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"· .. the striking role of India in the 
development of the struggle for national and social 
liberation in South Africa has its firm roots in the 
early campaigns led by Mahatma Gandhi in that 
country, coupled with the continuing and active 
interest he took in the South African situation. All 
South Africans have particular cause to honour and 
remember the man, who was in our midst for 21 years 
and went on to enter the history books as the 
Father of Free India. His imprint on the course of 
the South African struggle is indelible.tt 

-Oliver Tambo, in his speech in New Delhi 
accepting the Jawaharlal Nehru A~ard on 
behalf of Nelson Mandela, 1980 

"Gandhi ji was a South African and his lllemory 
deserves to be cherished now and in pos~-ap-artheid 
South Africa. The Gandhian philosophy of peace, 
tolerance and non-violence began in Sou~~ Africa as 
a powerful instrument of social change ... This 
weapon was effectively used by India to liberate her 
people. Martin Luther King used it to combat racism 
in the United States of America ... 

"We must never lose sight of the fact that the 
Gandhian philosophy may be a key to human survival 
in the twenty-first century. 111 

-Nelson Mandela, 
the Gandhi Hall 
1992 

in his speech opening 
in Lenasia, September 

The nonviolent resistance or satyagraba led by 
Gandhi in South Africa from 1906 to 1914 for the rights 
and honour of the small Indian community assumed world 
significance not only because he then proceeded to lead 
India to independence from Britain, but because 
satyagraha, first tried on South African soil, inspired 
and influenced struggles for freedom against colonialism 
and racist domination in many countries, including 
especially the United States and South Africa. 

People of Indian origin were able to organize the 
first nonviolent mass struggle against oppression in 
South Africa because a modern national movement had 
developed in India a few decades earlier than in South 

l. The Leader, Durban, October 2, 1992. 



Africa. But Gandhi made his own distinct contribution by 
formulating the strategy and tactics of that struggle, 
and by developing his theory of satyagraha, benefiting 
from philosophical views and experiences from many 
sources. He achieved a broad unity of the Indian people 
- divided by religion, class and language, and many of 
them illiterate - in a commcn struggle, steeled them for 
sacrifice by his own e xample, and patiently worked for 
support from within the dominant European group, as well 
as from India and Britain. 

There are still serious gaps in research and 
writing on several aspects of the satyagraha and no 
serious study has yet appeared on its influence on the 
liberation struggle in South Africa. While there have 
been many accounts of the satyagraha and of Gandhi's 
activi ties in South Africa, there has been little study 
of the evolution of Gandhi's own attitudes towards 
Africans or the Coloured people. 1 

Hardly mentioned in the studies on Gandhi is the 
fact that he was himself influenced for several years 
by the racist prejudices which were prevalent among the 
European and Indian comnunities, and outgrew them only 
after he passed the stcge of "petition politics" and 
widened his friendships. 

In the early writings of Gandhi, there are frequent 
references to "raw Kaffirs'", describing them as lazy, 

.uncivilized and even savage. He argued that Indians were 
civilized and should r:ot be subjected to repressive 
legislation like Africans. It was only during the last 
years of his stay in Soutb Africa, when the African 
movements became active, that he avoided derogatory 
expressions and espoused African rights. His views 
advanced further in later years in India. In the 
interview with the Reverend Serna in 1939, he said: 

"They (the Indians) may not put themselves in 
opposition to your legitimate aspirations, or run 
you down as 'savages' while exalting themselves as 
cultured people in order to secure concessions for 

1. An article by Dr. James D. HL'Ilt on "Gandhi and the Black People of South 
Africa" in Gandhi Marg, New Delhi, April-June 1989, appears to be the only 
study of this subject. 

An article by Les Switzer, "Gandhi in South Africa: the Ambiguities of 
Satyagraha" in The Journal of Er hie Studies, 14: l. touches on this subject. 
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themselves at your expense. 111 

In July 1946, when white gangsters were brutally 
attacking Indian passive resisters in Durban, he 
declared that he would not shed a single tear if all 
Indian satyagrahis were wiped out, for they would point 
the way to the Africans. 2 

I would suggest that the evolution of the thinking 
of Gandhi may be divided into three periods, and that 
the attitudes towards Africans might best be understood 
in that context. 

From 1893 to 1906, Gandhi's work in South Africa may 
be described as "petition politics". His public service 
consisted mainly of drafting petitions and organising 
community support for them, and promoting improvement 
of the community by self-help. He was a lawyer and a 
public servant or adviser rather than the leader. The 
petitions were influenced by community sentiment and a 
legal ( rather than political) approach. His commitment 
to nonviolence was limited to personal behaviour. 

The second period begins in August 1906, when he 
decided to defy the Asiatic Law Amendment Ordinance of 
Transvaal which he considered hurniliatin~. The passive 
resistance movement was launched in 1907. Gandhi served 
his first term of imprisonment in January 1908 and soon 
after abandoned the practice of law. He "discovered 11 

satyagraha. Defiance of unjust laws, acceptance of the 
consequences, strict adherence to non-violence, 
suffering without retaliation, and readiness to 
compromise, together with determination never to 
surrender, were its main elements. Nonviolence was now 
extended to the resistance of people against injustice, 
but not to actions of the State. 

During both these periods, Gandhi retained faith in 
the British Empire, and considered himself a "citizen of 
the Empire". 

The third period began in 1920 when he lost 

l. Harijan, February 13, 1939; Co/Lected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Volume 
68, pages 272-74 (hereinafter referred to as Collected Works). The text of the 
interview is reproduced in Annex 1 to this paper. 

2. Harijan, July 21. 1946; Collected Works, Volume 84, pages 422-23. 

3. Gandhi rejected the term "passive resistance~ and coined the word 
"satyagraha". But the term "passive resistance" is of ten used in this paper as it 
is more commonly known. 
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faith in Britain and became a "non-cooperator". His 
approach to issues was now that of a political leader, 
committed to ethical values, and was little influenced 
by his training as a lawyer. Nonviolence became a creed 
of universal application. 

This evolution explains the many inconsistencies in 
Gandhi's writings and speeches. 

Certain other aspects of Gandhi's activities and the 
satyagraha may be noted at the outset. 

The Indian struggle was not a struggle against 
apartheid or a challenge to the legitimacy of European 
rule in South Africa. Nor was it to secure a special 
status for Indians and set up a caste system in South 
Africa - though that could have been the response of the 
authorities - much less to associate with the Europeans 
in the oppression of the Indian people . 1 It was a 
struggle by members of the small Indian community for 
the rights they had been solemnly promised by imperial 
Britain and enjoyed, to an extent, until the local 
European settlers gained self-government and began a 
process of degradation of the Indians. The community, 
under the advice of Gandhi, soon abandoned its claim 
even for limited franchise rights, so that there was no 
question of aspiring to join Europeans in the oppression 
of the indigenous people. 

What was at stake was not only the rights of Indians 
- or, rather, the mere right not to be harassed or 
humiliated - but the security and survival of the entire 
community. The danger was real as the mass deportation 
of Chinese laborers in 1906-7 showed. 

Many of the Indians - especially the traders and 
their staff - were alien settlers with families and 
property in India. 2 Their position was very different 
from that of the African people. The status of the 
Indians was not, as is assumed, higher than that of 
Africans in all respects. They were highly vulnerable. 

1. Gandhi's ovm thinking v.--a.s that non-Europeans would gain equality 
during a long process in which they advanced to European standards and 
European public opinion was educated. 

He was opposed to "class legislation" - different provisions for different 
communities in law. as distinct from administrative discrimination - as that was 
humiliating and would inhibit fr1is evolution. 

2. Gandhi frequently referred to Indians as "settlers" even in the 1930s. 
The issue of identification of Indians with Africa was hardly discussed while 

he was in South Africa. 
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African political movement was at a nascent stage 
and a joint struggle by Indians and Africans - who faced 
disabilities of different kinds - was not feasible at 
that time. 

