and the 
Union Government undertook on its side to provide for 
the uplift through education and other means of the Indians 
who remained in the Union and were prepared to conform 
to Western standards of living. It was also agreed that 
the Indian Government was to appoint an official to be 
known as the Agent-General for India (this title is now 
changed to High Commissioner for India) who was to reside 
in the Union, in order to secure' 'continuous and effective 
co-operation" between the two governments. The first 
appointment, that of the Hon. V. S. Sastri, did in fact 
secure considerable improvements. Mr. Sastri's profound 
Indian culture and obvious elevation of character made a 
very marked impression on South Africa. He brought about 
the establishment of Sastri College - an Indian Secondary 
School in Durban-which has helped greatly in the pro
gress of the Indian community and has set a pattern for 
further developments. Also an Education Commission, 
among whose members were educational experts from 
India, investigated Indian education in Natal, and made 
recommendations for its improvement, some of which 
were carried out. 
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But, on the whole, the Cape Town Agreement has been 
a disappointment to both sides. It has not reduced the 
Indian population of South Africa and indeed only persons 
ignorant of population movements could have expected 
that it would. It is only very rarely that migration actually 
reduces the population of a country. The one great excep, 
tion to this general rule is Ireland. The population of 
England and Scotland rose steadily all through the nine, 
teerith century notwithstanding the streams of emigrants 
leaving the country. So that it need astonish no one that 
only in one year were the numbers of Indians repatriated 
in excess of the natural additions through the excess of 
births over deaths, and that the Cape Town Agreement has 
not reduced the number of Indians in Natal. Such agree, 
ments can never do so, particularly as the repatriated 
Indians did not find conditions particularly comfortable in 
their motherland (few returning emigrants ever do), and 
warned others against following their example. 

Though something was done for education, in many 
respects the Cape Town Agreement has remained a dead 
letter. Sanitation and housirig conditions in Indian areas 
have not been noticeably improved; it is still true that few 
occupations, and those mostly menial ones, are open to 
Indians unless they can go overseas for their training. 
It is still true that trading licences are hard to get; only 
this year a licensing officer was heard to boast that he had 
recently effected a drastiC' reduction in Indian hawkers' 
licences, which he appeared to regard as a matter of pride. 
So that for both sides, the Cape Town Agreement has 
proved a disappointment. 

.4. Time of Moderate Progress 
STILL, for some years after the conclusion of the Cape 
Town Agreement, the Indian problem was not actively 
canvassed. The Natal public continued to be vaguely resentful 

• of the Indian's presence in Natal, but Indian progress in 
numbers and wealth (at least among a few) continued. Under 
the White Paper Policy of the Nationalist Government, 
many Indians· were squeezed out of employment on the 
railways and other public departments. Minimum wage 
legislation, occurring mainly as it did during the period 
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of the great depression, caused the dismissal of some 
Indians and many suffered very severely from unemploy
ment. But against this, some relief for unemployed Indians 
was conceded by the Municipalities of Durban and 'Maritz
burg and in some trades the higher wages established by 
minimum wage legislation and industrial council agreements 
included Indians, who in consequence attained a much 
higher level of prosperity, so that in Natal today, an Indian 
tailor or cabinet-maker may make a better living than a 
teacher. Deft and courteous Indian waiters continue to be 
employed in hotels, and some tearooms which had replaced 
them by European waitresses have gone back to the em
ployment of Indians . Developing secondary industries 
caused a new demand for semi-skilled labour largely met 
by Indians. Various trends of circumstances were at work, 
some favourable, some unfavourable, to the Indians and 
the unsolved problem smouldered beneath the surface. 

Outcry Again.t 
--Indian Penetration" 

BUT towards the end of the thirties, the discontent of 
the Europeans with the situation again became vocal and 
crystalliesd round the cry of "Indian Penetration", i.e., 
the invasion of areas which had been predominantly Euro
pean by Indian residents. The wildest statements were made. 
It was asserted that there was a deliberate conspiracy of 
the Indians to gain control of the Durban area. One house 
in a road, it was alleged, would be bought by an Indian; 
this would bring down the value of the surrounding pro
perty, which would then be bought up at the lowered 
price by other Indians, thus converting the whole district 
into an Indian area. In addition there was a good deal of 
investment in blocks of flats for European occupancy by 
Indian capitalists. 

