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SATYAGRAHA
OR

THE SERVICE OF CAPITALISM ?

From 1893 till 1914 Mahatma Ga.ntlhi rema-
ined in South Africa and it is here that he
rose to fame. Here he worked out his philo-
sophy of life which goes under thegqname
of “ Gandhism.” “Satyagraha in South Africa”
exhaustively deals with the history of the
vassive Resistance Movement there and also
with other activities of Mahatma Gandhi
during his 21 year’s stay. This book and his
Autobiography may, therefore, be used ss
references for a survey of Mahatma Gandhi’s
career in South Africa.

Within a fortnight of his arrival in Dur-
ban in May in 1898 he had many bitter
experiences. He found it -impossible to secu-
re accomodation in hotels; he was thrashed
and pushed out of a train by a police cons-
table. Of his first year’'s stay in South Africa

~there is nothing more to narrate than the se-
ries of insults and humiliations he was sub-
- jected to. His first thought was to leave So-
ath Africa immediately and $o retura to Indis,
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but later on, affer “much consideration, he
came to the conclusion that this would be
cowardly on his part and that he -must acc-
omplish the ‘work he had “tdken in hand.
With this resolve, he proceeded to Pretoris
but on the way was once more subjected to
rough handling.

In Pretoria Mahatma Gandhi was chief-
ly engaged in looking after the interests of
the firmy, he was representing. In 1894, on the
expiry of his contract, he was preparing to
leave for India. A farewell party was given in
his honour by the firm he had served. At this
party someone put a copy of the * Natal
Mercury " in his hands. Reading its he found
that the Natal Government was about to in-
troduce a bill to disfranchise the Indian re-
sidents there. Mahatma Gandhi read the ar-
ticle out to all those present and called upon
them to oppose this bill. They urged Maha-
tma Gandhi tostay on a month or so longer.
This he consented to do and drew up a peti-
tion which was sent to the Iegislative Assem-
bly. A Committee was formed, meetings were
held, funds were collected and a memorial
signed by four hundred persons was forwar-
dad to the Assembly. All this however rema-



ined unheeded and LE INIQUILOUS DUL Was
duly passed.

Again Mahatme Gandhi wanted to leave
for India. But the Indians, finding his prese-
nce adv:mbla, persunaded him to stay on. As
; a result of his efforts, a permanent organig-
ation, the Natal Indian congress, was formed
in 1894, In 1896 he returned to India for six
months. He went about the country, making
rousing speeches to enlighten the India public
on the eondition of their fellaw-country men
in South Africa. At the end of six months he
received a cable from the Indians in Natal
asking him to return at once and so he be-
took himself immediately to South Africa.
The European residents, informed by Reuter
of Mshatma Gandhi’s activities, awaited his
arrival and lynched him.

In 1899 the Boer war broke out. The
fndian community in South Africa was divi-
ded in its opinion as to what attitude the
Indians in South Africa should take. Some
argued : “ The British oppress us equally with
the boers. If we are subjected to hardships
in the Transvaal we are not very much be-
tter off in Natal or Cape Colony. The dlﬂg;'-
ence, if any, isonly on of degree. Again we are
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more or.les§ a compgiiitity of slaves; knowing
as we do that & small nation like the Boers
is fighting for its very existence, why should
we be instrumental in their destruction ? Fi-
nally, from a prectical point of view no one
will take it upon himself to predict a defeat
of the Boers. And if they win, they will never
fail to wreak vengeance upon us.”*

Against them Mahatma Gandhi the apo-
stle of non-violence, advanced the following
arguments: ‘‘ Our existence in South Africa
is only in our capacity as British subjects...
we have been proud of our British citizens-
hip or have given our rulers and the world
to believe that we are so prond...It would
be unbecoming to our dignity as a nation to
look on with folded hands at a time when ruin
stared the British in the face as well as ou-
rselves, simply because they illtreat us here
...It is true that we are helots in the Emp-
ire, but, 8o for, we have tried to better our
condition, continuing the while to remain
in the Empire. That has been the Policy of
all our leaders in India and ours too. And

aSatyagraha in South Africa, Chap, IX, “ The Boer,
War,” Page 118-114 Published in 1938 by 8§, Ganesan
Madras.



it we desire to win our fréedom and achieve
our welfare as moembers of the British Emp-
ire, here is a golden opportuntty for us to do
80 by helping the British in the war by all
the means at onr disposal. It must largely
be conceded that Justice is on the side of
the Boers. But every single subject of a state
must not hope toenforee his private opinion
in all cases...Our ordinary duty as subjects,
there fore is not to enter into the merits of
the war,but when war has actually broken out,
to render such assistance as we possibly can.”#*
Here we see that the Mahatma prompted ei-
ther by his love for the British Empire and
pride in being a British subject or by his
opportunism, prepared to fight on the side of
the British though he admits that justice
was on the side of the Boers.