Moreover, for Gandhi in 
struggle was, above all, 
"Motherland", India. It was 
national movement for freedom. 

particular, the 
for the honour 
an extension of 

Indian 
of the 
India's 

If it was precipitated by the racist animosity of 
the rulers in South Africa, it was inspired and 
encouraged by the resurgence of the national movement in 
India after the partition of Bengal. The dramatic 
burning of the registration certificates in Johannesburg 
was perhaps inspired by the burning of foreign cloth in 
the Swadeshi movement in India. 

Any indication of an attempt by Indians to incite 
the Africans to struggle for their rights as "sons of 
the soil" would have led to such a hysteria among the 
whites as to endanger the Indian community. That is why 
perhaps there appears to be a deliberate omission in the 
writings of Gandhi of any discussions with African 
leaders. 

I. EARLY YEARS IN NATAL, 1893-1901 

Gandhi went to South Africa as a young man of 23. 
Though unsuccessful in India in his profession as a 
barrister, he was proficient in drafting memorials. He 
had not been active in politics, but had developed a 
strong feeling of nationalism and a great pride in 
Indian civilization and culture. He was also an admirer 
of the British Empire, and loyal to the British 
Constitution and the Crown. He believed that British 
rule was beneficial to India. 

Within two weeks of his arrival in South Africa, 
traveling from Durban to Pretoria, he was ordered to 
remove his turban in the Durban Magistrate's Court, 
thrown off a train at Pietermaritzburg, assaulted by a 
coachman on the way from Charleston to Standerton for 
refusing to sit on the footboard, denied a room in a 
hotel in Johannesburg, etc. Later in Pretoria, he was 
thrown off a sidewalk by a policeman and was obliged to 
obtain an exemption from the curfew. 

He heard of the humiliations faced by the Indians, 
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and was told by Abdul Gani, a prominent Indian in 
Johannesburg: "Only we can live in a land like this, 
because, for making money, we do not mind pocketing 
insults ... 111 He wrote in his autobiography: 

"I saw that South Africa was no country for a 
self-respecting Indian, and my mind became more and 
more occupied with the question as to how this state 
of things might be improved. 112 

Anti-Indian feeling was rampant among the Europeans. 
Indian indentured labor had developed the economy of 
Natal, but with the increase in the number of "free 
Indians" ( former indentured laborers and Indian 
traders) , the Europeans faced some competition. 
Moreover, they saw the very existence of the Indians, 
except as laborers under semi-slave conditions, as a 
menace to the system of white domination. They sought to 
repress and humiliate the Indians in the same way as the 
Natives, make life uncomfortable to them and force 
them to re-indenture or leave. 

Natal was granted self-governnent in 1893, and its 
legislature rushed to consider iaws against Indians. 
The Franchise amendment Act of 1894, to deprive Indians 
of their limited franchise, was a first step. 3 

Gand..~i agreed, at the request of Indian merchants in 
Durban, to cancel his return to India and help in 
organizing an effective campaign against the franchise 
legislation. The British Government refused its assent 
after the Indians sent a "monster petition" signed by 
10,000 persons. 4 

The same year, Gandhi helped establish the Natal 

1. Gandh~ M.K. An Autobiography: The Story of 1\1y Experiments with Truth, 
Part Il, Chapter IX, page 115. Boston: Beacon Press, 1957. 

2. Autobiography, Part II, Chapter XIU page 131. 

1. The Indian population of Natal was about 51,000 as against 50,000 
Europeans. Of those 16,000 were serving indenture; about 30,000 were 
formerly indentured, and 5,000 belonged to the trading community. The 
Native population was about 400.000. 

There were 9,309 European voters and only 2.51 Indian voters - because of 
property qualifications. (Collected Works, Volu,-ne 1, page 274, and Volume 2, 
page 3). 

4. But a revised bill in 1896, omitting mention of Indians in its text, but serving the 
same purpose. received assent. 
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Indian Congress, the oldest political organisation in 
South Africa. He chose the name "Congress II as "the 
Congress [Indian National Congress] was the very life of 
India 11

•
1 

Gandhi then agreed to stay in Durban for continued 
public service to the Indian coI!U!luni ty. An income of 
£300 a year was assured for him by retainers from 
several Indian merchants, so that he could live in style 
as a barrister since that was considered essential. 

He rented a house in Beach Grove, opposite the house 
of Harry Escombe, a leading lawyer and later Attorney
General. He made some friends among the Europeans and 
entertained whites and Indians together at his home. 2 

He developed broader contacts with the Indian 
community. He helped set up the Colonial-born Indian 
Association, under the auspices of the NIC. It 
consisted mostly of educated youth, many of them 
Christians, born in Natal. He provided free legal 
services to indentured laborers and volunteered as a 
compounder at a charitable hospital for Indians, thus 
getting in touch with the poorer sections of the 
population. The knowledge and respect he thus gained 
proved crucial for the satyagraha in its final stage. 

But there is hardly any inforoation on Gandhi's 
contacts with the Africans in the 1890s. His attitudes 
towards the Africans were perhaps in£luenced by those of 
the older Indian residents - particularly the traders 
and their accountants and clerks, most of whom spoke his 
language, Gujarati. 3 

1. Autobiography, Part IL Chap. XIX page 149. 

2. Autobi.ography, Part II, Chapter XXIll page 162; Menoir of Vincent 
Lawrence, formerly confidential clerk of Gandhi. at UNISA Documentation 
Centre for African Studies, Pretoria. 

3. Indians were particularly prominent in retail rrade in the African market. 
Especially in the smaller communities outside Durban, the Indian traders 
learnt Zulu. Since Indians spoke many different languages - and many of them 
were illiterate - Zulu language was often the means of communication among 
Indians. The Africans were customers and employees. 

Indian indentured laborers had a different relationship with Africans., as the 
plantation owners employed Zulu guards with their assegais to control and 
punish them, thereby arousing fear. contempt and hatred. 
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Hain concern to influence European opini.on 

The main preoccupation of Gandhi during the period 
of "petition politics" - and even after satyagraha was 
launched - was to secure understanding and support among 
the whites who had the power, since it was the white 
authorities who were enacting discriminatory legislation 
against Indians. African opinion was of little 
consequence in securing the rights of Indians. 

As a petitioner, lawyer and publicist, Gandhi 
claimed rights for the Indians on the basis of their 
citizenship in the British Ern~ire - and solemn promises 
by the British Government. He argued that the 
discriminatory laws were against "the spirit of the 
British Constitution" and "notions of British justice 11

•
2 

He believed that the color prejudice in South Africa was 
contrary to British traditions and was only local and 
temporary. 3 He tried to persuade the Europeans that 
Indians were civilized and that thev could be good 
citizens. 

There was little thought at that time that Indians 
should identify thernsel ves with Africa or with the 
Africans. That was not an issue in those days in the 

1. Queen Victoria had said in a prodamation of 1851:i to the people of India: 

"We hold ourselves bound to the natives of our Indian territories by the 
same oblig2.tions of duty which bind us to all our other subjects ... " 

In 1875, Lord Salisburv, Secreta.rv of State for lndia, in a!2:reeim: to the 
resumption of recruitme-• t of Indian labor for i\2tal, had stated'-- that the 
laborers a.f ter their indenture would be "free me• in all respects, with 
privileges no whit inferior to those of any other class of Her Majesty-s subjects 
resident in the colonies". 

Lord Ripon, when Secretary of State for the Colonies, affirmed, i• reply to a 
representation from ~atal: 

'The Queen's I• dian subjects were entitled to the same rights in the 
Colonies as all her other subjects.'' 

2. For instance, petition to the Secretary of State for the Colonies., August 11, 
1895, in Co!Lected Works. Volume 1 - see pages 233 and 235, paragraphs 4 and 
13. 