The truth seems to be that the Indian population was • 
increasing and was naturally expanding into adjoining areas. 
Also there was a shift of population going on in Durban, 
inevitable in growing cities. The wealthy European citizens, 
taking advantage of motor transport, were moving out 
into the adjoining countryside (often displacing Indian 
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farmers in the process) and streets which had been the abode 
of Durban's leading citizens were descending in the social 
scale. This happens in all growing towns: the middle and 
lower,middle classes take over suburbs which had for, 
merly been inhabited by the wealthy citizens. Such a fate 
has, for instance, befallen Sauchiehall Street and its sur
roundings in Glasgow. But it is emphasized in Durban by 
the fact that the less well,to,do ,class which takes over 
certain areas from the wealthy, contains many persons of 
another race. 

There are two other factors in Durban which tend to 
quicken these developments. Much land in Durban today, 
including most undeveloped municipal land, is sold under 
an "anti-Asiatic clause", which forbids its alienation to any 
but Europeans. * The Durban Municipality also neglects 
the predominantly Indian areas. Properly made roads are 
few; in the suburbs water is not laid on nor drainage avail
able. The suburban areas are not properly planned and 
houses stand higgledy,piggledy. In one district on the 
outskitts of the Durban Municipal area, even bridges are 
not made, and market gardeners may be cut off from their 
markets ill times of flood. It has even on occasion been 
necessary for bodies awaiting burial to be carried through 
the floods by half,naked men. 

An Indian, therefore, who wishes to adopt a higher 
standard of Western culture and comfort is obliged to 
buy a house in a European area not subject to the anti, 
Asiatic clause. Nowhere else can he get the ordinary ameni, 
ties of civilization such as proper drainage, well,made 
roads, water supply laid on, etc. 

It should not be forgotten also that there has been a 
good deal of European penetration of what used to be 
predominantly Indian areas. The now flourishing suburb 
of Durban North is one example, and there are others. No 
attempt has been made to provide in an orderly way for 

* In case this pamphlet should reach readers not familiar with South 
African conditions, it would be as well to state that ownership of 
land by the Bantu or Native is even more sharply restricted. The 
Bantu can never buy land in European towns and IS allowed to rent 
houses normally only in restricted areas. In Natal even in the country 
individual ownership of land by the Bantu is very rare. 
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legitimate Indian expansion and that increase in standards 
of living to which Indians were exhorted by the Cape Town 
Agreement. The White population has only itself to blame 
if the inevitable expansion takes plac;e in ways that are 
disconcerting and uncomfortable. The truth is that the 
constant presupposition of the Natalians is that the Indians 
are intruders with no rights in the country and'. that they 
ought to be got rid of as soon as possible. Therefore any 
suggestions for permanent provision for them in the way 
of housing, schools or other amenities is received by the 
prejudiced European population with shouts of repudiation. 
Wherever the Town Council proposes to establish an 
Indian housing scheme or Indian institution, the neigh~ 
bouring Europeans protest and as they have votes and the 

.Indians have not, the Town Council finds it very difficult 
to take action. Any elected person who should have the 
courage to champion publicly the Indians' claims in any 
way would be almost certain to lose his seat at the next 
election. 

The Indian Technical Institute' 

The story of the Indian Technical Institute illustrates 
the whole situation. Technical and commercial classes have 
been held for some years at Sastri College, which is really 
a Boys' Secondary School. The classes are now so large 
that they need a building of their own. In 1942 a leading 
Indian, Mr. Sultan, offered the sum of £17 ,500 for a building, 
provided that the government would also contribute and 
the Town Council would find a site. The Indians asked for 
a piece of derelict land below the Botanic Gardens. At first 
the Town Council passed a resolution allotting this land 
for the purpose, but the inevitable European opposition 
arose, and in 1943 the Town Council rescinded the resolu~ 
tion and offered another site. But difficulties arose again, 
as the new site was contingent on a place being found for 
the Indian sports ground which had hitherto occupied this 
area. Negotiations went on during 1944. In 1945 the Town 
Council offered another piece of ground in Argyle Road. 
But this site is quite unsuitable; it is stated that it is too 
far from the centre of the town and that transport is not 
available. It consists of marshy ground reclaimed by the 
deposit of rubbish and could not support the foundations 
of a large building. A satisfactory site has at last 



been found so that that after three years of delay, the 
money so generously donated will at last be used for the 
building which is urgently needed for that uplift of the 
Indians which South Africa promised in the Cape Town 
Agreement. 