The Indians in South Africa, most of
whom were petty merchants and clerks hai-
ling from Gujarat, convinced by his argu-
ments or bludgeoned by his personality, agre-
ed to render loyal support to the Govern-
ment, excepting, of course, the coolies, those
“dumb paupers,” who bad no say in the
matter. Mahatma Gahdhi wrote letter after

e1bid. Ohap. Ix; page 114116,
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letter to the Gowemment offering his loysl
services and those of the qther Indisns.These
offers were refused several times but.eventu
ally sanction was given to the formation of
an Indian Ambulance Crops. “ All this wasa
revelation to the English Press......An English
man Wrote in & leading newspaper a poem
eulogistic of the Indians with the following
lines as refrain: ‘“We are sons of the empire
after all,”* writes Mahatma Gandhi, with
pride. For helping the Empire in its hour of
need war medals were conferred on the thirty
-seven leaders of the Indians among whom
Mahatma Gandhi was the most prominent.
By the year 1900 the British defeated
the Boers. General Kronje had surrendered
and only guerilla warfare was going on.
Mahatma Gandhi thought that his work was
over. He had helped the British in South
Africa and now that the war had practica-
lly come to an end, he could very well return
to India. His friends agreed to let him go
only on the condition that he would return
to South Africa if his presence should become
necessary. This was settled and towards the
close of 1801 he returned home. He had

* Batyagraha in South Africs, Chep. IX, page A19.
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hardly been in Indis one year when he recgiv-
ed a cable from his colleagues in Squth Africs.
wging him to return immediately.

After having helped the British Govern-
ment against the Boers, what conditions did
Mahatma Gandhi find on his return ? At the
conclusion of the war the British had occu-
pied those territories which had previously
belonged to the boers, but where were the
expected concessions, the true reward of
loyalty ¥ They were non-existent. The old
laws which the Boers bad directed against.
the Indians were also enforced under British
rule. In particular the Law No. 8 of 1885,
forbidding Indians to buy land. Two deputa-
tions waited upon Mr. Chamberlain, who
happened to be in Natal, but both were
fruitless.

The Government introduced arigourous
system of registration, directed solely against
the future immigration of Indians. This was
the State of affairs when the Zulu rebellion
‘broke out in Natal. And Mahatma Gandhi?
“ Now, as in the Boer war, many European
residents of Natal joined the army as volun-
teers. As I, too, was considered a resident
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of Natal, I thought T mnat do mv hit in‘the
‘war” he writes.»

The Government naturally accepted the
-offer of Mahatma Gandhi’s services and but
for him the wounded Zulus would have far-
.ed terribly ! In his book * Satyagraha in
South Africa ” Mahatma Gandhi writes cleve-
1ly giving the imression that he took part
in the war only for the purpose of taking
care of the wounded Zulus In reality, he
was inspired by the same motive as that
‘which actuated him at the time of the Boer
war. Mahatma Gandhi, always optimistic,
wanted, as he still wants, to convince his
TImperialist masters of his loyalty and thus
to gain a few concessions from them for his
pecple. And what was the reward of this
service tothe cause of imperialism ? Mahatma
‘Gandhi and his Friends added to their collec-
‘tion of medals and an ordinance was intro-
-duced to consummate the ruin of the Indian
‘traders in Transval. He writes: “I know
‘that indentured Indians in Natal are subject
‘to a drastic system of passes, but these pnox
fellows can hardly be classed as free men.
However, even the laws to which they are

