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Preface

Founded in 1894 by Mohandas K. Gandhi during the early years of his illustrious
career, the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) is one of the oldest aﬁd most well known
political organizations in South Africa. Representing a diverse Indian community in the
Natal province of South Africa, this organization was originally created to serve as a
channel of communication between the white government and the wealthy Indian trading
elite in Natal, and to serve as a forum for the protection of the rights that Indians believed
they were entitled to as subjects of the British crown. After 1945, however, it became
clear that Natal, like other parts of Southern Africa, was gravitating towards a white
supremacists’ ethos this organization’s purpose began to change. This change within the
NIC was marked by a decline in the rich merchant leadership of the NIC and the rise ofa
younger, more educated and radical group of leaders. As a result of this leadership

change, the NIC’s political stance shifted from one of compromise and accommodation

to one of defiance and protest.

The purpose of this research project is to analyze the Indian contribution to the
struggle against Apartheid in South Africa. To do this, I will examine the changing
political trends that occurred within the NIC during a critical period of its existence
between the years 1940-1952 and explore the ways that these changing trends had an
impact that was felt both domestically and internationally. I explore the power struggle
that occurred between the conservative merchant elite and the politically powerless

Indian middle and working classes of indentured origins. I also analyze the ways in

which the new militant leadership launched the Passive Resistance Campaign of 1946-
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1948, after ousting the conservative leadership in 1945 and explore the ways it, both
domestically and internationally, affected the political situation of the Indian community
in their struggle against apartheid in South Africa.

Despite the importance of the Indian contribution in the struggle against
apartheid, there has been virtually nothing written about it by African historians that
focuses exclusively on the activities of the NIC between the years of 1940-1952. While
some contemporary scholars have given this important period some superficial attention
as part of their larger works, none of them analyzed this time very closely and all of them
have failed to capture the significance of the radical policy shifts and political changes
that occurred within the NIC and the Indian community. This paper makes a contribution
to the field of African history by giving a detailed account of the activities of the NIC
during this turbulent time and explains the significance of these activities by describing
how these events had a major impact on politics in both South Africa and the world.

In addition to reading the basic historiographic texts on the activities of the NIC
between 1940 and 1952, I studied works that dealt with non-European protests against
apartheid in South Africa in order to get a detailed understanding of the complex web of
politics and inter-ethnic relations that governed South African politics during this time. I
also used the Internet in my research to surf the ANC webpage and the webpage of South
African historian, E.S. Reddy, both of which maintain detailed archive collections online

of the activities of the Indian and African communities during the fight against apartheid.
For my primary sources, I examined the documents published by the NIC in their
agenda books between the years 1940 and 1952. These agenda books include letters of

correspondence, speeches given by the major political leaders, records and notes of
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internal workings of the NIC and numerous resolutions and political statements published
by the organization.

A major weakness in my primary sources is that the NIC agenda books tend to
focus only on the activities and political views of the leadership elite within the NIC and
neglect those of the Indian community. While I have read an enormous amount of
literature published by the charismatic leaders of the NIC, I was unable to locate much
information dealing with the experiences of the common, uneducated members of the
Indian working classes that the organization claimed to represent.

I have attempted to fill in this gap by reading local newspapers that circulated
during this time such as Flash and Indian Opinion. This search produced few results,
since the overwhelming amount of political literature published by both the NIC and the
South African Indian community comes from a rich foreign educated professional elite
that controlled the Indian political establishment during this time.

Another weakness of my primary sources is that they fail to capture the full
complexity of the inter-ethnic relations between Africans and Indians. While I have read
much about the celebrated African-Indian unity between the leadership elite of the NIC

and African National Congress (ANC), most texts published by the NIC and the ANC do
not describe the tremendous tension between the working classes of these two racial
groups. While the leadership elite of these two groups was boldly proclaiming non-

European unity against white racism, their working class members were, according to my

research, seething with hatred..