3. Autobiography. Pa.rt 11 Chapter XXVI, page 172-
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Indian community. 1 

Responding to the fears of the Europeans of being 
"swamped" by Indians, Gandhi and the Indian community 
soon abandoned the demand for equal rights with the 
Europeans. They did not press for political (as distinct 
from municipal) franchise; agreed in principle to 
restriction of Indian immigration; and were prepared to 
accept administrative discrimination in many fields so 

·1ong as there was no color bar in legislation. 

Another fear spread by anti-Asiatics was that if 
rights were granted to Indians, they would then need to 
be extended to the Natives, which was, to them, 
unthinkable. 

Gandhi seems to have tried initially to avoid 
comparison between Indians and Africans, 2 merely 
stressing the promises made to Indians by Britain or 
suggesting rights for all non-Europeans. 3 But this could 
win him little sympathy from the Europeans, and he felt 
obliged to take account of their prejudices. In the 
process, Gandhi imbibed and gave expression to the 
racist prejudices of the whites and the Indian 
community. 

Disparaging re.marks about Africans 

The first eight volumes of Collected Works of 
Mahatma Gandhi, covering the period until 1908, contain 
frequent references to Kaffirs 4 and derogatory remarks 

1. The first time that was brought up was perhaps in a speech by Miss 
Elizabeth Molteno at an Indian meeting in January 1914 when she called on 
them to recognize Africa as their Motherland and become worthy children of 
Africa. Andrews, C.F. What 1 Owe to Christ, page 243; Chaturvedi, Benarsidas 
and Marjorie Sykes, Charles Freer Andrews, page 11. 

2. See petition to the Natal Legislative Council, July 6, 1894, paragraph 9 in 
Collected Works, Volume 1, page 142; and petition to Lord Ripon, Secretary of 
State for the Colonies, July 1894, paragraph 20, in ibid., page 152. 

3. He wrote to the editor of Times of Natal on October 25, 1894: 

'The Indians do not regret that capable 1\atives can exercise the 
franchise. They would regret if it were otherwise." ( Collected Works, 
Volume 1, pages 166-67). 

4. The term Katfir was in comma• use in South Africa at the time, and even 
educated Christian Zulus used the term for the other Zulus. 

But Gandhi must have been conscious that the term was derogatory as it was 
used in India against the Hindus. 



about them, as well as. assertions of superiority of 
Indians over the Natives. It was only from 1908 that he 
avoided use of the term Kaffir. 

In an Open Letter to the 
Legislature in December 1894, 

members of 
he wrote: 

the Natal 

"A general belief seems to prevail in the Colony 
that the Indians are little better, if at all, than 
savages or the Natives of Africa. Even the children 
are taught to believe in that manner, with the 
result that the Indian is being dragged down to the 
position of a raw Kaffir. 111 

On September 26, 1896, Gandhi delivered an address 
at a public meeting in Bombay on the grievances of 
South African Indians. He elaborated on the insults, 
repressive laws and humiliations faced by Indians, and 
was carried away by his anger to make an insensitive and 
thoughtless statement reflecting the prevalent 
prejudices about the Africans: 

"Ours is a continual struggle against a 
degradation sought to be inflicted upon us by the 
Europeans, who desire to degrade us to the level of 
the raw Kaffir whose occupation is hunting, and 
whose sole ambition is to collect a certain number 
of cattle to buy a wife with and, then, pass his 
life in indolence and nakedness. 112 

In a petition he drafted in 1899 concerning the 
designation of an Indian location, he wrote: 

"Your petitioner has seen the Location intended 
to be used by the Indians. It would place them, who 
are undoubtedly infinitely superior to the Kaffirs, 
in close proximity to the latter. 113 

In "notes on the Indian question" he prepared in 
India in May 1902, he wrote about Natal: 

"The indigenous people, that is, the Zulus, are 
a fine body of men, but they are very lazy, and will 
with difficulty work at a stretch for six months.m 4 

l. Collected Works, Volume 1, page 177. 

2. Collected Works, Volume 2, page 74. 

3. Collected Works, Volume 3, page 76. 

4. Collected Works, Volume 3, page 243. 
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The remarks were most derogatory against African 
prisoners in accounts of jail experiences. He wrote in 
Indian Opinion (March 7, 1908): 

"Many of the Native prisoners are only one 
degree removed from the animal and often created 
rows and fought among themselves in their cells." 

Mrican and Indian interests 

Gandhi was well aware that European traders resented 
Indian competition, and perhaps of complaints by 
European trade unionists about competition by free 
Indians. But there was little publicity about 
competition between Indians and Africans, and Gandhi 
seemed unaware at first of any conflict of interest 
between Africans and Indians or of antipathy by Africans 
towards Indians. 

Indians believed the propaganda that Europeans 
obtained labor from India since the Natives were '' lazy" 
and undependable. They did not recognize that the import 
of Indian labor was designed to bring down African 
wages. Gandhi seems to have realized this, but after 
several years. 

Many of the free Indians - especially children of 
laborers, known as "colonial-born Indians" became 
cooks, waiters, clerks, teachers, interpreters, 
compositors, photographers, compounders etc., and there 
must have been competition with the Africans. But there 
is little information on the extent of competition. 

The relations between Africans and Indians were 
strained, and some whites were trying to fan conflict 
between Africans and Indians in order to intimidate the 
Indians. When Gandhi returned from India in January 
1897, they not only organized lynch mobs of Europeans, 
but instigated a demonstration by five or six hundred 
Africans armed with sticks. 1 

Gandhi seems to have felt that since Indians did not 
seek political power, they were not in conflict with the 
aspirations of Africans as the "sons of the soil". 

But after some time, he opposed the system of 
indentured labor not only because it humiliated Indians, 
but also because the import of Indian labor was 
detrimental to the interests of the Africans. 

1. Collected Works. Vol. 2, pages 242-44. 
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One of the greatest achievements of Gandhi, arising 
from the South African experience, was indeed the 
abolition of the indentured labor system in India which 
had lasted more than 70 years as the successor to 
slavery. 1 

He wrote in 1916 when he was leading a canpaign for 
the abolition of indentured labor, that the effect of 
abolition of slavery was largely neutralized by the 
dissatisfied slave-owner resorting to the dodge of 
indentured labor. 

"The yoke, if it fell from the Negro's black 
neck, was transferred to the brown neck of the 
Indian. In the process of transfer, it had to be 
somewhat polished, it had to be lightened in weight 
and even disguised. Nevertheless, in all its 
essentials, it retained its original quality ... 112 

II. AFTER THE SOUTH AFRICAN WAR: EMERGENCE AS A POLITICAL LEADER 

Gandhi returned to India in 1901 but was called back 
in 1902 to lead a deputation to Lord Chamberlain after 
the Anglo-Boer War. During the year in India, be had 
attended the session of the Indian National Congress and 

. met many of its leaders. He spent much time •' i th 
Gopalkrishna Gokhale, his mentor. He became mucb nore 
political. 

He recognized that the position of Indians in the 
Transvaal had become worse under the new British 
administration. He decided, this time on his own 
initiative, to stay in South Africa and enrolled in 
Johannesburg as an attorney. He helped set up the 
Transvaal British Indian Association in 1903: a leading 
Indian merchant was elected President and Gandhi acted 
as secretary. 

He also founded the weekly Indian Opinion in 1903 to 
inform and unite the Indians all over South Africa, to 
secure understanding and goodwill among the Europeans, 
and to promote support from India and Britain. He 
established a settlement at Phoenix near Durban, in 1904 

1. Recruitment of indentured labor for Natal was stopped by India in 1911: the 
indentured labour system was prohibited a few years later. 

2. Collected Works, Volume 13, pages 247-50. 
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and moved Indian Opinion there. Though he resided in 
Johannesburg until the beginning of 1913, he often 
visited Phoenix and Durban. 

He also began to speak at a number of public 
meetings outside the Indian community. 

Gandhi had thus become a public figure in the 
count~y, not merely an adviser to the Indian community. 