@ ‘Satyagraha in Sonth Africa. Chan. II. pace 158.
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subject are mild in comparison to the ordi-
nance outlined above and the penalties they
impose are a mere fleabite when compared
with the penalties laid down in the ordinance.
A trader, with assets running into lakhs,
could be deported and thus faced with utter
ruin in virtue of the ordinance.’’* Here in
the clearest terms Mahatma Gandhi states
the reason of his opposing the ordinance.
The indentured Indians, the coolies, Were
hardly the people to bother about, “ they
could hardly be classed as frco men,’ so why
bother about them ! Mahatma Gandhi was per-
turbed beacuse the traders* with assets runn-
ing into lakhs could be deported and thus
faced with utter ruin in virtue of the ordi-
nance. > The much advertised Satyagraha
movemeni which Mahatma Gandhi started
in South Africa was his answer to the ordi-
nance. The Satyagraha movement was start-
ed and carried on solely with the purpose
of safeguarding the interests of the traders.
The indentured labourers were, of course,
drawn into the struggle. Without their help
syfficient pressure could not have been brou-
ght to bear on the mine-owners and the

®fbid, Chap. III, page 158,
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mine-owners’ Government: 80 those . “ phor
fellows Who could hardly be ¢lassed as free
anen ” generously gave their help to preveat
the ruin of the traders.

On the 11th of Séptember, 1906 a mee-
ting was held which was presided over by
Mr. Abdul Gani, the partner and manager
of the Johannesburg branch of the well-
known firm of Maman Kasam Kamruddin.
At this meeting a resolution was passed to
oppose the ordinance. The local Government
was approched with memorials, deputations
waited upon the minister, and a deputation
led by Mahatma Gandhi wassent to England.
Mahatma Gandhi met all those, officials and
officials, whom he considered important for
his mission, and then after six weeks' stay
in England, returned to South Africa. But
all these memorials and petitions achieved
nothing. Lord Elgin, who rfused to give the
ordinance the force of a law on the ground
that racial discrimination was a departure
from the basic principles of the British Empire,
assured Sir Richard Solomon, the Transvaal
representative in England, that after the
lapse of a few monthsy, when the Trahsvaal
would have its own responsible goverhfent
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wnd cesss to be n Crown Colody, fhe -ordi-
‘nance covid be introduéed into their legi-
#lature in which case the royal assent would
1ot be refused. This friendly undersbanding
-seemed to satisfy everyone except the Indian
victims. 1n due time responsible government
was establishsd in Transvaal and the Asiatic
Registration Act, a copy of the original ordi-
mnance, was passed on 2ist of March, 1907.
The act was declared law from 1st of July,
1207 and Indians were required to register
“before 31st of July. The usual course of
petitions was followed without the slightest
result and at last the Passive Resistance As-
gociation was formed. Many Indians joired
the Association and the Indian Community
contributed generously to the funds of the
organisation.

The offices for registration were opened
in July, but, dve fo picketing by the volun-
teers of the Passive Resistance Association,
not more than 500 Indians (out of a popu-
lation of ten thousand) registered themselves
The Asiatic Department of the Government,
finling that despite persuation only 20 per-
oént. of the Indians were prepared to obey
the new law ; ldw, began wholesale arrésts.
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These law-breakers, among whom was
Mabatma Gandhi, were sentenced to two
months’ simple imprisonment. In the course
of a few weeks, they were joined by their
fellow passivo resisters to the number of 150.
Meanwhile one Mr, Cartwright, editor of the
Johannesburg Daily, The Transvall leader,
came to see Mahatma Gandhi in prison to
submit to him terms of a proposed settle-
ment, the already approved by gereral
Smuts by the terms of this settlement
Indians were required to register voluntarily.
The Government undertook to repeal the act
if the majority of the Indians would undergo
voluntary registration. Mahatma Gandhi,
having clothed the agreement in different
language without altering the conditions,
accepted it and was set free along with the
other prisoners. Immediately after his release
he went straight to Johamnesburg and plea-
ded the other Indians to accept the Govern-
ment's terms. There were a few who opposed,
saying that the Act should first be repealed
and than the Indians would register them-
selves voluntarily. Mahatma Gandhi, however,
managed to win the majority of the commus-
nity to his side and to get them to agree to
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the settlement. He was the first to register
himself by giving his finger-prints on the
paper. Here, again, is ample proof of Mabatma
Gandhi's unbounded faith in the British Im-
perialists.

