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INDIANS IN SOUTH AFRICA 

The Eastern seaboard of Africa has been the happy hunting
ground of Indian traders who control the local markets so 
effectually that to them, it is no exaggeration to say, is due the 
unemployment, now almost as general amongst the whites in 
Africa as it is in Europe. Had Indian activities been confined 
to the less temperate zon.es, unsuitable for European occupation, 
Southern Africa might one day have satisfied even those 
dreamers who foresaw a hive of white industry occupying one 
vast territory extending from the Cape to the Zambesi. But, 
as matters are, the Indians are spreading in every direction and 
monopolizing the business of the whole sub-continent, with the 
exception of the Portuguese colonies, where the authorities are 
less sympathetic than in countries imbued with British tradi
tions. Though in some cases, as in Kenya Colony, the local 
authorities have not been given fuB power to deal with Indian 
immigrants, the Union of South Africa have always had a free 
hand, but the Government has been unable to keep the Indians 
in check. 

Although additional immigration from India is now prohibited, 
the Indians already in the country, consisting approximately of 
one-half immigrants and one-half African-born residents, 
threaten to swamp the white population altogether in some 
districts. In Natal they number about 150,000, nearly as many 
as the whole European population of the province. The Trans
vaal comes next with 15,000, most of them employed in 
commerce. Cape Colony has 7,000 similarly engaged,. whilst 
the Orange Free State, where local opposition to all Asiatics 
has always been strongest, contains barely a hundred. The Union 
Government, already responsible for a redundant and unwieldy 
native population, has to face the possibility of Asiatics over
running the whole country. Moreover, the rate of increase 
amongst Europeans is practically stationary, largely due to the 
northward exodus of those driven out by Indian competition. 

The majority of African-born Indians long ago discarden both 
the religious rites and the distinctions of caste which once formed 
the basis of their moral and social code-an example only too 
readily followed by later immigrants. Most of them remit to • 	 India a considerable proportion of their earnings, a practice 
which does not tend to increase their popularity in !South 
Africa. During the late war several of the leading Indian 
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merchants, comprising some of the richest men in the Union, 
caused serious embarrassment to the Government of their 
adopted country, which has always possessed a gold currency, 
by smuggling thousands of sovereigns overseas. 

The Indian difficulty in South Africa is largely the result of 
the former colonial government of Natal neglecting to repatriate 
the cane labourers at the termination of their indentures, though 
that stipula,Pon had been one of the conditions of entry. 
Attempts at repatriation have repeatedly failed, all efforts in 
this clirection being strenuously O,pposed by those immediately 
concerned, nor have they received much assistance from the 
Government of India. The alleged privilege of British subjects 
to reside anywhere within the Empire has been fully exploited, 
but, however valid this claim may be under normal conditions, 
it implies a certain degree of reciprocity -searcely imaginable at 
the present time when any Englishman setting up business in 
Gn Indian bazaar would have short shrift. The policy of the 
Union Government is to draw no distinctions between Indians 
of any race or position, and this attitude, which places educated 
Mohammedans of good family-of whom there are a few in the 
country-on the same offic ial footing with Madrassi !peasants, 
leads to needless friction. 

In recent years, both in this country andan India, more attention 
has been drawn to the existing state of affairs. At the Imperial 
Conference in 1921 the Union Government declined to recognize 
the claims of its Indians to "Empire Citizenship", trusting to 
the Act passed in 1913, prohibiting the further entry of Asiatics 
and confining those already domiciled to their own province. 
In 1923 the first offer to appoint an Agent to represent Indian 
interests in the Union was rejected, but in 1927 the revival of a 
former pr~posal to segregate all Asiatics living in urban areas 
brought matters to a head. A delegation was sent from India 
to interview the Union Government on the whole subject, and 
an agreement was signed at Cape Town between the two coun
tries. Under its terms better treatment was guaranteed to 
Indians born in South Africa, provided they conformed to 
European ideas in the standard of living-an improvement 
which has not yet materialized-and Union domicile was 
re-affirmed as a right. The proposed restTictive legislation was 
dropped so far as the Government was concerned, though most 
townships still have separate Asiatic areas. 