He established contacts and developed friendships 
with a large number of liberal Europeans - churchmen, 
journalists, lawyers, politicians etc. 1 Some of them 
became his close associates in the struggle for the 
"Indian cause"; some became members of the Committee of 
European Sympathizers with the cause; and some helped in 
Parliament to secure approval for the settlement in 
1914. 

Coloured and African organizations began to be 
formed at this time, and Gandhi came to know some of 
their leaders. Though Indian opinion was devoted almost 
wholly to Indian affairs, Gandhi occasionally 
contributed reports and editorials on developments 
concerning other groups. 

In 1906 two very important and contradictory 
developments took place in Gandhi's life. 

First, his service as head of the Stretcher Bearer 
Corps with the Natal Militia fighting the Zulus in 
rebellion. 

Second, his decision to defy an obnoxious law in the 
Transvaal and his "discovery" of satyagraha. 

These two developments are briefly reviewed here as 
they represent a change in the general outlook of Gandhi 
and hence his attitude to the indigenous people. 

Stretcher bearer during the Zulu Rebellion 

Gandhi had organized an Indian Ambulance Corps 
during the Anglo-Boer War to show that Indians were good 
British citizens, though his sympathies were with the 

1. Gandru wrote in Satyagrafui in South Africa that many European liberals 
were sympathetic to African aspirations but not to the lndians. 

They had to be persuaded to support the minimum demands of the Indians. 
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Boers. 1 

Though the British victory led only to greater 
harassment of the Indians in the Transvaal, he saw the 
Zulu rebellion of 1906, provoked by a poll tax, as 
another opportunity for Indians to show their loyalty. 
Under his influence, the NIC recruited and paid for a 
corps of twenty stretcher-bearers, with Gandhi as 
Sergeant-Major, and it served for little over a month. 2 

Gandhi was not unaware of the moral 
perhaps of the sentiments of the Zulus. 4 

issues, 3 nor 
But he argued: 

"What is our duty during these calamitous times 
in the Colony? It is not for us to say whether the 
revolt of the Kaffirs is justified or not. We are in 
Natal by virtue of British power. Our very existence 
depends upon it. It is therefore our duty to render 
whatever help we can. 115 

Fortunately, the Corps was assigned to treat Zulus 

1. He wrote: 

"I felt that if I demanded rights as a British citizen, it was also my duty, 
as such, to participate in the defence of the British 
Empire."(Autobiography, Part III, Chapter 10, page 214 ). 

The Indian Ambulance Corps of 1,100 men - about 300 free Indians and the 
rest indentured - served for stx weeks. 

2. This was particularly significant when it is reahzed that Indians were 
also liable to a poll-tax - and many Indians were fined or jailed for not paying 
the tax in time. (Editorial in Indian Opinion, March 17. 1906 ). 

3. In Indian Opinion of April 14, 1906, he wrote about the killing of 12 
Africans by whites and the death of some of those who shot the Africans in an 
ensuing battle with Bambata and his me•. He said: "Such is the law of God. 
The executioners met their death within two days." 

4. Prabhudas Gandhi, a grandnephew of Mahatma Gandhi, wrote in his 
memoirs that the family was in great fear during the Zulu rebellion. 

"Phoenix was in a Zulu area. Seeing the Indian residents supporting 
the whites against them the Zulus could have attacked the settlement and 
completely destroyed it. But it was Gandhiji's greatness that even when 
he helped the whites he never lost the friendship of the Zulus. In fact, he 
became known as a well-wisher of the Zulus who became friends of the 
Phoenix Settlement for ever." (Gandhi, Prabhudas, My Childhood with 
Gandhiji, page 42. Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House, 1957.) 

5. Co/Lected Works, Volume 5, page 282. 
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who had been brutally flogged or wounded, and performed 
a humanitarian service, as the Europeans were unwilling 
to treat the Zulus. 

If Gandhi undertook ambulance work, it was not 
because he was against raising combat soldiers. Indian 
Opinion had been calling for a permanent Volunteer Corps 
in which Indians would get mi 1 i tary training and be 
issued weapons . 

Gandhi did not make any moral distinction between 
soldiers and members of an ambulance corps. He wrote in 
1928, referring to his participation in ambulance work: 

"I draw no distinction between those who wield 
the weapons of destruction and those who do Red 
Cross work. Both participate in wa~ and advance its 
cause. Both are guilty of the crime of war. 111 

The Reverend 
biographer, wrote 
Bearer Corps: 

Joseph J. Doke, 
of Gandhi's work 

Gandhi's first 
in the Stretcher-

"Mr. Gandhi speaks with great reserve of this 
experience. What he saw he will never divulge. I 
imagine it was not always creditable to British 
humanity. As a man of peace, hating the very thought 
of war, it was almost intolerable for him to be so 
closely in touch with this expedition. At times he 
doubted whether his position was right. No one 
besides his men, however, was prepared to do the 
work, and sheer pity for the sufferers forbade them 
to relinquish it. Not infrequently, the condition of 
the lashed men who were placed in their charge, was 
appalling, the wounds filthy, their lives hanging in 
the balance... So these Indians toiled at their 
irksome tasks day after day, cleansing wounds, 
binding up rents which the lash had made, carrying 
the helpless men behind the cavalry, up and down the 
hills for twenty and twenty-five miles at a stretch, 
or attending to the sanitatio;1 of the cal!lp. 112 

Gandhi never quite understood the Zulu rebellion. 3 

1. Collected Works, Volume 37, page 269. 

2. Joseph J. Doke, M.K. Gandhi: an Indian Patriot ir: South Africa. London: 
London Indian Chronicle, 1909. pages 70-71. 

3. It is only recentlv that scholars have described the scale of the rebellion and 
political groups have extolled it as the last armed LiJeration struggle of the 
Africans until 1961. " 
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He saw the event as a refusal by one man, Chief Bambata, 
to pay the poll tax and a manhunt by the whites who 
proceeded to perpetrate "horrors" on the Zulus. 1 But he 
never explained the rationale of his own role. 

The short period of service in the Stretcher-Bearer 
Corps was important in Gandhi's life and it may well 
have greatly strengthened his attachment to nonviolent 
resistance. The sense of betrayal soon after his loyal 
service to the authorities helped transform the 
petitioner to a challenger of oppression. 

The Sat;yagraha 

When the Transvaal Government issued the Asiatic 
Ordinance requiring Indians to register, with finger 
print impressions, and show the registrations to the 
police when asked, Gandhi decided, for the first time, 
to defy the law. In his mind, the issue was not merely 
one of carrying passes. Indians were to be treated as 
crirninals. 2 

Leaders of the Indian community enthusiastically 
supported this course, and a mass meeting of Indians 
decided on defiance unless the Ordinance was repealed. 3 
There were religious objections by Indian Muslims to 
being photographed or fingerprinted. There was also 
concern that any "Kaffir" constable could harass the 
Indians, even women. 4 

Defiance began in 1907 and 
fifty persons went to prison by 
when General Smuts and Gandhi 
settlement. 

about one hundred and 
the end of January 1908 
reached a provisional 

Satyagraha was resumed later in 1908as the 
Government refused to repeal the law, and continued 
intennittently until 1911 when it was suspended in the 
hope of a negotiated settlement. By then, almost 2,500 

1. See his interview to the Reverend S.S. Terna in Annex I. 

2. He had perhaps in mind the Criminal Tribes Act in India. He felt that civil 
servants from India brought to the Transvaal were worse than the authorities 
in the South African Republic and were intent on harasssing the Indians. 

3. After representations by lndians, the British Government withheld assent to 
the Ordinance. But Transvaal received self-governmeot in 1907 and enacted 
its provisions into the Asiatic Registration Act. 

4. There was a common feeling among the Coloured people and Indians that 
Zulu constables showed no respect for them. 
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of the ten thousand Indians in the Transvaal had gone to 
prison. 1 Prison conditions became harsher. 