Meanwhile another educational project was held up by 
European opposition. The Mohammedan community was 
anxious to establish for its sons (but also for children of 
other Indian sections) a high class boarding school (an 
Indian Michaelhouse or Eton). A suitable piece of land ori 
the Bluff had been held by Indians for many years, but 
when the ceremony of laying the foundation stone (by one 
of the Ministers of the Union Government) was announced, 
the local Europeans raised the usual storm of protest 
against the Indians using their own property as they thought 
fit. With great self-restraint the Indian promoters post
poned the project and offered to exchange the Bluff land 
for some other suitable site. But the 'I.uestion became tied 
up with the Technical College site and no settlement was 
arrived at. After two years of delay, the organisers of the 
School stated their intention of proceeding with the erection 
of buildings on the Bluff site, which was their property. 
A threat was uttered that Europeans would pull down the 
building as it was erected, and the Town Council refused 
permission to build by use of what would appear to be a 
very strained interpretation of a bye-law. 

Trading "nd 

Occupation 01 Land 


(TRANSVAAL AND NATAL) RESTRICTION ACT 
PEQGINGACT 

THESE two cases illustrate the prejudice against Indians 
and the extraordinary obstructions thrown in the way of 
their attaining that approach to Western standards of culture 
which was premised by the Cape Town Agreement. The 
general outcry against Indian penetration went on and 
increased to such an extent that finally Natal M.P's took it 
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up in Parliament. General Smuts stated that Durban was a 
European town and must remain so, regardless of the fact 
that for many years past the Indian population of Durban 
has been approximately equal to the European. Mrs. 
Margaret Ballinger, 'one of the three European representa, 
tives of Natives iIi Parliament, corrected him by pointing 
out that Durban is a South African city built with the 
joint labour of Europeans and non,Europeans. But the 
Pegging Act was passed by the Union Parliament in March, 
1943, stabilising Indian and European residential areas as 
a temporary measure pending a report from a special 
judicial commission on which two Indians, Mr. A. I. Kajee 
and Mr. S. R. Naidoo were appointed as members. A little 
later other people took a hand. In 1944 Senator Shepstone 
and others helped to organise a small conference in Pretoria, 
at which it was agreed that the Pegging Act should be 
replaced by a law providing for residential segregation 
only, to be administered by a Board which should include 
Indian representatives. Mr. Kajee was much criticised by 
his own community for having agreed to this; any form of 
segregation is regarded as intolerable by most of the poli, 
tically conscious Indians. But if administered partly by 
Indian representatives, in consultation with the Indians 
affected, it might have brought about a fair arrangement 
and might have provided a lever for securing better housing 
conditions for the Indians generally. 

Unfortunately the reactionary die,hards of the Pro, 
vincial Council upset the first move in years which provided 
some hope of reasonable co,operation between Indians 
and Europeans in settling their common problems in 
Natal. Without waiting for the report of the Judicial Com, 
mission, the Provincial Council proceeded to pass a series 
of ordinances which went far beyond the agreement initiated 
by Senator Shepstone. These ordinances provided for segre, 
gation of ownership as well as residence and exhibited once 
more the intention' to relegate the Indian community in 
Natal to a subordinate and inferior position. The Judicial 
Commission thereupon suspended its sittings, Mr. Kajee 
and Mr. Naidoo resigned from the Commission and the 
faint hope of reconciliation was lost. 
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Provincial ordinances require the assent of the Union 
Government, and this was refused on the stated ground that 
the ordinances in question were ultra vires. At the request 
of the government, the Judicial Commission resumed its 
sittings and has just issued an interim report in which it 
advocates the extension of the franchise to Indians on the 
Common Roll, but with the requirement of a high· educa~ 
tional and property qualification. This had not been well 
received by many sections of opinion in Natal, one leading 
paper indeed stating that the proper place for the Report 
was the "waste~paper basket". And there, at present, the 
situation remains. 

Significance of Pegging Act 

It should be noted that the significance of the Pegging 
Act is that, in passing it, the Government of South Africa 
made an open breach in the original understanding with 
the Indian Government that the Indian immigrants, once 
they had worked out their indentures, should be under the 
same laws as the rest of the inhabitants of the country. 
True, they had been deprived of the franchise, but the 
withdrawal of the Parliamentary franchise in 1896 was 
carefully camouflaged. Indians were not specifically named; 
the franchise was to be withdrawn from persons in whose 
countries of origin representative institutions were not in 
use. In any case these were negative enactments. The Pegging 
Act imposed, for the first time, a positive disqualification 
on Natal Indians. The Act had Imperial and international 
repercussions which probably startled its authors. The 
Europeans in Natal area community so provincial, so cut 
off from the liberal currents of thought which are per~ 
meating the rest of the world, so shut up (like the licensing 
officer quoted earlier) in their own narrow conceptions that 
they fiercely resent any overseas criticism of their attempts 
to suppress the Indians whom their grandparents had 
deliberately brought to this country. But the Natal Indians 
appealed to India and India took up their case, and no 
doubt brought the matter to the notice of the Imperial 
Government. The Imperial Government, having granted 
South Africa Dominion status, cannot of course interfere, 
and has maintained a rigidly correct attitude. 
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Parallel with the Uitlander Position in the Transvaal 