Assisted migration from the Union to India, or any other 
country where Western standards of living are not required, was 
promised to those who preferred to avail themselves of the offer. 
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It was further agreed that an Indian Agent should be appointed 
to superintend the fulfilment of the conditions. This appoint
ment was first filled by that able statesman the Rt. Hon . Srinivasa 
Sastri, who surprised the unsophisticated South Africans, 
accustomed to judge all natives of India by local standards, by 
his breadth of view and grasp of the situation. He was 
succeeded by Sa Venkata Reddi, who has been compelled 
by ill-health to return to India. It is somewhat late in the day 
to expect that the situation, however ably handled, can undergo 
any radical change, and the threat of repatriation is not so easy, 
to carry out as it was in a similar case when the Chinese, 
imported to work on the Rand mines, were hurriedly returned 
as undesirables. 

The present conditions seem almost Gilbertian, since only a 
mere fraction of the descendants of those brought into Natal as 
cane field labourers are so employed, the majority making a far 
better living by exploiting the country of their adoption. The 
comparatively small number working on the plantations obtain 
such high wages that the crop is now unprofitable to produce, 
and a tariff hag been imposed to keep out the imported article 
as the only method of preserving the industry. The result 
is that South African consumers pay twice as much for sugar as 
anywhere else. Much of the area now under cane could be 
advantageously occupied by European settlers, who are at 
present practically barred from entering the Union owing to the 
scarcity of suitable land. Natal, where also the natives out
number the whites by ten to one, is the province most keenly 
interested in the matter, but the whole country is perturbed at 
the doubtful prospect which the future holds. 

Eastern morality is largely dependent upon religious influences 
and a strict social code governs every community, however 
small, in India. Such safeguards are totally absent amongst 
the Indians in South Africa, who have retained only the super
stJtions of their mother country and are, so far as the Union 
Government is concerned, practically nobody's children. Their 
own compatriots, who have paid occasional visits of inspection 
and have included some well-known Indian personalities, 
comment emphatically upon the laxity of morals and the insanitary 
conditions prevalent in Africa. The habitual consumption of 
raw spirits, a product of the sugar cane, is responsible for the 
physical deterioration which is becoming more obvious in each 
succeeding generation. All the towns and villages in Natal have 
their Indian slums, and many parts of the Transvaal and Cape 
Colony are disfigured by the shacks erected in the Indian 
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quarters. Local authorities are powerless to act in the absence 
of financial help from the Government, and the by-laws, if any, 
do not operate outside township areas. One particularly 
obnoxious side to this style of living is that it is actually quite 
unnecessary, since many of the offenders are comparatively 
wealthy, though Indians as taxpayers are adepts at evading 
payment. Even the inadequate amounts which they do 
contribute to the Union exchequer have formed, for some time 
past, an excuse for demanding electoral representation, but, 
judging by the signs of the times, politicians are more inclined 
to give the natives a modified form of franchise than to allow 
the Indians say in the government. 

In the absence of support in the future from India and 
of any sign of improvement in the standard of living in South 
Africa-, it is certain that the Indians will be granted "lothing 
more than domiciliary status for the present, nor do their claims 
deserve further consideration. All classes are earning more than 
they could do elsewhere, and they have been, on the whol~ 
well treated in their adopted country, as can be seen by the 
universal disinclination to leave it, but they have outstayed their 
welcome and only remain on sufferance. 

Political exigencies in India may make it necessary for the 
Government. of that country to press for the extension of the 
franchise to their compatriots overseas, just as the British 
Colonial Office, with far more reason, supported a similar claim 
by the Rand gold-mining population at the end of the last 
century, but public opinion on the spot is so hostile that the 
Union Government is unlikely to make any concessions on that 
point. F or three years no visible improvement in the standard 
of living has been effected by the Indians as was stipulated, and 
their future now rests with the South African authorities, whose 
decision, in their own interests and in accordance with the terms 
of the agreement made in 1927, can only be comply or quit. 

6. L. P. BARKER. 
Umkomaas J Natal. 


