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Introduction

A Gandhian Theory of Text

In one of his many memorable phrases, Benedict An-
derson describes imperialism as a pro cess of “stretching the tight 
skin of nation over the gigantic body of empire.”1 To Mohandas 
Gandhi, a reluctant nationalist at best, this sentiment would have 
seemed back to front. For much of his life, Gandhi regarded empire 
as cardinal, the nation- state as secondary, an unfortunate growth 
upon it. Yet as nationalism gained ground, the equation had to be 
presented the other way around. What happened when one tried to 
bunch the vast skin of empire on the nation? What to do with all 
those ungainly folds?

Gandhi’s po liti cal project, especially during his South African 
years (1893– 1914), can be interpreted as an attempt to smooth out 
some of those gathering folds. Whether espousing imperial citizen-
ship or what from the 1920s would be called Greater India, Gandhi 
grappled with how to articulate versions of “India” and “empire” 
(understood as a guarantor of rights for British Indians) that could 
be interchangeable.2
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In a radical formulation, Gandhi devised one answer to this 
problem by inserting “Truth” (or satyagraha/passive re sis tance/soul 
force) as the third term in the equation. The resulting triad— Truth, 
India, Empire— compelled his imagination; to it, he “own[ed] alle-
giance,” as the preface to the En glish version of Gandhi’s manifesto 
Hind Swaraj explained.3 By being a true satyagrahi, anyone, wherever 
they  were, could learn to rule the self, creating a miniature zone of 
sovereignty and thereby laying one small precondition for broader 
ideals like India and empire.

This equation located self- rule primarily in the individual rather 
than in a territory. This novel idea of sovereignty took shape in the 
context of southern Africa where, on the one hand, Gandhi had to 
endure the obscenities of white settler nationalism and, on the 
other, ponder who could be Indian outside India. The elegantly 
minimal defi nition of India and empire that these circumstances 
produced did not survive the journey back to India. In a climate of 
anti- imperialism, nations are destined to become more national, 
erasing the traces of their prefatory formation elsewhere.

This book concerns itself with these utopian traces of Gandhi’s 
South African years. Gandhi’s printing experiments during his 
South African sojourn provide the lens for doing so. These com-
prised a printing press, the multilingual newspaper Indian Opin-
ion, and the pamphlets that it produced (the most famous of 
which is Hind Swaraj). Opening its doors in Durban in 1898, the 
International Printing Press (IPP) (of which Gandhi was a some-
time proprietor) consisted of a small jobbing operation that from 
1903 began printing Indian Opinion. A year and a half after the 
launch of the paper, the IPP moved to Phoenix, Gandhi’s fi rst 
ashram, fourteen miles north of the city. From  here the IPP con-
tinued to produce Indian Opinion, and both the press and the pa-
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per found themselves protagonists in the larger story of satya-
graha, or passive re sis tance, in South Africa, which unfolded 
between 1906 and 1914.

This Gandhian textual culture is worth investigating 
not only for its own sake but also for the light it throws on the phi-
losophy of satyagraha, popularly understood as a po liti cal program 
of nonviolent re sis tance or noncooperation. Yet satyagraha can 
equally be understood as a practice of sovereignty rooted in the 
individual rather than as an abstraction like “nation” or “move-
ment.” Seen in this way, satyagraha inheres in forms of conduct 
(like spinning and fasting) through which ethical values are ac-
creted in the satyagrahi, as Uday Mehta has brilliantly shown.4 
Such practices form the basis of self- rule or ruling the self, creating 
sovereignty, one person at a time. Reading and writing can be made 
to conform to such practices of the self and can hence be a mode of 
satyagraha as well as an activity through which to theorize the 
idea itself.

In the Indian Ocean port city of Durban, Gandhi and his col-
leagues experimented with the ways in which printing and pub-
lishing could enlarge new kinds of ethical selves. Situated on an 
ashram (or an ashram- like settlement), the printing press on a 
daily basis enacted a novel order of community, drawing in differ-
ent castes, religions, languages, races, and genders. Gandhi pro-
gressively phased out advertisements from the newspaper and took 
little notice of copyright legislation, constructing an ideal reader 
freed from the addictions of the markets and the dictates of the 
state. As a paper addressed to audiences in Britain, Africa, and India, 
Indian Opinion explored ideas of “India” that  were not territorially 
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based but, rather, existed among the individual sovereignties of its 
readers and the pathways of circulation that linked them.