South Africa denies elementary rights of citizenship to 
her Indians, the majority of whom are now born in Natal 
and are therefore by international law Union Nationals; 
yet she expects them to behave as loyal citizens of the 
country and not to call in outsiders to help in remedying 
their grievances. The situation has a very close resemblance 
to the position of the Uitlanders in the Transvaal in the 
eighteen-nineties. The Uitlanders were resident in the 
Transvaal but denied the franchise. Would any Natalian 
say they were wrong in demanding the help of the Imperial 
Government ? Yet Natal fiercely condemns the Indians for 
calling the attention of the Indian Government to their 
grievances. But in fact the Indians have a far stronger case 
than the Uitlanders in the Transvaal. The latter were not 
invited to settle in that country; on the contrary, their 
coming was most unwelcome and was frowned on and 
obstructed in every possible way. But most of the Indians 
were brought here at the express wish - indeed urgent 
request - of the Natal Government, and sometimes against 
the will of the immigrants themselves, for there were 
certainly some cases of kidnapping by unscrupulous re
cruiting sirdars. It should further be remembered that there 
were definite obligations between India and South Africa 
with regard to the Indian migrants, in the first place, the 
general conditions laid down by India when the migration 
of indentured workers began, and in the second place, the 
Cape Town Agreement. These international undertakings 
definitely give India the right to protest if there is a breach 
of them. 

So the problem rests today or rather stirs and rumbles. 
Before an attempt is made to suggest possibilities of improve
ment in the future, some general remarks on the situation 
may be made. 

Is Natal~s Attitude 

Christian or State.manlike? 


WE need waste no time in discussing whether the Euro
peans of -Natal are in this matter behaving as Christians. 
They obviously are not; whatever else the Indians mayor 
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may not be, in Natal they are neighbours.of the Europeans. 
How far the latter are from loving these neighbours as 
themselves, the reader of this pamphlet must judge. The 
Churches, it is fair to say, do protest from time to time, 
but their protests have little or no effect on their members 
in their ev<ery-day treatment of Indians. Many of the schools 
for Indians and some of the hospitals are provided with the 
help of the churches, but these charitable activities do very 
little to alter the prevalent attitude that the Indian is an 
inferior and must be kept in his place. 

It cannot be denied that the attitude of the Europeans 
in Natal has been throughout conspicuously lacking in the 
usual British attributes 'of fair play, compromise, adherence 
to the pledged word and that loyalty to the Empire on which 
Natal prides herself. It should, in the first place, have been 
obvious to any person of moderate intelligence that the 
conditions imposed by the Indian Government as the 
price of permission to bring Indian labour into Natal were 
certain to result in the establishment of a permanent 
Indian community in South Africa. The Australian bishop 
already referred to foresaw this and his committee con
sequently advised against the admission of Indian coolies 
into New South Wales, but Natal strained every effort to 
get the Indians and subsequently again strained every effort 
to avoid the fulfilment of her pledges to India until India 
finally lost patience and stopped all further Indian emigra
tion into Natal in 1911. 

We cannot altogether absolve the British Government 
from blame. It had already become clear before self-govern
ment was granted to the Colony that the attitude of Natal 
to the Indians was, to say the least, not liberal or generous. 
Surely then the British Government in granting self-govern
ment to Natal, and again in 1910 when passing the South 
Africa Act, creating the Union, should have taken some 
steps to safeguard the interests of. Indians (and Africans). 
The example of Jamaica where in the middle of the nine
teenth century the rule of a small white oligarchy over a 
coloured population had already aroused very serious rebel
lion, should have shown the dangers ahead. But at the 
end of the nineteenth century, the success of self-govern
ment in Canada and Australia had so hypnotised public 
opinion that apparently no one (save the eminent journalist 

http:neighbours.of
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H. N. Brailsford ·at the time of Union) realised that it is 
one thing to grant self-government to a homogeneous white 
democracy, and quite another thing to grant it to a small 
white ruling class, while leaving the masses of no:q..European 
people at the mercy of a white oligarchy. 

