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Gandhi in South Africa 

Pacifists, feminists, 
but ~ocialists all 

GANDHIJI launched the 
· satyagraha in the Transvaal 

against the Asiatic Registration 
ACt in 1907. Five hundred Indians 
courted imprisonment from 
among the small Indian popula
t100 of less than tea thousand in 
the province. 

1brougb lhe intervention of Albert 
Cartwright - a journalist respected by 
the Boers for bis opposition to the 
Anglo-B oer War - a provisional 
agreement was reached with General 
Smuts and the prisoners were 
released at the end of January 1908. 

But there were misunderstan
diogsoo the agreement and lbe 
satyagraba was resumed later that 
year. Two thousand and five hundred 
persons defied lhe law by 1909, but 
the m!"vemeol seemed to be petering 
out with no success. 

By E.S. REDDY 

No\rember 11 lo 'nine months ' hard 
labour. 

Gandhiji had not intended to extend 
the strike, but even in the absence of 
Ganclhiji and other leaders, it spread 
spontaneously to the municipalities 
and plantations. 
It soon involved some sixty 

thousand Indians io the largest 
general strike that South Africa had 
seen. 

The government mobilised police 
and the army aod together with 
mineowners and ulantatioo managers, 
attempted brutal suppression of the 
strike. 

Several workers were killed; some 
were stabbed by Zulu guards, oo or
ders from the managers; thousands 
were brutally assaulted in mine com
pounds turned into prisons - but the 

Gandbiji weal 00 a deputati~o 10 poor, illiterate workers stood firm in 

L d 
1 their resolve: · 

oo on that year but found the ,, · "Wbe,o Gandhi Maharaj· is itij"ail 'or' 
British Government unwilling to in- J-,. " 
tervene. '- · 1 u ~ .t:..r. us , when, the Maharani and their '~ .. 1 

He moved to the Tolstoy Farm in children are in prison for us, we will 
1911 and seemed to be whiling away not go to work." 
hi · H t th · held fim 1l1e brutality against the women and 

~ ,bme._ e a one pe aps 1 the workers aroused opinion in India, 
to the faith that true satyagraha, even 
by one individual, cannot but sue~ and led to protests all ove~ the nation. 
ce~ ' • t 

Jail-going was suspended to give Contributions for the satyagraba 
time for talks 1¥ith the government of poured lo, not ooly from profes-
the Union of South Africa which was siooals and students, but even from 
formed in 1910. • princes, including the Nizali of 

Gopal Krishna Gokbale visited the 
counUy io October 1912 aod obtained 
assurances from General Botha, lhe 
Prime Minisldr, and senior ' cabinet 
members (General Smuts and Patrick 
Duncan) that action . would SOOD be 
taken to me e t the main Ind ian 
demands. \ II' 

Gandhiji' closed the Tolstoy Farm 
and moved to the Phoenix Settlement 
in Durban. 

Bu't ' 1agai~~ · the ':lgreCmeot brOket 
down and satyagraba was resumed in 
September 1913. This time women 
were ·allowed to join lhe 'satya&raba. 
especially s ince the Courts bad 
refused to ,recognised Iaaian mar
riages and. tlie governmeot l:"fused to 
validat~ the?l. · , ·. it. ' 11 , 

Work stoppage by mme workers 
was also envisaged, but only on the. 
issue of a three pound tax on lodian 
labourers w ho completed indenture 
and became free . ' ' I · 

Kasturba insisted on joining the 
satyagraha, despite her poor ,pealth , 
arid was in the' first batch froin Natal 
wh\cb crossed tl1e Tran5vaal border in 
defiance of lbe law. . ' 

Gandhiji , expected less tbao a 
hundred satyagppis, but the par
ticipation o~ w91,nco electrified the a~
mosphcn;. . , \' , 

Thousand' of workers io the coal 
mines came out on strike In resPon~e 
to appeals by the wqmel) satyagrahis , 
and tJan1hiji led a "great maryh" of 
4 000 workers from Newcastle, Natal , 
towards the Transvaal borcler. 

He was arrested and sentenced on 
·!., I I 

"'1"' 'l 

Hyderabad. ;II - · • · 
Ratan Tata, the industrialist, made a 

munificent donation. The Reverend 
C.F.Aadrews and several British resi
dents (missionaries and civil ser
vants) contributed to the fund. 