I have attempted to éapture the complexity of this changing relationship by

analyzing the sociological literature published on the inter-ethnic relations between

e e e
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Indians and Africans in South Africa. I have also included in my research an analysis of
the Durban riots of 1949 and its aftermath. This incident, and the way the political elites
of the ANC and NIC dealt with it, is crucial in understanding the tensions that existed
between these two racial groups despite the political alliance between the leadership
elites.

My research was made possible by a generous SPUR grant from the University of
California at Santa Barbara, College of Letters and Science. I also owe a debt of gratitude
to my Indian friends, Razia Shah and Rohith Reddy at the University of Durban in South
Africa who unselfishly took time from their busy days to send me copies from their
university archives for my research. The fact that these South African Indians found the
time and energy to help a stranger living more then 8,000 miles away bespeaks volumes
for the kindness of the South African Indian community. I would like to thank all my
fellow colleagues in my honors seminar as well as my seminar advisors at the University
of California at Santa Barbara, Dr. Harold Marcuse and Dr. Jonathan Glickstein who
helped proof read my paper and helped me find new ways to improve this research
project. I would also like to thank the countless people in the libraries at UCSB, UCLA
and interlibrary loan department who helped me learn how to become a better historical

researcher and locate dozens of important documents for my research. Finally, I would
like to thank my mentor and friend, Dr. Stephan F Miescher, who took time out of his
busy schedule as a first-year professor to see me through all the stages of this project with

patience, kindness and helpful criticism. My debt to him for his help in my quest to

become a better historian are truly immeasurable.
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Introduction

The Origins of the South African Indian Community

The history of the Indian community in South Africa begins in 1860 with the
arrival of the first indentured servants from India'. These indentured servants were
brought by the British to work on the sugar plantations of Natal. In his book, Insiders and
Outsiders, Bill Freund describes that until the Indians’ arrival, Natal, annexed by the
British in 1843, was a classic example of a colony that lacked the essential work-force
component that a new capitalistic system demarided. While there was a small British
settler population, which quickly grabbed up all the land the colonial government gave to
them, they were too few in number to run their large farms. Employing white labor was
too expensive and unprofitable. As a result of this problem, the settler community began
to look for other sources to supplement the labor shortage.2

The native African population, while numerous, were by no means willing to
work for a wage and, generally, were content to work their own land and remain aloof to

the social, economic and political possibilities offered by the new colonial regime. The

I Actually the Indians have been in South Africa for as long as the Afrikaners (this refutes the old Afrikaner
notion that Indians are an alien element to South Africa). Soon after Jan Van Riebeek set up the first Dutch
settlement at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652, people from India were taken to the Cape and sold into
slavery to do farm work on Dutch owned farms. While this first group of Indians gradually lost their Indian
cultural identity, and integrated into Afrikaner culture through marriage and/or sexual relations with the
Afrikaners. Their descendants are currently become part of the racial group known as the “Coloureds” of
the Cape. For more information on.this interesting topic please see E.S. Reddy’s Homepage Indian Slaves
in South Africa at http:www.anc.org.za/un/reddy/index.html, 10-5. :
2Ereund, Bill, Insiders and and Outsiders: The Indian Workin Class of Durban 1910-1990
(Pietermartzburg: University of Natal Press, 1995), 1-8.
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few Africans who were willing to work on the plantations wanted to work on their own
terms and at their own convenience. In addition to this, several scholars such as Keletso
E. Atkins, point out that most white plantation owners had trouble overcoming the many
cultural barriers when it came to determining when and for how long African contract
workers were willing to work. For example, the Zulu system of telling time on the basis
of lunar patterns and their unwillingness to work after dark during the harvesting season
lead to several incidents and lost crops—something that forced the plantation owners to
look elsewhere for their work force.?