Again, when Indian immigration ceased in 1911 surely 
attempts should have been made to educate and develop 
the Indians, so as to enable them to take a definite place 
in a Westernised community. But nothing was done. On 
the contrary, when the First World War was over, the 
Indians were challenged and upset by the Class Areas Bill 
and the Areas Restriction Bill. The Cape Town Agreement 
gave South Africa and Natal another chance, but it was not 
taken. And the climax comes in the present attitude in 
Natal and particularly in Durban. Nothing can be clearer 
than that the Indians are in Natal to stay. But instead of 
striving to find some satisfactory modus vivendi by which 
the two communities can live harmoniously in the same 
country, Natal loses no opportunity of attacking and 
insulting the Indians. One prominent Natal politician 
actually, in a speech in the Assembly, compared them to 
white ants, those most destructive and disgusting insects 
which are the terror of all dwellers in the warmer portions 
of South Africa. It has become the fashion in various parts 
of Natal to "bait" the Indians, a fashion which must 
inevitably bear a very evil harvest in bitterness and ill-will 
in the future. The Indian community can never rest in 
reasonable security. It must always be on the watch against 
attempts from one quarter or another to undermine its 
position. Every few months (or more often) it must send 
deputations to Cape Town or Pretoria, the legislative and 
administrative capitals of South Africa, to protest against 
some new invasion of its rights. 

Discourtesy in Person.al Relations 

Constantly its members have to face discourtesy and 
sometimes actual abuse (this applies of course to the 
Africans also). Indian customers very often have to wait 
in shops till all Europeans present are served; in office 
buildings in most cases they may not use the lifts, but have 
to toil up lofty flights of stairs. Some conductors on flimsy 
pretexts refuse them entrance to public conveyances. They 
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may not take meals in the dining-cars of the South African 
railways. Many postal and police officials treat them with 
open rudeness. Ordinary members of the public browbeat 
and insult them. One young Indian journalist described to 
me how he had to steel himself against European discourtesy 
and had tv swallow his anger and assume a meek demeanour 
when he was pushed aside in his attempts to get news for 
his paper, and was sworn at as "a bloody coolie". 

Shortcomings 01 the Indi,.ns 
NOT that the Indian community is without fau1ts. The 
practice of non-resistance has had some unfortunate results; 
non-resistant non-eo-operation is a magnificent method of 
calling attention to grievances. But it does not lead to _ 
constructive action directed to the remedying of these 
grievances. For instance when the Solomon Commission 
was appointed in 1914 to investigate the causes of the 
disturbances in Natal which led to the strikes and the 
march to the Transvaal, the Indians, on Mr. Gandhi's 
advice, refused to give evidence and the Commission was 
reduced to indirect methods of getting the necessary 
information. Mr. Gandhi took this line, it appears, so that 
he and his followers might not seem to seek revenge by 
bringing accusations against those who had injured them. 
That was perhaps the personal motive of a saint. It was 
most certainly not the attitude that should have been 
adopted by a statesman, when the grievances of his people 
were at last recognised as needing investigation. He should 
have taken every possible step to substantiate those griev
ances and to suggest methods of remedying them. Even when 
Mr. S. R. Naidoo and Mr. A. I. Kajee were given seats 
on the Indian Judicial Commission, a large part of the 
Indian community opposed their acceptance, when they 
ought to have welcomed it (at all events before the wrecking 
action of the Provincial Council) as being at least a first 
step towards the consultation of the Indians as to their 
future status and position in this country. The Indian 
community is of course rent with feuds, political feuds 
which are often carried over into personal and non-political 
activities. But this is inevitable in an oppressed community. 
Dollard, in his book Caste and Class in a Southern Town, 
explains that in such a community the repressed indignation 
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and resentment which cannot be shown against the governing 
race must find an outlet somewhere, and therefore boils 
over in bitter and pointless quarrels among the members 
of the oppressed community itself. 