Satyagraha was again resumed in September 1913 and 
extended to Natal as the Government reneged on its 
promise to repeal a £3 tax on members of families of 
formerly indentured Indians, and failed to provide 
legislative relief when the Cape Supreme Court declared 
most Indian marriages invalid. Gandhi invited women and 
workers to join the satyagraha, and the response was far 
beyond expectations. 

In this last phase of the satyagraha, about 60,000 
Indian workers in Natal - indentured and free - went on 
strike, and perhaps ten thousand men and women were 
confined to prisons and mine compounds. Several workers 
were killed or wounded. 

The Government was finally obliged, under pressure 
from India and Britain, to arrive at a settlement with 
Gandhi, accepting the basic demands of the satyagraha. 

The success of the small Indian community in its 
confrontation with the powerful Government, by employing 
passive resistance as the means of struggle, set an 
example that the indigenous majority could follow. 2 

Gandhi was the principal organizer of the satyagraha 
and one of tbe first to go to prison. 3 Through this 
leadership in sacrifice, as well as the respect he had 
gained in the community over the years, he came to be 
recognized as the leader of the struggle. 

The transformation of the status of Gandhi in the 
Indian community and his leadership of the struggle 
affected his attitudes to, and relations with, the 
Africans and the Coloured people. His contacts with 
liberal Europeans may also have had an influence. 

1. The figure of 2,500 may not be quite as there is often confusion between the 
number of persons arrested and the number of convictions. Several satyagrahis 
went to prison more than once. 

2. The essence of the 1914 settlement was that some major grievances v.·ould 
be redressed and that no further disabilities would be imposed on the Indians. 
The fact that authorities found ways in later years to depart from the letter and 
spirit of the agreement does not detract from the success of the satyagraha. 

3. Many of the traders who were eloquent in calling for defiance had by then 
developed cold feet and were prepared only to support the movement by 
financial contributions. The majority of the passive resisters came from the 
poorer sections of ti:ie community - especially Tamils and Hindustanis. 
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III. RELATIONS WITH AFRICAN AND COLOURED LEADERS AND 
SUPPORT TO THEIR ASPIRATIONS 

Coloured and African political organizations began 
to emerge at the beginning of this century, during 
Gandhi's second sojourn in South Africa. 1 Gandhi came in 
contact with several of their leaders, apparently 
without any special attempt to do so. 

Gandhi had closer personal contact with the leaders 
of the Coloured people than with African leaders. 

The Coloured people and Indians had much in common. 
Both faced the problem of losing existing rights, while 
Africans had virtually no rights. In the Transvaal, the 
Coloured people and Indians were governed by same or 
similar laws. (Asiatics were included in the definition 
of "Coloured persons" in several laws.) 

Moreover, there had been close relationship between 
Indians and the Cape Malays ( Cape Muslims) . Many 
Indians in the Cape had registered as Coloured and there 
was some intermarriage with the Malays among the 
Muslims. There were Indians in the leadership of the 
Coloured political movement in the Cape. 2 

Gandhi was drawn to Dr. Abdulla Abdurahman, the 
Coloured leader, who was not only a professional but had 
Indian ancestry. As member of the ca~e Town City 
Council, he had helped Indian traders. 

Indian Opinion carried a number of news 
concerning Dr. Abdulla Abdurahman and the 
People's Organization. 

items 
African 

Gandhi knew John L. Dube who had established an 
industrial school in Inanda, very near Phoenix. They 
were both admirers of Booker T. Washington and 
established educational institutions. 

1. The South African Native Congress and the African Political (later 
People's) Organization were forme.d in 1902. 

2. Haji Ojer Ally, a prominent member of the Indian commumty in the 
Transvaal and a close colleague of Gandhi until 1907 had been a leader in the 
Coloured community in Cape Town before he moved to the Transvaal. 

3. Jndian Opinion, September 10. 1910. 
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Dube launched the Ilange lase Natal, an African 
weekly in English and Zulu, in the same year when Gandhi 
founded Indian Opinion; it was printed in the press of 
Indian Opinion until Dube acouired a press for the 
Ohlange Institute. 

Gandhi reported in Indian Opinion ( September 2, 
1905) on a speech made by Dube and commented that Dube 
was an African "of whom one should know." There was 
frequent social contact between the inmates of the 
Phoenix Settlement and the Ohlange Institute. 

Gandhi informed his readers of the achievements of 
African leaders. 

In Indian Opinion (Decenber 30, 1905, and March 17, 
1906) he praised the efforts of Tengo Jabavu to 
establish a college for Africans, though perhaps he had 
not yet met him. He wrote: 

11 it is not to be wondered at that an 
awakening people, like the great Native races of 
South Africa, are moved by something that has been 
described as being very ~uch akin to religious 
fervor ... British Indians in South Africa hav1 much 
to learn from this example of self-sacrifice. 11 

In Indian Opinion of Sept.ember 24, 1910, he 
congratulated Dr. W. B. Rubusana on his election to the 
Cape Provincial Council, and co:rrrrmented: 

11 The election is really a challenge to the Union 
Parliament with reference to the color clause. That 
Dr. Rubusana can sit in the Provincial Council but 
not in the Union Parliament is a glaring anomaly 
which must disappear if South Africans are to become 
a real nation in the near future. 112 

As he became acquainted with African and Coloured 
leaders and recognized that discrimination against any 
non-European group tended to affect other groups, he 
began to comment on developments concerning the African 
and Coloured peoples. Support for their demands became 
more pronounced after the launching of the Indian 
satyagraha, as African and Coloured organizations had 
become more militant. But there was always some caution 
to avoid allegations that he was inciting other groups 

1. CoLLected Works, Volume 8, page235. 

2. Collected Works, Volume 10, page 325. 
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against the whites. Some of Gandhi's reports and 
comments in Indian Opinion are illustrative. 

He condemned a proposal in the Johannesburg Town 
Council in 1905 for a bye-law that African cyclists 
within the Johannesburg municipal area should wear a 
numbered badge and the permit in a conspicuous position. 
He wrote: 

"We are, as a rule, very reluctant about 
expressing opinions on matters not specially coming 
within the purview of this journal, but the 
proceedings of the Town Council are, in our opinion, 
scandalous, that we should be failing in our duty if 
we did not, in the interests of the community of 
South Africa, raise our humble protest against 
them. 111 

Reporting on a petition by the Coloured people in 
1906, demanding the same rights in the Transvaal and the 
Orange Free State as in the Cape, he wrote: 

"The petition is non-Indian in character, 
although British Indians, being Coloured people, are 
very largely affected by it ... Whilst, therefore, 
the Indian and non-Indian sections of the Coloured 
communities should, and do, remain apart, and have 
their separate organisations, there is no doubt that 
each can give strength to other in urging their 
common rights. Hence we have no hesitation in 
welcoming the document before us. 112 

On January 2, 1909, Indian Opinion published the 
text of a letter by 01 i ve Schreiner to the Transvaal 
Leader on "Closer Union 11 and commented: 

"We agree entirely with Mrs. Cronwright
Schreiner, that a people kept in a state of 
political helotage are a source of danger to the 
State, sooner or later. The Indian comrnuni ty in 
South Africa has never demanded or fought for the 
political franchise, but we certainly believe that, 
to prevent any section of the community from 
exercising political rights for reasons of race or 
colour alone, is the height of political unwisdom." 

Personal. relations with Africans 

1. Indian Opinion, February 4, 1905; Collected Works, Volume 4, page 347. 

2. Jndian Opinion, March 14, 1906; Collected Works, Volume 5. page 242. 
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Gandhi's own personal relations with Africans were 
apparently warm and friendly. Africans from Inanda 
frequently visited the Phoenix Settlement and were 
treated with respect. 