After unsuccessfully trying several solutions it was eventually decided by the
British authorities in 1860 to import indentured servants from India. This system was
already in place in about a dozen British colonies, making it well established and easy to
use in Natal. Attracted by promises of wages, substinance and land after their indenture
contract expired, thousands of Indians, mostly from lower sudra and untouchable castes
from the poorest agricultural regions surrounding Madras and Calcutta, decided to
emigrate to escape the grinding poverty, caste discrimination and overpopulation of rural
India. This policy of emigration was supported by the British Raj who saw it as a way to
make money for the imperial government of India and to give jobs to the thousands of

Indian workmen unemployed as a result of the flood of manufactured goods from Britain.

3Keletso E. Atkins, ‘Kafir Time': Preindustrial Temporal Concepts and Labour Discipline in Nineteenth-
Century Colonial Natal. (Journal of African History, 29, 1988), 229-244.
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Life for these indentured servants from India was far from liberating and was in
reality not much better than contracted slavery". Freund explains:

Indenture, like slavery before it, represented the revival of a system of abeyance.
The indenture contract allowed for the employment of wage workers, under the
conditions giving a very high level of control to the masters... Masters were
virtually entirely free to set the terms of work; they could prevent the workers
from leaving the grounds.’

The British government attempted to protect these indentured servants by
appointing an official called the Protector of Immigrants. However, this official was
either simply ignored by the colonial government or too reluctant to interfere in ways that
might anger the plantation owners®. As Maureen Swan noted:

Employers sought to keep costs low by denying workers their contract rights and

by a concomitant reliance on labor-coercive techniques. Plantation workers were

overworked (as much as a seventeen or eighteen hour days during the overlapping
crushing and planting seasons), malnourished and poorly housed. These aspects of
their existence gave rise to abnormally high disease and death rates ... In short,
there is a solid weight of evidence in the Protector’s files to suggests that
overwork, malnourishment, and squalid living conditions formed the pattern of
daily life for most agricultural workers.”

Detailing the role Indentured Indians played in the development of the agricultural

economy of Natal, Swan also describes a second group of Indian immigrants that

dominated the economic, social and political life of the Indian community in South Africa

4 For more information on indentured servants see: Hugh Tinker's, A New System of Slavery: The Export

of Indian Labour Overseas 1830-1920 (London: Oxford University Press, 1974)

3Freund, 2. Y
6 For a useful history of the sugar industry in Natal see: Peter Richardson, “The Natal Sugar Industry, 1849-

1905: An Interpretative Essay,” Journal of African History 23 (1982), 515-521.
7Swan, Maureen, Gandhi-The South African Experience (Johannesburg: Raven Press, 1985), 25-26.

B R e
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throughout much of its early years.® These were the “passenger Indians”. Unlike the
indentured Indians the majority of passenger Indians came from Gujerat trading
communities around Bombay. Emigrating to Natal at their own expense, this
heterogeneous group was composed of Muslims and Hindus from the trading castes and
soon established a string of family-owned-and-operated stores all over Natal and the Boer
Republics. Because they often used family labor and dealt in bulk, these Indian merchants
were able to undersell their competitors as they fanned out across South Africa. They
were also able to corner the market that sold goods to the low-income indentured Indian
clientele.’ As a result of their austerity, hard work and clever business practices, these

merchant Indians soon began to play a major role in the economy of Natal.'®

Early Discrimination Against the Indian Community

As both indentured and passenger Indians flowed into the colony of Natal, the
white population began to become increasingly apprehensive about the rapidly increasing
role that Indians played in the economy of Natal. While most white plantation owners did
not object to the presence of indentured Indians, whose value to the colony’s economy
was openly acknowledged, many whites were alarmed by the vast numbers of Indians

who decided to stay in the colony once their term of indenture ended. The artisans and

8 For more information on Indian Immigration to Natal during this time see: L.M. Thompson, “Indian
Immigration into Natal (1860-1972),” Archives Yearbook for South African History 15, 2 (1952),Chapter 5.
9 For an economic analysis of the merchant Indians see: Vishnu Padayachee and Robert Morrell, “Indian
Merchants and Dukawallahs in the Natal Economy c. 1875-1914,” Journal of Southern African Studies
17,1 (1991), 71-104.