Again disappointment ! It had not been
General Smuts’ intention to repeal the Act.
It was maintained. The voluntary registrat-
ion was accepted as valid and any later
Indian imigrents to the country were still
subject to the registration Act. His next step
was to address a letter to General Smuts,
but the “great’” General was silent. At last,
smarting under this treatment, the passive
resisters forwarded an ultimatum to the
Government intimating that if the Act was
not forthwith repealed those Indians who
had voluntarily registered themselves would
burn their certificates and suffer all the
consequences, whatever they might be. As a
gesture of defiance more than two thousand
certificates were burnt. The Government,
after a time, took recourse to arresting the
.Indians wholesale, Mahatma Gandhi was
again among the prmonara The struggle
became more acute. Imprisonment as a
weapon did not appear to be effective enough.
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So the Governmient tried deportment, Thid
entailed tremendous hardships on the batehes
of Indians deporied, as they were forced to
leave their lands and businesses in South
Africa. In the midst of these proesedings
Mahatma Gandhi was relessed and undsrtook
another of hisabortive deputations to England.

Mahatma Gandhi’s political Gura Gokhale,
the well-known moderate leader, visited
South Africa in 1912. He had, like his dis-
ciple, infinite faith in the British Imperiali-
sts. In an interview with General Smuts,
the latter promised him that the Act would
be repealed and that the obnoxious £3 poll
tax would abolished. He returned to India
satisfied with his achievements. The promises
of the Imperialist masters were, alas, as
piecruste; neither the Act was repealed nor
was the poll tax abolished. On the country,
through a strangedecision of the Cape Town
Supreme Court all marriages celebrated ac-
cording to rites other than Christian, were
placed outside the pale of legal marriage.
This reduced married Indian women to the
position of concubines and deprived their
children of all rights®to their father's pro-
perty, The women, now alive to the struggle
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that was: goiug gnibnd flerce’ in defence of
their homes, jolnéd - the. movement. They
‘began their cam by entering Transvaal
without permits b8 the Government left
them unharmed. No deportations for them.
Realising the power of the hitherto unused
weapon, they proceeded to newcastle, the
great coal-mining cntre in Natal, and urged
the Indian labourers to help them by going
on strike. As a result of this propaganda a
-strike broke out. The mine-owners’ Govern-
ment could ill afford to look at these develo-
pments with indifference. They become uneasy
and arrested thesa women and sentenced
them to short terms of imprisonment. In
the meantime the strikers began to flock
into the city. The mine-owners began to
harass the workers in various ways. All
these labourers lived in company houses.
Suddenly their supply of light and water was
cut off and evictions frequently took place.
Mahatma Gandhi advised the worker not to
wait to be thrown out but to leave their
quarters immediately. Following this advice
some five thousand labourers, men and women
left their homes and lived under the open sky.
Then Mahatma Gandhidecided to march into
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Transvaal at the head of these 5,000 labou-
rers, and get them arrested for having illegally
left Natal without the necessary permit.

Up to this point Mahatma Gandhi had not

thought even of making the £3 poll tax a plan
of his political programme. The struggle, so far,

had been only the voice of the Indian mer-
chants protesting against the Act. Mahatma
Gandhi writes: “The struggle also was limited
to a repeal of the Act in question......In the

early stages the Indians were every now and
then asking for other grievances beside the

Black Act to be covered by struggle. I patien-
tly explained to them that such extension
would be a violation of the truth, which
could not be so much as thought of in a

movement professing to abide by truth and
truth alone”.* But Mahatma Gandhi’'s truth

was proved to be nothing if not elastic. In
time he got to realise that, to serve the

cause of the Indian merchants in South
Africa, it was necessary, nay it was impera-

tive to put a real, a firmer pressure on the
British Government by drawing the inden-
tured Indian workers into the movement.
Without them all efforts would have proved

# Satysgraha in South Afriea, Ohsp, XXXVIIE
« Breach of Promise. ** page 412.
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null and void. So Mahatma Gandhi tried
another experiment and brought forth from
his laboratory a freshly-distilled * truth”
which allowed the £3 poll tax to be made a
plank of the movement. The Union Govern-
ment had promised Gokhale to repeal itand
then had gone back on their word. As a
result of his new discovery Mahatma Gandbi
holds forth “ that the breach of promise made
to sucha representative of India as Gokhale,
could not be taken lying down.” * Satisfying
bimself and his followers with such a senti-
mental reason for broadening his truth out
to cover the labourers, Mahatma Gandhi
started to attract the workers to the move-
ment.