The Indian aod British Govern
ments were obliged to act. Under 
pressure fro'm them, the South 
African regime appointed a commis
sion to investigate lbe lodian grievan
ces and charges of violence, and 
released Gaudhiji and bis two 
European colleagues (Hermann KaJ-' 
leobacb and H.S.L. Polak) on Decem
ber 18. ' "" H· t 1 •··•.I 

With its usual duplicity, however, it 
appointed to the Commission ooe· 
judge and two ootorius anti-ladian1 

agitators. ~- ; ' ., 1 .L ". ·• · •1. r 
On' Gandbiji's advice the Indian 

community pledged to boycott the 
Cominission unless the community 
was consulted 'and oDe or two mem
bers- acceptable to the community 
were appointed to the Commissio'l -
failing which satyagraba would be 
resumed wilh a march on New Year 's 
Day! '>' ' · 

Leaders 'in· lodia and Britain who 
bad pressed fqr an investigation could · 
not uoderstan,d lbe seeming intrao-' 
sigeoce 'of Ganclhiji. 

Fr\intic appeals camefto him from 
Gokhale, his mentor;"' on behalf of 
Lord Hardioge, 1110 Viceroy, who bad 
publicly expressed sympathy with lhe 
satyagraba; and Lorcl Ampthill, who 
headed a committee of supporters in 
Britain. · ~. 11 ;, ~ . 

Bui Gandhiji would not budge from 
his · vow. _He was set to go into lhe 

~)( . .;p: .1 1 

• •:.i 

wilderness. 

Kastmba was released from prison 
on December 22. She bad been oa a 
fruit diet before arrest but the prison 
authorities deliberately refused her 
fruit. She came out in shattered 
health. 

A huge welcome /rocession 
planned in Durban ha to be can
celled and she was taken to Phoenix 
to recuperate. 

Miss Molteoo went to see her and 
was shocked to hear of the prison 
treatment. 

She could not uoderstand why lhe 
government bad to be so cruel to the 
frail woman. 

She wrote about Kastwba and the 
Indian struggle to Alice Greene in 
Cape Town and requested her to 
speak to Miss Hobhouse. 

On December 27, G aobd biji 
received a telegram from Miss Hob- · 
house, whom be anti the Boers ad
mired so greatly, appealiog to him as 
a "bumble woman" to postpone the 
man:h for fifteen days. 

Gaoclhiji consulted bis colleagues 
and agreed because of bi:i esteem for 
her. 
' I 

This is bow Alice Greene described 
• lbe origin of the telegram: 

"She (Miss Hobbouse) was situog 
up on her couch .. and round ber 
sboulders .. . was your little Indian 

· shawl from Durban, which I gave her 
yesterclay and which she wore since. 
It suited her beautifully. 

Directly I told her I bad seot off a 
telegram. to Gandhi and that you bad 
suggested her seodiag ooe too. She 
iostanUy took pencil and paper and 
wrote down a long telegram which I 
seat off ... 

She seat it to Maritzburg to catch 
him al lhe maSs meeting this after
DOOO. It was to the effect that her per
sollal sympathy was intense but that 
she would venture to advise patience. 

It would oot do to alienate sympalby 
and even endanger the very cause it~ 
self. Could he not wait until lhe meet
ing of Parliament before having 
recourse to further resistance? . 
0 Even yet English women bad not 
achieved full freedo m. She used 
much geoUer language !ban this, but 
that was the gist of it. She. told him 
also !bat everything was being fol
low~d wilb "!ucb sympathy and fee l
mg. 11 Ht'{ I ' · 
" She, then wrote a long letter to 
General S"!uts recalliag·, hcr special 
connection wi th India through her 
uncle. She said ·that as a ' woman 
;without a vote, she sympathised with 
other voteless· folk as the lodiaas. She 
!hen pressed him to meet and talk to · 
Gandbiji : . ' ' . 