105 wan, 3-10.
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day laborers among the white community began to fear losing their jobs to the newly

freed “coolies”!!

who were willing to work for less money. Also, many white traders felt
threatened by the invasions of the so-called “Arab”, whose capital and resourcefulness
was beginning. to challenge the white traders’ virtual monopoly on trade with the
Africans'?. By the 1890s, Indians outnumbered whites in Natal and many whites began to
fear that they would be swamped in a sea of cheap goods and labor."

These anxieties manifested themselves in a series of oppressive laws passed in the
1890’s by the white-controlled colonial legislature that was aimed at crippling the role the
Indians played in the political and economic life of Natal. The first of these was the
Franchise Law Amendment Act, which effectively stripped the entire Indian community
of its right to vote. Next, the white-controlled legislature passed a law that targeted newly
freed indentured servants of Natal, known as Act 17. This law required all free indentured
Indians to pay a three-pound tax once their contracts were terminated, or face reindenture
or return to India. For indentured servants, who earned an average of ten to twelve pounds
a year, this was a substantial burden that forced many to accept deportation or
reindenture.”*

The next two laws were aimed at the passenger Indians. One of these, known as

the Immigration Restriction Act, empowered the immigration officers of South Africa to

apply a series of literacy and English fluency tests at the point of entry. Since this law

11 , new racial slur used by whites in Natal against the Indians.
12Bhana, Surendra, Gandhi’s Legacy: The Natal Indian Congress 1894-1994 (Pietermaritzburg: University

of Natal Press, 1997), 1-7.
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posed no threat to English immigrants coming to Natal, it quickly became clear that this
legislation was aimed at incoming merchants from Natal who often spoke English as a
second language. The second'law, known as the Dealers Licenses Act, was enacted to
curtail the growth of the passenger Indians’ role in the trade of Natal. This law
empowered a licensing officer to review trade licenses annually and gave him the
authority to refuse renewals on any number of grounds from personal hygiene to the

nature of an Indian merchant’s trade.

Gandhi, Passive Resistance and the Creation of the NIC in 1894.

Faced with these oppressive laws, the Indian community in Natal began to
mobilize politically. The first segment of the Indian population to mobilize was the
merchant elite. They launched protests, conducted lobbying campaigns and hired lawyers
from India and Britain. One of these lawyers was a young lawyer from Gujerat, named
Mohandas K. Gandhi. Inexperienced, timid and painfully shy of public speaking, Gandhi
was so deeply shocked by the indignities that the Indian community routinely suffered at
the hands of the whites that he quickly overcame these handicaps and became a bold and
loud voice for the Indian community. Feeling a shared sense of outrage, Gandhi and the
Indian merchants he was hired to represent met on August 22 1894 and formed the Natal

Indian Congress (NIC), the first major political organization representing the Indian

community in South Africa.

BFreund, 5.
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It is important to note, however, that while Gandhi and his merchant allies
claimed to represent the entire Indian community, the NIC was a rather conservative
organization that mainly reflected the interests rich merchant Indians. The NIC had an

annual membership fee of three pounds, which in a state where the average yearly income

merchants. Thus there was an overrepresentation of the commercial elite on the NIC
executive, making it primarily concerned with trade and immigration issues rather than
the plight of the poor and powerless indentured Indians who comprised the majority of
the Indian community."®

In its early years, the NIC also displayed a racist and ethnocentric attitude toward

. of an Indian resident was ten pounds, effectively excluded all but the richest Indian

Affican political organizations. According to Bhana, there are no records in the NIC’s

early files that even show a consideration of the African majority as a potential ally in the

struggle against the white-controlled government. Rich Indian merchants viewed black

South Africans as naturally inferior and “children of the soil” fit only to work as servants

and stock boys in their homes and businesses. Many poor indentured servants seemed to

get a psychological satisfaction from the fact that no matter how miserable their lives

were, their plight was somehow better than that of the “kaffirs”.'® Even Gandhi displayed
-

racist attitudes toward political cooperation with the Black majority. He expressed

outrage at having to share the same facilities with Blacks in jail and wrote in 1909, “We

1“Bhana, 14-16.