In an article on the Phoenix settlement, soon after 
his visit to it in 1914, the Rev. C.F. Andrews wrote: 

"For here (Phoenix ashram) distinctions of creed 
and race and colour had been resolved in a higher 
synthesis which was wonderful to witness. It was not 
only that the Indian coolie in distress found here a 
home and a welcor;:e, and the poor, sickly Indian 
children from the town of whatever rank were here 
nursed back to health, but here also the Zulu and 
the Kaffir were received with love and tenderness. 111 

Support by Africans and Coloured people -to Indian 
sat;yagraha 

Gandhi and his colleagues made great efforts, with 
considerable success, ~o secure support for the Indian 
cause and struggle by Europeans in South Africa and by 
public opinion in Britain and India. They seem to have 
made no special effort to obtain support by Africans. 
When the satyagraha :began, there was apparently some 
antipathy among Africar:.s, 2 but that was soon overcome by 
sympathy and admiratior. 

Ilanga lase Natal ( as quoted by Indian Opinion of 
January 18, 1908), expressed admiration for the 
courageous action of L~e Indians in the Transvaal. The 
Basutoland star said ~hat the Indian struggle in the 
Transvaal was "worthy of emulation" by the Natives of 
South Africa.(Indian Opinion, February 1, 1908). John 
Dube, in an interviet.i. in 1914, after the end of the 
satyagraha, expressed great admiration for the Indian 

1. C. F. Andrews, "Mr. Gandru at Phoenix" in The Modern Review, Calcutta, 
May 1914. pages 563-66. 

In his book, What 1 Owe to OvisL }.1r. Andrews described the first evening 
he spent at Phoenix Ashram. 

"He(Gandhi) was there. witb the little children round him whom he 
loved ... One baby gir~ lxlonging to an ·untouchable' family in India, 
nestled in his arms, sharng her place there with a weak little invalid 
Muslim boy who sought eagerly to gain his special notice. A Zulu 
Christian woman had stayed for a while to take food v.-ith us on her way 
to the Zulu Mission on the hill_.,. (pages 247-48) . 

2. Odendaal page 213. 
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struggle. 1 

Raojibhai M. Patel, one of the first batch of 
passive resisters in 1913, wrote of the admiration of 
some Zulu warders to the satyagraha. One warder brought 
him a newspaper to the toilet at considerable risk to 
himself. Another warder told him when they were alone: 
"You are real men, real heroes! You have put these 
arrogant whites in their right places! 112 

But there is no information on public declarations 
of support by African organizations or leaders to the 
Indian satyagraha. 

Coloured leaders recognized that they had a common 
interest with the Indians and expressed full sympathy. 
The Kimberley Branch of the APO held a public meeting in 
1907 to express the "full sympathy (of the Coloured 
inhabitants of Kimberley) with the Transvaal Indians in 
their unequal struggle against, and passive resistance 
to, the Asiatic Registration Act .. . 113 

In January 1908, the Conference of the APO passed a 
resolution expressing sympathy for the Indians. Dr. 
Abdurahman sent a telegram to that effect to the 
Transvaal British Indian Association. 4 

At a big Diwali meeting of Hindus in Johannesburg 
in 1913, held in support of the passive resistance, one 
of the speakers was the Chairman of the APO who 
expressed the support of the Coloured people. He drew 
attention to the fact that many Coloured women were then 
in jail in Bloemfontein for passively resisting the pass 
laws. 5 

Gandhi's Vision of the Future 

Gandhi welcomed such mutual support, and felt that 
the example of the Indian satyagraha was its elf an 

1. Patel, Raojibhai M. The !'vlaking of the Mahatma (adaptation by Abid 
Shamsi of Gandhiji ni Sadhana. Ahmedabad, 1990), pages 216-17. 

Reddv, E.S. "Mahatma Gandhi and John Dube· in Hindustan Times. New 
Delhi, January 26, 1992, and The Leader, Durban June 5. 1992 , 

2. Patel, op. cit., pages 200, 201. 

3. Report in the Dianwnd Fields Advertiser, reproduced in lndian Opinion, November 9, 

4. lndian Opinion, January 11, 1908, in Collected Works , Volume 8, page 30. 

5. Jndian Opinion, November 12, 1913. 
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effective help to the Africans and Coloured people. 

The relations that developed during the satyagraha 
were reflected in his vision of a future South Africa. 
Two of his statements in 1908 are illustrative. 

In reply to attacks by European politicians that 
Indian passive resistance placed a new weapon in the 
hands of the Natives, he said, as ~uoted by the Reverend 
Joseph Doke, his first biographer: 

"Men who see far believe that the problems which 
are connected with the Natives will be the problems 
of the future, and that, doubtless, the white man 
will have a stern struggle to maintain his 
ascendancy in South Africa. When the moment of 
coll is ion comes, if, instead of the old ways of 
massacre, assegai, and fire, the Natives adopt the 
policy of Passive Resistance, it will be a grand 
change for the Colony ... 

"When the Native peoples have risen sufficiently 
high in the scale of civilisation to give up savage 
warfare and use the Christian method of settling a 
dispute, they will be fit to exercise the right to 
vote in political affairs ... 

"If, then, the Natives accept the doctrines 
which are now so prevalent amongst the Indian 
community, South Africa need not fear the horrors of 
a racial uprising. It need not look forward to the 
necessity of maintaining an army to keep the Natives 
in awe. The future will be much brighter than its 
past has been. 112 

In a speech at YMCA, Johannesburg, on May 18, 1908, 
he said: 

" in studying the Indian question, I have 
endeavored to study the question as it affects the 
Africans and the Chinese. It seems to me that both 
the Africans and the Asiatics have advanced the 
Empire as a whole; we can hardly think of South 
Africa without the African races. And who can think 
of the British Empire without India? South Africa 
would probably be a howling wilderness without the 
Africans ... 

1. Gandhi read the biography and approved it. 

2.JosephJ. Doke,M.K. Gandhi:an lndianPatriot in South Africa.London: Londonlndian 
Chronicle, 1909. pages 86-87. 
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They [ the African races] are 
history of the world's learners. 
intelligent men as they are, they 
asset to the Empire ... 

still in the 
Able-bodied and 

cannot but be an 

"If we look into the future, is it not a 
heritage we have to leave to posterity, that all the 
different races commingle and produce a civilization 
that perhaps the world has not yet seen? 111 

IV. THE QUESTION OF JOINT ACTION 

Gandhi has often been criticized, especially by 
radicals from among Indian South Africans, for not 
engaging in joint action with other oppressed people of 
South Africa. 

The matter deserves to be seen in its proper 
context, rather than in the perspective of the 1940s 
when Indian leaders like Dr. Dadoo and Dr. Naicker 
sought to build a united front of Indians with Africans, 
Coloured people and liberal whites. 

At the beginning of the century, when political 
movements were emerging in South Afr-ica, each racial 
group pressed its demands sep~rately. There was no unity 
between the Coloured people and the Africans. The 
African People's Organization, while espousing the unity 
of the oppressed people, remained a Coloured 
organization. The African organizations were weak and 
ineffective. 

The question of joint action with other groups did 
not arise until the Indian satyagraha was launched in 
1906, and until the African and Coloured organizations 
had become effective. Even then there was no approach by 
the latter to the Indian Passive Resistance Council for 
any joint action. A few Europeans joined the Indian 
struggle and went to prison, but no African or Coloured 
person did. 

There was close cooperation between the Indian and 
Chinese communities in Johannesburg in the campaign 
against the Asiatic Registration Act. Gandhi advised the 
Chinese community and the Chinese went to prison with 
the Indians. But the struggles were kept separate and 

l. Collecred Works, Volume g, pages 242-46. 
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parallel. As a result, the Indian satyagraha was not 
affected by problems which came up within the Chinese 
community. 

It was perhaps Gandhi who gave serious thought to 
the question of cooperation and he was convinced that 
the different communities should fight their battles 
separately while expressing sympathy and support to the 
others. His reasoning deserves attention. 