"You see January 15 is the date now 
proposed for another march. Before 
then some way' sbould be found ' of 
g'iving private assurance to the 
leaders \ha!'satisfactioo is coming to 
theni. . r ~l u 

I 
'J ,; 
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The young Kasturba (right) shortly after arrival In 1893 and (above) the last photograpb of Gandhi and Kasturba In South 

com~o;;·ideals formed 
bond of Jriends_bip .. , ,,_, 
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' in Natal "Their grievance is really mo.r:i'·· · 
I never will governmental physical 

force prevail against a great moral 

I 
and spiritual upheaval. Wasted time 
and wasted energy, dear Oom Jan
nie ... " 

General Smuts eould not possibly 
, ignore an appeal from her. Gaodhiji 

was invited to Pretona and oegoua
, tions began on January 13. The 
, Reverend C.F. Andrews, who accom

panied Gandhiji to Pretoria, wrote: 
"There can be no doubt that during 

the days that followed the influence 
of Miss Hobhouse with the Boer 
leaders did much to pave the way to a 
reconciliation. 

"While we were in Pretoria she 
wrote again and again both to Mr. 
Gandhi and myself. She thus kept 
herself in touch with the whole 
·negotiations and took part in them." 
(Article in Modem Review, reprinted 
in Indian Opinion, December 16, 
1914). 

Gandbiji was surprised to see a great 
change in the attitude of General 
Smuts and that was undoubtedly due 
to Miss' Hobhouse. A provisional 
agreemebt was reached on January 
22, 1914. 

GANDIDJI IN CAPE TOWN 
Gandhiji and Kastwba ;,,ent to Cape 

Town in mid-F<;,bruary to bid farewell 
to the Reverend C.F. Andrews and to 
follow the developments on the In
dian question. Kasturba's condition 
deteriorated and gave cause for grave 
concern. · . · 

Miss Molteoo, Miss Greene· and 
Mrs. Alexander frequeritly visited tbe 
Gandhis at the home of Dr. A.H. Goo! 
where they stayed and enquired about 
her health. 

The aristocracy of South Africa was 
thus visiting and paying n:spects to a 
simple woman from India and her 
husband I . 

Miss Molteno was busy introducmg 
Gandhiji to influential personalities. · 
1Gandhijf wrote 10· Kallenbach on, 
February 25, 1914: . 

"What is happening just now IS that 
I am bebommg a society man and 
Miss Molteno is the instrument... She 
is undoubtedly a tactful peacemaker." 

t (Kallentlach papers, Nati.onal Ar-
chives of India). ' 

Miss Molteno not only took the 
' Gandhis 'to the palatial Molteno es

tate, but 1 arranged for them t~ m_eet 
Miss Hobbouse who was now staymg 
at Groote Schuur, the residence of the 
Prime Minister, as the guest of 
General and Mrs. Botha. There they 
met Mrs. Botha - .as well as Mrs. 
Gladstone, the wife of the Govemor
General - who were both friendly and 
considerate. ' . 

Gandhiji bad written many umes to 
I General Botha for an interview but 
I without success. But a few days after 
meeting the Gandhis, Miss Hob~ouse. 

I invited Gandhiji again for a discus-
1sion at Groote Schuur - and General 
! and Mrs . . Botha joined the!". ' · 

=· 

When Miss Hobbouse died, 
Gandhiji wrote in an orbituary in 
Young India on July 15, 1926: 

"She played no mean part at the set
tlement of 1914 ... 

"Let the women of India treasure the 
memory of this great English
woman." 

CONTINUING FREINDSlllP 
Gaodhiji cherished the friendship of 

these women and tned to ·mamtam 
continuing contact. 

When be went to London in August 
1914 - and be soon fell ill - Olive 
Schreiner was already there and 
rather ill. They kept in contact 
through Hermann Kallenbach. 

Olive Schreiner, as a ~acifist, was 
very upset when GandhiJi decided to 
raise an Indian Volunteer Corps 
during the First World War. But she 
continued her friendship and spoke ~t 
a farewll meeting on the eve of his 
departure for India. ' 

Also in London, Gandhiji visited 
Miss Hobbouse who was equally 

. pacifist. 
Mrs Schreiner died soon after the 

' end of the War and I am aware of no 
letters by her to Gaodhiji after 1914. 
But Gandhiji and Miss Hobbouse 
continued correspondence until her 
death. 