5Bhana, 10-12.
16 A derogatory term used by whites and Indians to describe black South Africans.

A M Y A G Y e et e W B L L RSN TR NG AMARS A TS gaa s
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cannot ignore the fact that there is no common ground between them (black South
Africans) and us in daily affairs of life.”"”

Despite these major weaknesses, the Natal Indian Congress still became an
influential organization that resisted oppressive legislation using two main tactics.'® The
first and most popular form of resistance revolved around a legal-constitutional challenge
to oppressive legislation and relied on South African Indians taking their case abroad to
the British and Indian governments. This approach was based on the concept that Indians
were British subjects and, thus, should enjoy protection under the doctrine of Imperial
equality'®, and that the British government should uphold this principle in the colonies
under its control. The NIC believed the laws passed by the Natal colonial government
violated these principles and that they were unconstitutional and un-British.

In the beginning, this was Gandhi’s position. He admired the British empire and
implicitly accepted the benefit of an imperial brotherhood that transcended race and
ethnicity. With this pro-British spirit, Gandhi and the NIC did everything they could to
show their support for the British. For example, Gandhi and the NIC, in a attempt to
prove their loyalty to the British crown, helped organize an ambulance cbrps and a relief
network during the long and bitter South African War (1899-1902) and violent Bambatha

rebellion (1906). In addition to this, the NIC organized petition drives and letter-writing

17Bhana, 21-22.

"*Bhana, 18-27.
19 See Queen Victoria’s “Declaration of Imperial Equality in 1857,

N R R R SRS SR N SN S S N o A LR S R P S S AR A S S PN S SIS N e

e LI R AN <R RS SR



e R N A R R R e RN oy

Seshadri 9

campaigns. They also sent representatives abroad to lobby the British and Indian
governments against the rapidly developing racial system in South Africa.

This approach was not very successful. After the long and bitter South African
War, the British government realized that its continued influence in the region depended
on Boer-Briton amity, and neither Boer nor the English-speaking settlers were willing to
yield on their stance toward the Indians. Britain was not likely to jeopardize its Imperial
interests in the region by championing racial equality for the Indians.”

The second form of resistance the NIC embraced, was a direct challenge to the
government—through non-violent resistance. Unlike the legal-constitutional approach,
this policy revolved around passive defiance of unjust laws with the hope that people
would see the wrongs in their actions. Not everyone in the NIC was willing to accept
Gandhi’s approach. Many members of the commercial elite were not willing to go to jail
and risk being heavily fined in a campaign that they viewed as unlikely to succeed. Some
even openly challenged Gandhi’s leadership. Because of this division among the rich
merchant elites that were controlling the NIC, the main support of the first passive
resistance campaign came from the indentured servants and poor free Indians. After a
series of massive strikes, protest marches and defiance campaigns—Gandhi—following a
long and painful struggle where he, along with many of his fellow protesters overcrowded

British jails, was finally able to extract a few concessions from the South African Union

20 Gee Shula Marks & Stanley, “Lord Milner and the South African State,” History Workshop, 8 (1979).
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government of General Jans Christian Smuts.2! Under pressure to reach a settlement with
Gandhi because of a white railway workers’ strike, Smuts was eager to start negotiations
with the protesters. After days‘ of tedious protests and debate, an agreement was reached
and formalized in the Indian Relief Act of June 26, 1914. Under this act, the three-pound
tax against indentured servants was repealed, the right of entry of South African born
Indians into other parts of South Africa was restored, and an official clause was added
that promised a fair and liberal administration of laws affecting Indians.?