Writing on the Coloured petition of 1906, he said: 

"This Association of Coloured People does not 
include Indians who have always kept aloof from that 
body. We believe that the Indian community has been 
wise in doing so. For, though the hardships suffered 
by those people and the Indians are almost of the 
same kind, the remedies are not identical. It is 
therefore proper that the two should fight out their 
cases, each in their own appropriate way. We can 
cite the Proclamation of 1858 [by Queen Victoria to 
India] in our favor, which the Coloured people 
cannot. They can use the powerful argument that they 
are the children of the soil. They can also argue 
that their way of life is entirely European. We can 
petition the Secretary of State for India, whereas 
they cannot. They belong largely in the Christian 
community and can therefore avail themselves of the 
help of their priests. Such help is not available to 
us. 111 

In 1909, Gandhi led a deputation to London on behalf 
of the Indian community. Delegations of Africans and 
Coloured people were in London at the same time to make 
representations concerning the draft South Africa Act. 
The Transvaal Native Congress instructed its delegates 
to work in cooperation with the others, including 
Gandhi. 2 There is no information that the African 
delegates suggested cooperation to Gandhi. 

Gandhi was in close contact with Dr. Abdurahman and 
met Mr. Schreiner, but his writings have no information 

l. Collected Harks, Volume )~page 243. 

2. Odendaal, Andre, V ukam· Bantu, page 205. 

The delegations consisted of: Dr. Abdulla Abdurahman, Matt J. Fredericks, 
DJ. Lenders, Dr. W.B. Rubusana, Thomas Mtobi Mapikela, Daniel Dwanya, 
John Tengo Jabavu, J. Gerrans, (Ibid., page 216). 

They were all in the gallery in the House of Lords, as was Gandhi. on July 
27, 1909, when the draft Act was debated. (Ibid.) · 
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on contact with the other delegates. 

Gandhi, however, referred to suggestions by Indians 
that his deputation should take up the question of the 
Union. He wrote during his voyage to London: 

11 Many Indian friends have urged the deputation 
not to forget the question of the Union. I must say 
that this request proceeds from ignorance as to the 
implications of a Union ... The Union Bill makes no 
reference to us at all. The Act will unite all the 
Colonies. But the respective laws of the Colonies 
will remain intact. What can we say against this? We 
can do or say nothing against a Union of the 
Colonies of South Africa. If, after the Union is 
formed, they attempt any legislation against us, we 
can fight out the question then. Our rights will not 
be liquidated by the mere formation of the Union. No 
doubt, that will be one of the consequences of the 
Union. But we cannot oppose the Union merely on the 
ground that we might be ruined under it ... 

"Dr. Abdurahman is going to England entirely in 
connection with the question of the Union, and that 
is justified. For, under the Union Act, some of the 
rights of the black races will be abrogated right 
now ... It is not the same with us. 111 

The approach of Gandhi in this instance, as in the 
case of the Coloured petition, nay perhaps be criticized 
as legalistic, and appropriate to "petition politics". 
But the African and Coloured organizations had not yet 
outgrown that stage. 

Gandhi, however, went on to say: 

"However, no one should suppose that the 
deputation will not raise the subject [of the Union] 
at all. It cannot but do so. It is because 
negotiations for a Union are in progress that the 
deputation is going. It will, moreover, urge in no 
uncertain terms that the Union should not be 
permitted if the Transvaal grievances are not 
redressed. And I say further that, if the Indians 
act with all their strength, the deputation cannot 
but gain its point. It will also raise the subject 
of the laws that have been enacted in the whole of 
South Africa. This does not mean that these laws 
will be repealed. Their repeal can be achieved only 

1. Collected Works, Volume 9, pages 272-73. 
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through satyagraha. 111 

He wrote that Indians could not prevent the enemies 
(white population in the different Colonies) from 
uniting. The solution was for the Indians to unite. The 
whites were the strong and favored sons, and Indians 
would get no hearing by merely petitioning or begging. 
Petitions must be backed by some sanction - physical 
force or soul force (satyagraha). He was hinting on the 
one hand that Indians were not united 2 and on the other 
that the Africans and the Coloured people were merely 
petitioning. 

A united front was inappropriate and meaningless 
unless the constituent bodies were all engaged in 
struggle with common objectives and tactics, and could 
pool their strength. Such a situation did not exist 
during Gandhi's stay in South Africa. 3 

Gandhi, however, welcomed expressions of support by 
other organizations to the Indian cause and, in turn, 
supported their demands. Indian Opinion (February 11, 
1909) denounced the draft South Africa Act as amounting 
to a declaration of war against the black population. 

Gandhi continued to maintain an interest in the 
Indian struggle in South Africa until his death, and his 
statements since his departure frow South Africa in 1914 
may be noted for a clearer understanding of his views. 

He was then more outspoken in his recognition of a 
community of interests between the Indians and the 
Africans. He wrote in Harijan (July 22, 19 2 6) that 
since the whites were more hostile to the Indian 
"settlers" than to Africans, "justice to them is not to 
be expected if in justice is done "CO the Natives". 4 He 
strongly condemned the Mines and Works Amendment Act, 
1926, though the Indians were not immediately affected 
by it. 5 He wrote in April 1928: 

1. Ibid. 

2. The satyagraha was then confined to the Transvaal and the Natal Indians 
had sent a separate delegation to London. 

3. Gandhi refrained from any effort to cooperate with the European strike in 
1913-14 and in fact, suspended the satyagraha as a gesture of goodwill towards 
the Government. 

4. Collected Works , Volume 31, page 182. 

5. Ibid., page 332. 
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"Indians have too much in common with the 
Africans to think of isolating themselves from them. 
They cannot exist in South Africa for any length of 
time without the active sympathy and friendship of 
the Africans. 111 

In his interview with the Reverend S. s. Terna on 
January 1, 1939, he was asked: "Of late there has been 
some talk of forming an Indo-African united non-white 
front in South Africa. What do you think about it?" He 
replied: 

"It will be a mistake. You will be pooling 
together not strength but weakness. You will best 
help one another by each standing on his own legs. 
The two cases are different. The Indians are a 
microscopic minority. They can never be a menace to 
the white population. You, on the other hand, are 
the sons of the soil who are being robbed of your 
inheritance. You are bound to resist that. Yours is 
a far bigger issue. 112 

In June that year, Gandhi drafted a resolution for 
the All India Congress Committee denouncing new 
discriminatory legislation against Indians in South 
Africa as a breach of agreements. Dr. Ram Manohar Lohia, 
a Socialist, probably inspired by the formation of the 
Non-European Front in South Africa, moved an amendment 

· supporting a united front. The amendment was withdrawn 
after Gandhi indicated that it was out of place in that 
resolution. 

Gandhi explained his position in Harijan (July 1, 
1939): 

" I yield to no one in my regard for the 
Zulus, the Bantus and the other races of South 
Africa. I used to enjoy intimate relations with many 
of them. I had the privilege of often advising them. 
It used to be my constant advice to our countrymen 
in South Africa never to exploit or deceive these 
simple folk. But it was not possible to amalgamate 
the two causes. The rights and privileges (if any 
could be so called) of the indigenous inhabitants 
are different from those of the Indians. So are 
their disabilities and their causes. But if I 
discovered that our rights conflicted with their 

l. Young Jn.dia, April5, 1928; CoLiected Works, Volume 36, page 190. 