Mrs. Ruth Alexander sent a letter to 
Gandhiji on April 4, 1926, through 
the Reverend C.F. Andrews. She 
wrote: 

"Dear Mr. Gandhi, I am touched 
more than I can tell you when l look 
back at the time when you did me the 
great honour to stay with m~ and to' 
talk with me and remembered bow 
patient you ~whys were with me, 
bow uncondemning even of things 
you must have disapproved. It was 
wondCrful of you. 1 1 

'· • • 

"Let me tell you, for the pleasure it 
gives me, that you have always _been, 
since I knew· you, and always will be, 
until I die, one of the three great souls 
with whom I live from day to day, 
beyond those who speak to me from 
the printed. pages. My father and 
Olive Schreiner are the other two... , 

"Please remember me to Mrs . 
Gandhi, whose gentle co~rage I have 
never forgotten ... 

Yours in love and homage 
Ruth S'. Alexander" · · 

PACIFIST, FEMINIST, 
, SOCIALIST ~ 

I have stressed that these women 
were pacifists, feminists and 
socialists: the common ideology not 
only brought them together, b~t_ex
plains the affinity of GandhiJI to 
them. ' . 

1 Gandhiji believed in non-vio ence 
1 ,1 t 

and was essentially a pacifist but be 
was recruiting for the army until the 
end of the First World War because of 
his faith in the Empire and his feeling 
that Indians must learn to fight before 
they can embrace true non-violence., ' 

Thus, until 1919, h; was not as 

•I 

l I 

strictly pacifist as Miss Hobhouse or 
Mrs. Schreiner. 

Gandbiji bad great interest in 
feminism and bis success in en
couraging the participation of women 
in the political struggle was no acci
dent. 

When be went to LOndon in 1909, 
be went to see Miss E. Pankhurst, the 
leader of the suffragettes, and at
tended many of their meetings. He 
wrote often in Indian Opinion about 
equality of women and the role of 
women in the struggle for justice. 

Gandhiji also believed in socialism. 
He came in contact with socialist 
thought during his student days in 
London. 

Socialism bad not then become rigid 
or doctrinaire. His thinking was 
similar to that of Edward Carpenter 
and others who were concerned not 
with mechanisation and rising 
production and consumpti_on, but '' 
with equality, quality of life, and 
protection of the environment. 

They believed that man should not 
be enslaved by ' machine and , 
alienated, and should not shun physi-
cal labour. · 

Gandhiji knew socialists _in South ' · 
Africa and spoke at least twice at the 
Socialist Club in Johannesburg. 

In 1912, when Gokbale ,vi~iti_ng 
South Africa, J.T. Bain, a socialist, 
met them and the question can1e up as 
to their attitude to socialism.1 

Gokbale said be was a socialist "to 
some extent", but Gandhiji declared " 
himself an "out and1out, soc"alist". 
(Wiifrid H. Harrison, Memoirs of' a 
Socialist in South Africa •. 1-903-1?47. 
Published by the author.) .. 

The satyagraha of 1913-14, with the 
heroism of the poor fOrking men and , 
wOmen, '"st:rengtbeocd the conviction 
of dandhiji that they were the "salt of, 
the earth''. who would free India. He 
identified himself in dress and Ii viog 
babils with them. ' r 

· The convictions of Gandhiji explain, 
the bond which linked him to the five , 
coura'geous and progre.ssive women 
who helped him and. his ca~. · · 

TbeY undersrnod him, as ~d the In-; · 
dian labourers m South Africa and the 
people of India. ~ ' 

But those critics who fried to J?lace 
bim in .: 1their 1 pre-detcrm1n.c9. 
categories - moderate and exuem1s~ 
for instance; those who assumed that 
be must be a reactionary if be wore 
peasant clothes or professed religion; 
and those who called him an agent of 
Gujarati capitalists because be did not ' 
advocate class struggle and tried to 
unite the Indian community in the 
struggle for its dignity and honour -
could not understand Gandhiji noi the, 
admiration be evoked among the . 
greatest men ana women ofthis cell-'" 
tur}t. ·1' ·~. 1: , ·11 ... _;1 "" t1 • · ~ · ,1~ 

I hope that the ne~ mfo"!'auon 
which is becoming available will per
suade scholars in India and South 
Africa to reconsider their ·assump_
tions and understand the real Gandhi. 

.l. 
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