The Indians might in some directions have done more 
to help themselves. Some of them are generous with money, 
especially for educational purposes. But they might, for 
instance, have helped to solve the Indian housing problem 
by forming a public utility company for the establishment 
of a well-run housing estate. They are now doing a great deal 
for tuberculous Indians. But the funds, drive and initiative 
for this project came from a European - Mrs. M. E. 
Whitehead of Mooi River, Natal. She is the daughter of the 
late ]. W. Jagger, ex-Minister of Railways in the Smuts 
administration which went out of office in 1924-It is, how
ever, only fair to recognise that all these forms of co-opera
tive self-help are comparatively new in European civilization, 
and that to flourish they need the encouragement of a 
cheerful, secure, constructive atmosphere. But the efforts 
of the Europeans in constantly engineering fresh attacks 
against the Indians definitely prevent the establishment of 
conditions in which the Indians could develop constructive 
methods for bettering the conditions of their own people . 

.Responsibility of the 
Europeans 

FAULTS there are on both sides, but certainly the heaviest 
blame for the present unfortunate situation rests on the 
Europeans. Their claim is that by keeping the Indians 
backward and oppressed they are saving White civilization. 
Actually they are doing the exact reverse; unjust oppression 
and racial contempt are not the characteristics of modern 
democratic civilization. \Vhite civilization will fail in 
South Africa unless it can find some means of living har
moniously with the Indian (and - a much bigger problem 
for the future - with the African). 

Fair-mindedness, a willingness to see the other man's 
point of view and to recognise his right also to reasonable 
security and consideration as a definite part of the South 
African State - these will be needed to solve the problem. 



Perhaps as important are courtesy and absence of rudeness 
in dealing with Indians. Public bodies should enforce this 
very elementary standard of manners on their employees. 
It ought to be regarded as "bad form" for private persons 
to abuse or insult their Indian neighbours. If and when 
separate. accommodation is provided for Indians it should 
be of equal standard to that provided for Europeans. At 
present, for example, Indians in Durban and Pietermaritz
burg are not allowed to use the public libraries and swim
ming baths, paid for out of rates to which they contribute 
and they have no library or swimming bath of their own. 

Need of the Franchise 

But these are Utopian and moral generalities. Can any 
political machinery be suggested by which these desirable 
ends can be attained? There is one obvious point. The 
Indians' weakness and liability to prejudiced attack comes 
from their disfranchised condition. Here again the Natal 
British have disregarded the very maxim on which their 
own civilization is based. "No taxation without representa
tion" is a fundamental principle of Anglo-Saxon democracy. 
But in Natal the Indian pays taxes on the same basis as the 
European (though receiving by no means the same privileges 
and advantages in return) but he has no representation. 
Some form of Indian franchise is essential if the Indians 
are to escape from the constant menace of anti-Indian 
prejudice raised by the second-rate politician who can find 
no other issue on which to appeal to the European voter. 

Housing Reform. 

More attention should be paid to the amenities of 
Indian areas. The European inhabitants of Durban, having 
votes, can insist on the Town Council supplying them 
with good roads, drainage, electric light, water supply, 
playing grounds, libraries, various kinds of amusements 
and amenities on the beach. The Indians, though paying 
rates on the same basis, are either wholly debarred from these 
or are provided for sparingly and reluctantly. Improved 
housing in particular is imperatively needed immediately. 
There are Indian slum areas in Durban which are a disgrace 
(one of the worst, the Magazine Barracks, is owned by the 



Durban Corporation). But in the present state of feeling 
it would be wasting time and money to provide housing 
areas specially and exclusively for the Indian population. 
This would immediately raise the dread of "s~egregation" 
which offends the Indian's pride and which in practice he 
has very good reason to fear. In the past segregation has 
in fact ,always meant neglect of the Indian areas. If segre~ 
gation merely involved differentiation without the imputa~ 
tion of inferiority, if it meant keeping the races separate 
but providing equal amenities for each race in its own 
area, there might be some argument for it. But in fact it 
has always meant that the Europeans take all the best 
areas and the fullest provision of civic amenities for them~ 
selves and leave to the Indian very inferior and inadequate 
substitutes. It will be long (even if a more reasonable and 
generous attitude were adopted) before the Indian loses his 
suspicion of any proposalsavouring ofsegregation; therefore 
the provision of new opportunities and improved facilities 
but without formal or legal segregation is the only possible 
policy. In fact segregation is most likely to be attained if 
it is not talked about. People of the same interests and habits 
naturally like to be neighbours and will be · if they can. 
But force them compulsorily into one area and they will 
inevitably object and protest. Why then, it may. be asked, 
did the Indians "penetrate" into European areas? The 
answer is easy. The European community failed to meet 
with sympathy and understanding the inevitable and natural 
expansion of the Indian community and the desire of some 
of its members for residences in clean, healthy and well~ 
planned areas of the town. They either had to "penetrate" 
or remain in dirty, over~crowded slums. 