To continue our narrative. Transvaal
was 86 miles from Newcastle and Mahatma
Gandhi decided to march these 86 .miles on
foot with these 5,000 *people. The march began
causing untold suffering to the workers.
Mahatma Gandhi once more tried to make a
compromise with General Smuts but only
got insulted. He was several times arrested
<and ‘released during the course of the march

» % Satyagrahs in South Africa, Chap. XXX VIII,“Breach
of Promise,” page 415,
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#nd eventually he Was sentenced to two
years imprisonment on' two different charges.
The workers were then transported by spe-
cial trains to Natal and were straight away
sent to prison. Such a procedure, however,
was detrimental to the working of the mines.
So the Government turned the mine com-
pounds into jail areas where the workers
were compelled to stay caged in by wire
netting. In this way the workers were for-
ced back to their work. Many of them
refused to work but some little persuasion

by the European staffs of the mines armed
with whips soon remedied this defect

But the strike was not limited to the
Natal area alone. Thousands of workers from

different parts of the country downed tools.
This was not Mahatma Gandhi’s wish. He

writes: “ When I went to jail, I had warned
my co~-workers against allowing any more

labourers to go on strike,” but in spite of
this the strike became general.

The Government adopted barbaroys
methods of repression against it. The workers
were forced to work in the mines and* wexs
fired upon whenevar they refused to work.

.But in face of all this oppression the workers
continued their struggle.
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At this time a strike broke ont - among
the European employees of the Uniey Rail-
ways. The Government was surrounded by
dxﬁ‘mulhm on every hand the enormous-
losses inflicted on the mine-owners, troubles
among their own railwaymen and so were
forced to adopt different tactics. General
Smuts appointed a Commission to report on
the entire Indian question. Mahatma Gandhi
was released from prison after he had served
his term for only six weoks. It was sugge-
sted to him to start his march into Trans-
vaal again. Here is Mahatma Gandhi’s answer
to the request in his own words: “ Bat I
declared that the Indians could not thus
assist the railway strikers, as they were not
out to harass the Government, their struggle
being entirely different and differently con-
ceived. Even if we undertook the march, we
would begin it at some other time when the
railway trouble had ended. This decision of
ours created a deep impression, and was
cabled to England by Reuter......Lord Amp-
thill cabled his congratulations from England
Ome of the secretaries of General Smuts
jocularly said : I do not lilse your people. But
what am I to do? You help us in our days
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of need. How can we layhands upon you #” *

This secretary of General SBmuts has
put the Mahatma Gandhi policy in a nutshell.
Mahatma Gandhi had served the British
imperialists again and again. He served them
in the Boer war; he served them in the
Zulu rebellion and later on in the Great
War he served them once more. Was there
any reason why the Mahatma should support
the railway employees on strike particularly
when * Tne European workmen not only
demanded higher wages, but aimed at seizing
the reigns of government into their hands ?”’x
Thus once more Reuter, Lord Ampthill and

the European capitalists nodded approval to
the Mahatma’s laudable action.

But still the railway strike did help the
Jndian movement. Faced with this grave
rapidly spreading danger, the Union Govern-
ment thought it better fot to let the Indian
workers’ strike grow in the same direction
and they agreed to the proposal of the ap?
pointed Commission and the Act was repealed
and the £3 poll tax was abolished. In accor:

% «Qatyagraha in South Africs, Glup.XIVIl, “ Beg'm«
ning of the End”, page 49i.

. X Batyagraha in 8onth Af XIVIIL, « Th.
Provisional Bettlement,” TWPER 143
‘\. m *
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dance with the terms of the Indian Relief
Bill passed by the Union Parliament, Mahatma
Gandhi immediately stopped the struggle.
But the question is, did it realy bring an
amelioration in the condition of the thousa-
nds of indentured Indian workers in South
Africa ? Did it fundamentally and essentially
change the conditionof the Indians in South
Africa ? It did not, On the conirary, as time
went on, the conditions of the Indians in
South Africa began to worsen. The Passive
Resistance Movement brought only some
insignificent changes in the conditions of
Indians in South Africa. Did it achieve any-
thing worthy of making people get so
enthusiastic over it as the Gandhists often
Do ? Mahatma Gandhi’s own words are quite
to the point. He says : *“ When one considers
the painful contrast between the happy
ending of the Satydgraha struggle and the
present condition of Indians in South Africa,
one feels for a moment as if all this suffe-
ring had gone for nothing, or is inclined to
gquestion the efficacy of Satyagraha
“solvént of the problem of mankind.”¥ And
the Mahatma has said the tru

X Ibid, Conelusion, page 6509, | » .
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