After his initial success, Gandhi left South Africa in 1914, never to return. Gandhi
believed that his work in South Africa was completed and that the Indian Relief Act was
a “Magna Carta” of Indian rights. Yet, as later events would show, the Indian position in
South Africa would rapidly deteriorate in the decades ahead. In the 1920s, the new Union
government of South Africa began to include nationalist Afrikaners who wanted to regain
political, economic and social control of South Africa for the white Afrikaner population
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, old issues that .affectcd the Indian community such as
trade licensing, immigration restrictions, and general segregation, gradually began to
creep back onto the political scene. In 1924 and 1925, two bills--the Class Areas Bill and
the Areas Reservation Bill--effectively nullified the Gandhi-Smuts agreement and again

threatened Indians with residential and trade segregation.

21 Bor more information on Gandhi’s Passive Resistance Campaign of 1913 see: Maureen Swan, “The 1913
Natal Indian Strike,” Journal of Southern African Studies, 10, 2 (1984). See also Beall and North-Coombes,
“The 1913 Disturbances.”

2 Bhana, 30.
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The Indian community reacted to this by renewing its old political protests and
petition drives, but the protests largely fell on the deaf ears of white parliamentarians who
viewed the Indian community’ as an alien element that threatened white dominance in
South Africa. Echoing a common feeling of disillusionment that Indians would never be
treated as British subjects in South Africa, M.D. Barmania declared in an address before
the South African parliament:

From the first to the lasts (the history of the Indian community in South Africa is

the) story of a deteriorating situation, of promises made and promises broken; of

pledges given and pledges violated, and a withering away of rights and erosion of
principals, It is a case of tragic decline.”

After a few years of inactivity following the departure of Gandhi from South
Africa, the Natal Indian Congress was revived in response to a new anti-Indian feeling in
Natal by a group of merchants lead by P.K. Naidoo. At their first meeting on March 6,
1921, this group passed a series of resolutions aimed at reforming the now defunct NIC.
The most important of these reforms included a substantial reduction in the extremely
high membership fee--a move that was designed to ensure that a more diverse Cross
section of the Indian community would participage in the NIC.

Despite these reforms, however, the basic political hierarchy of the NIC, with the
rich conservative merchant elite controlling all power, remained unchanged. This political
the stage for a power struggle that was to occur in later years as a result of

structure set

the conservatives’ inability to deal with renewed anti-Indian legislation passed by the
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Union government. This ultimately resulted in a militant takeover of the NIC in 1945 and
anew era in the history of the South African Indian community, which is the subject of

the rest of this research projeét.

2 M.D. Barmania, Parilmentary Address 1927. From Bhana, Surendra & Bridgial Pachai, eds., A )
Documentary History of South African Indians (Cape Town & :Johannesburg: David Philip Publishing,

1984), 155.
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Chapter 1

Events Leading Up to the Militant Takeover of

the NIC in 1945

The years after Gandhi’s departure was a time of division and disillusionment for
the NIC and the Indian community. Up until 1945, the NIC, despite series of reforms
that gave other segments of the Indian community representation, still remained an
organization dominated by rich merchant elites. These elites, while displaying a
patriarchal concern for the poor Indian masses, were mainly concerned with their own
interests rather than the interests of the entire Indian community. Relying on their old
methods of accommodation and compromise, the conservative leadership became
increasingly out of touch with the changing times and concerns of the Indian community.
All of these problems soon manifested themselves in political fragmentation and general
chaos in Indian politics throughout the 1920s and 1930s. While the old conservative
leadership managed to reach two compromises with the white government over the years,
the Cape Town Agreement of 1927 and the Pretoria Agreement of 1943, both of them
ended in disaster for the NIC and the Indian community and eventually resulted in more
political fragmentation and disillusionment. Yet, out of this political turmoil emerged a

new generation of leaders who, unlike the older merchant elite, were generally more

radical, more confrontational with the government, and more in touch with the changing
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