Need of Education and Professional Training 

Education too should be developed. More schools 
and better schools, an extension of secondary and technical 
education, more opportunities for Indian girls and women, 
professional training for able and ambitious Indian youths. 
At present, for example, no Indian can be trained in Natal 
as a doctor, as a pharmaceutical chemist, as an engineer, 
architect, surveyor, chartered accountant or social worker 
- in fact for no profession save that of teaching. 



Challenge to South African 

Statesmanship 


THE franchise in some form, improved housing and 
sanitation, education and professional training ~ these 
are essentials if the Indian problem in Natal is to be solved. 
It will be a lasting slur on statesmanship in South Africa 
if it is not solved. It is really such a small problem, involving 
fewer people, as was said earlier, than the population of 
a medium-sized English town. It is absurd to suggest that 
in a new and relatively undeveloped coUntry like South 
Africa, room cannot be found for both races to develop 
harmoniously together. Even in Natal there should be 
room and opportunity for both, though certainly the pro
blem would be easier if there were some relaxation of the 
restrictions preventing Natal Indians from migrating to 
other provinces. The British have a deserved reputation 
for statesmanship and political organization. Cannot the 
British in Natal, instead of wasting time on futile, un
Christian and selfish attempts to banish and suppress the 
Indians, use their inherited genius for politics to evolve a 
new and just treatment of the Indians? 

Failure to do so will prejudice some of the causes for 
which the war against Germany and Japan was fought. 
The position of Indians in South Africa is rightly irritating 
and disturbing to India itself j it is throwing grit in the 
machinery of inter-Imperial relations just at a time when 
smooth working is essential. It is casting some doubt on 
the bona fides of the United Nations in their struggle for 
democracy. South Africa is one of the United Nations. 
To those outside our borders the South African Govern
ment parades as the champion of democracy, at home it is 
the instrument of a narrow and oppressive White oligarchy. 
The preamble to the W orId Charter, said to have been 
drafted by General Smuts, states that the Peoples of the 
United Nations "are determined to affirm our faith in the 
fundamental human rights, in the dignity and value of the 
human person ... to promote social progress and better 
standards of life in larger freedom. And for these ends to 
practise tolerance and live together in peace with one another 
as good neighbours". 



32 

Can it be denied that these fundamental human rights 
are refused to Natal Indians and that the practice of toler
ance and good neighbourliness towards them is conspicuous 
by its absence? There are two fundamental facts about the 
position of Indians in Natal: firstly that they are a permanent 
element in the country; secondly that they are human 
beings entitled to the same rights and the same consideration 
which the leaders of the United Nations have so vehemently 
and publicly proclaimed as the aims for which they engaged 
in the recent conflict. 

Soutl, Africa A P'ura' Society 

PERHAPS one thing should be said in conclusion. It 
should be realised that South Africa can never be a simple 
homogeneous democracy like Great Britain or France, and 
that the governmental and social institutions of those 
countries might not succeed if transplanted wholesale to 
this country. South Africa is and must be a "plural society", 
to use an expression which is coming into common use. 
It must always include within itself several types of peoples, 
of culture-patterns and to some extent of codes of law. 
British, Afrikaner, African, Indian must always have their 
own languages, ' customs and to some extent institutions. 
Yet if South Africa is to achieve success and prosperity, 
all of these must be woven into a harmonious pattern. 
Sometimes we may envy the homogeneous States for the 
simplicity of their life and problems. Australia with its 
single British tradition modified only for the whole country 
alike by the geographical conditions of the area, is in some 
ways a great relief to the traveller after the elaborate com
plexity and race-prejudices of South Africa. But how much 
more interesting is South Africa! We Europeans here do 
not need to travel afar to reach the romance of the strange 
and unfamiliar. It is at our very doors. And yet how few 
white people in Durban avail themselves of these oppor
tunities! How many know the haunting melodies of that 
most beautiful of all peoples' anthems, "Sikelel i Afrika"? 
How many know the significance of the twinkling lights and 
quaint ceremonies of the Hindu festival of Deepawali? 
How many have seen the lovely 'costumes and graceful 
gestures of the women attendant on a Hindu or Parsee 
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wedding? Most Europeans in Natal hold themselves aloof 
from all these interesting experiences so easily open to 
them, and live in consequence only the narrow and restricted 
life of a small English provincial town. The fact that South 
Africa is and must remain a plural society makes existence 
here more complex and more difficult, but at the same time 
far more fascinating. 