2. See Annex. 
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vital interests, I would advise the foregoing of 
those rights. They are the inhabitants of South 
Africa as we are of India. The Europeans are 
undoubtedly usurpers, exploiters or conquerors or 
all of these rolled into one. And so the Africans 
have a whole code of laws specially governing them. 
The Indian segregation policy of the Union 
Government has nothing in common with the policy 
governing the African races ... ours is a tiny 
problem compared to the vast problem that faces the 
African races and that affects their progress. Hence 
it is not possible to speak of the two in the same 
breath. 111 

Later, in reply to criticisms of his position, he 
wrote in the Harijan (July 15, 1939); 

"However much one may sympathize with the 
Bantus, Indians cannot nake coI!ll!lon cause with them. 
I doubt if the Bantus themselves will as a class 
countenance any such move. They can only damage and 
complicate their cause by nixing it up with the 
Indian, as Indians would damage theirs by such 
mixture. But neither the AICC resolution nor my 
advice need deter the Indians from forming a non
European front if they are sure thereby of winning 
their freedom. Indeed, had they thought it 
beneficial or possible, they would have formed it 
long ago. 112 

These statements perhaps reflect the position when 
Gandhi was in South Africa than the realities of 1939. 
By then most Indians in South Africa were South Africa
born and had developed roots in that country. Many of 
them had joined radical movements and espoused unity of 
the oppressed people. They had cooperated across color 
lines in the trade unions, the Communist Party, the 
Young Liberal Club, etc., and were active in the Non
European United Front. 

Gandhi seems to have been unaware of these 
developments as his main sources of information were 
Indian Opinion and letters fron his son, Manila! 
Gandhi. 3 He received anxious enauiries from Indians in 
South Africa and learned that his former colleague, 

1. Collected it"orks, Volume 69, pages 376-79. 

2. Collected ~larks, Volume 69, page 408. 

3. See letter of June 25, 1939, to Manilal Gandhi . Co!Lected Works, Volume 69, 
page 373. 
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Ebrahim Aswat, was the Chairman of the NEUF in the 
Transvaal. After discussions with Indian South Africans, 
he changed his views. 

He never opposed joint action since then, but 
constantly stressed that there should be no abandonment 
of non-violence in the process. 
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ANNEXES 

I. GANDHI'S INTER.VIEW TO THE REV. S.S. TEMA, JANUARY 1, 
1939 1 

TEMA: How can my people make their Congress as 
successful as the Indian National Congress? 

GANDHIJI: The Congress became successful for the 
simple reason that it was inaugurated by the most 
selfless and cultured people that could be found in that 
age. They made themselves the representatives of the 
people and captured their imagination by reason of 
service and self-sacrifice. They were from the people 
and of the people. You have not, as far as I am aware, a 
band of Africans who would be content to work and live 
in impecuniosity. Among those who are educated there is 
not that absolute selflessness. Again, while most of 
your leaders are Christians, the vast mass of the Bantus 
and Zulus are not Christians. You have adopted European 
dress and manners, and have as a result become strangers 
in the midst of your own people. Politically, that is a 
disadvantage. It makes it difficult for you to reach the 
heart of the masses. You must not be afraid of being 
"Bantuized" or feel ashamed of carrying an assegai or of 
going about with only a tiny clout round your loins. A 
Zulu or a Bantu is a well-built man and need not be 
ashamed of showing his body. He need not dress like you. 
You must become Africans once more. 

T: Of late there has been some talk of forming an 
Inda-African united non-white front in South Africa. 
What do you think about it? 

G: It will be a mistake. You will be pooling 
together not strength but weakness. You will best help 
one another by each standing on his own legs. The two 
cases are different. The Indians are a microscopic 

l. Hanjan, February 18, 1939; Collected Works, Volume 68, pages 272-274 

The Reverend S.S. T ema of the Dutch Reformed Mission, Johannesburg, was a member o 
African National Congress. He was one of the delegates to the fourth meeting of the 
International Missionary Council-held in Tambaram, near Madras, in December 1938- wh 
come to see Gaodhiji after the Conference was over. 

The delegates were in Segaon on December 31 and January 1. Reverend Terna presumabl 
Gandhiji on January 1, 1939. 
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rninori ty. They can never be a menace to the wh i te 
population. You, on the other hand, are the sons of the 
soil who are being robbed of your inheritance. You are 
bound to resist that. Yours is a far bigger issue. It 
ought not to be mixed up with that of the Indian. This 
does not preclude the establishment of the friendliest 
relations between the two races. The Indians can 
cooperate with you in a number of ways. They can help 
you by always acting . on the square towards you. They may 
not put themselves in opposition to your legitimate 
aspirations, or run you down as "savages" while exalting 
themselves as cultured people in order to secure 
concessions for themselves at your expense. 

T: What sort of relations would you favour between 
these two races? 

G: The closest possible. But while I have abolished 
all distinction between an African and an Indian, that 
does not mean that I do not recognise the difference 
between them. The different races of mankind are like 
different branches of a tree - once we recognise the 
common parent stock from which we are sprung, we realise 
the basic unity of the human family, and there is no 
room left for enmities and unhealthy competition. 

T: Should we adopt violence or non-violence as a 
means for our deliverance? 

G: Certainly, non-violence under all circumstances. 
But you must have a living faith in it. Even when there 
is impenetrable darkness surrounding you, you must not 
abandon hope. A person who believes in non-violence 
believes in a living God. He cannot accept defeat. 
Therefore, my advice is non-violence all the time, but 
non-violence of the brave, not of the coward. 

T: Your example has shed so much influence upon us 
that we are thinking whether it would not be possible 
for one or two of our young men, who we are hoping will 
become leaders, to come to you for training. 

G: It is quite a good and sound idea. 

T: Do you think Christianity can bring salvation to 
Africa? 

G: Christianity, as it is known and practised today, 
cannot bring salvation to your people. It is my 
conviction that those who today call themselves 
Christians do not know the true message of Jesus. I 
witnessed some of the horrors that were perpetrated on 
the Zulus during the Zulu Rebellion. Because one man, 
Bambatta, their chief, had refused to pay his tax, the 
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whole race was made to suffer. I was in charge of an 
ambulance corps. I shall never forget the lacerated 
backs of Zulus who had received stripes and were brought 
to us for nursing because no white nurse was prepared to 
look after them. And yet those who perpetrated all those 
cruelties called themselves Christians. They were 
educated, better dressed than the Zulus, but not their 
moral superiors. 

T: Whenever a leader comes up in our midst, he flops 
down after a while. He either becomes ambitious after 
money or succumbs to the drink habit or some other vice 
and is lost to us. How shall we remedy this? 

G: The problem is not peculiar to you. Your 
leadership has proved ineffectual because it was not 
sprung from the common people. If you belong to the 
common people, live like them and think like them, they 
will make common cause with you. If I were in your 
place, I would not ask a single African to alter his 
costume and make himself peculiar. It does not add a 
single inch to his moral stature. 

II. GANDHI'S MESSAGE TO SOUTH AFRICA, MAY 18, 19471 

Field Marshal Smuts is a trustee for Western civi
lisation. I still cling to the hope that he will not 
sustain it on the suppression of Asiatics and Africans. 
South Africa should present a blend of the three. 

To the people of South Africa, to whom I am no 
stranger, I would say that they should not make the 
position of their representatives impossible by their 
unwarranted prejudice against colour. The future is 
surely not with the so-called white races if they keep 
themselves in purdah. The attitude of unreason will mean 
a third war which sane people should avoid. Political 
cooperation among al 1 the exploited races in South 
Africa can only result in mutual goodwill, if it is 
wisely directed and based on truth and non-violence. 

I have no doubt that those South African Indians who 
seek to create a division will do harm to themselves and 
to the great cause of liberty for which the movement of 
satyagraha has stood and must stand. 

1. This was sent through Dr. Y. M. Dadoo and Dr. G. M. N aicker who met Gandhi ji on May 1 
19, 1947. 

Harijan , May 25, 1947; Collected Works, Volume 87, page 492 
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To the satyagrahis I would advise strict adherence 
to the fundamentals of satyagraha which literally means 
force of truth and this is for ever invincible. It is a 
good sign that they have a progressive European group 
solidly behind them. The satyagrahis of South Africa 
should know that they have India at their back in their 
struggle for preserving the self-respect of the Indians 
in South Africa. 


	Reddy,ES_Gandhi&AfricansinSA.pdf
	Reddy,ES_Gandhi&AfricansinSA2.pdf