Dangers of a Plural Society 

But a plural society is liable to fall into one of two 
opposing errors. Either it falls under the domination of 
one section, which may make a show as among its own 
members of all the apparatus of modern democracy, but 
in essence and in spirit remains an oligarchy. Indeed the 
very fact that it pretends to be a democracy makes it the 
more likely to oppress the other sections, in the name of 
loyalty to its own ideals and customs. Far better a dis
interested and benevolent autocracy than a sham democracy 
which in practive sacrifices the interests of a repressed group 
or groups to a dominant group. Such an organisation spells 
disaster to both the oppressors and the oppressed. To the 
latter, it means frustration and discontent; to the former 
ultimate degeneration owing to its hypocrisy and its de
pendence on the groups which it believes exist to serve it. 
It is for this fate that South Africa is heading unless in time 
she can reverse her policy and apply at home the principles 
which her leaders so Vigorously preach abroad. 

But it would be also a mistake in a plural society to 
obliterate all distinctions and to treat all the different 
culture groups alike. They have different behaviour patterns 
and to a large extent they should retain them or change 
them only gradually. Some things should be common to 
all groups, for example railway travel and the right to learn 
and make use of modern science. Some things may reason
ably vary, e.g., art, music, literature and various social 
customs. Some people eat beef and bread, others rice and 
curried mutton. Some people sit on chairs, others recline 
on carpets and cushions. In these and other matters racial 
customs should be respected j none are necessarily superior 
to others. The beauty and charm of life in Natal would be 
sensibly diminished if Indian women gave up wearing 
their graceful saris. But each group should be respected 



and allowed a life of dignity and opportunity. Each group 
should have an equitable part in the social and economic 
life of the country which it shares with other groups. But 
it may possibly turn out that the plural society will need 
new forms of political organization. The institutions which 
work well in a homogeneous society, e.g,. geographical con
stituencies with a common electoral roll, party government, 
the cabinet system, may turn out to be unsuited to a plural 
society. We need, it is suggested, to keep our minds flexible, 
not to confuse democratic principles with particular in
stitutions, to be prepared for variations and experiments. 
Perhaps the most successful of plural societies are the 
Netherlands East Indies and Soviet Russia. It seems to be 
the experience of both that a good deal of differentiation 

. may be desirable among the less educated sec.tions of the 
population. But that it should diminish as education
increases and should disappear among scientists, professional 
men and high government officials. These, however, are 
speculations. 

South Africa ~s Task 

WHAT is undoubtedly true is that South Africa is a 
plural society and will never achieve her true destiny until 
she realises and acts upon that truth. Her problem is to show 
how, out of a complicated set of varying cultural groups, 
harmony, order and justice can be achieved. In the Indian 
problem in Natal, has been set us the lesson on a small 
scale and in a comparatively easy form. If on this scale 
the problem of racial harmony can be solved, then South 
Africa can go forward with some confidence to confront 
the immensely greater problem that looms behind it, the 
problem of integrating Bantu and European (and Indian) 
groups into a single complex fabric of harmonious social life. 
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SOCIETY OF THE FRIENDS OF ~FRICA 

AIMS AND OBJECTS 

The promotion of the social, economic and political 
, organisation and advancement of all races in Southern 

Africa. 

To work through the people it is designed to help, 
to teach them to organise, their Trade Unions, to 
stimulate and encourage Co-operative effort of all kinds. 

ORIGIN AND HISTORY 

The Society owes its existence to the late Miss Winifred 
Holtby, who, when on a lecture tour in South Africa 
in 1926 on behalf of the League of Nations, saw the 
need of the African people for advice and assistance. 

The London Committee was formed for this purpose 
and carried the main financial responsibility for the 
work until the outbreak of war. In 1940, owing to 
war-time difficulties, a Committee was formed in 
Cal?e Town, with branches in Pretoria and Johannes
burg, to take over and finance the work. ' 

WE, APPEAL FOR SUPPORT on the -ground that the 

organisation is a practical experiment in guidance and 
help to the under-privileged section of our community, 
to save dtem from the' counsels of irresponsible 
extremists, and to instruct them in the arts of peaceful 
relations and lawful negotiation. 

,:/ 

MEMBERSHIP 

You can become an Ordinary Member of the Society 
by paying £1 (or more) per annum. Write for further 
details to the SecretaryjOrganiser, P.O. Box 4118, 
Johannesburg. 
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