These experiments unfolded in an age of vertiginous accelera-
tion via trains, steamships, and telegraphs, where, with mounting 
intensity, an industrialized information order bombarded readers 
with more and more printed matter. Ever- briefer media genres like 
the headline, summary, and extract speeded up tempos of reading. 
In Gandhi’s view, such reading “macadamized” the mind (to use an 
image from Thoreau that appeared in Indian Opinion on June 10, 1911) 
and reinforced the dangerous equation of speed with effi ciency.5

Gandhi, by contrast, sought to slow down reading and textual 
production more generally. He favored hand printing and encour-
aged a style of reading that was patient, that paused rather than 
rushed ahead. He interspersed news reports with philosophical 
extracts, and he encouraged readers to contemplate what they read 
rather than to hurtle forward. In effect, he experimented with an 
anti- commodity, copyright- free, slow- motion newspaper.

In exploring these ideas, Gandhi worked with two obvious and 
everyday truths, namely, that serious reading can only be done at 
the pace of the human body and that each reader must read on his 
or her own behalf. If we are to read thoughtfully, we cannot speed 
up the pace at which we read and we cannot outsource the activity 
to someone  else. In a Gandhian world such slow reading became 
one way of pausing industrial speed, and in so doing it created small 
moments of intellectual in de pen dence. Reading might happen 
within the world of industrialized time but did not need to be en-
tirely driven by its logics. This focus on bodily rhythm as a way of 
interrupting industrial tempos became central to Gandhi’s larger 
and world- famous critiques of modernity that questioned the 
equation of speed with effi ciency and technology with progress.



i n t r o d u c t i o n

5

Ways of Understanding Gandhian Text- Making

In telling the story of Gandhi’s experiments with reading and writ-
ing, this book seeks to encourage a more historicized approach to 
the topic. Most discussions of Gandhi’s textual production start 
from the assumption that the genres and forms he used more or 
less resemble our modern- day equivalents. So when discussing Gan-
dhi’s publishing activities, most scholars assume that Indian Opinion 
is a “newspaper” and Gandhi an “editor” (if only de facto— he never 
technically edited the paper, although he was always its se nior fi g-
ure). Together they produced standard journalistic genres like the 
editorial or the news report. Yet once one looks closer, this famil-
iarity evaporates. Much of Gandhi’s contribution to Indian Opinion 
took the shape of ethical extracts from “great men” like Thoreau, 
Tolstoy, and Ruskin. What initially looked like a newspaper starts to 
resemble an ethical anthology. We search in vain for stories from 
reporters on the beat or accounts fi led by foreign correspondents. 
Instead we see the standard fare of the Victorian and Edwardian 
periodical, namely, the clipping, summary, or extract from another 
publication.

Likewise, in the world of printing, the categories we might expect— 
compositor, machine man, foreman, manager— are blurred, with 
staff at the IPP regularly crossing these frontiers. In addition, this 
text- making world operated multilingually. In its early years, the 
IPP offered printing ser vices in ten languages (En glish, Gujarati, 
Tamil, Hindi, Urdu, Hebrew, Marathi, Sanskrit, Zulu, and Dutch), 
involving seven different scripts (Indian Opinion, June 4, 1903). Indian 
Opinion initially appeared in four languages (En glish, Gujarati, 
Tamil, and Hindi) and four scripts, probably an entirely novel ex-
periment since most vernacular newspapers in India itself used, at 
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most, two languages. Under such circumstances, there  were no fi xed 
or predetermined ways of working. Instead, pro cesses of produc-
tion had to be invented to accommodate the polyglot operation 
and the work of translation that formed part of it.

There are further examples of such retrospectively applied no-
tions. These include the idea of Gandhi as an “author” who pro-
duced “books.” On this point, one interesting piece of Gandhiana 
would be to establish when his work fi rst appeared between hard 
covers. Since many early editions of his work do not survive, the 
answer will always be speculative. If pushed, I would put my money 
on the fi rst edition of Satyagraha in South Africa (produced in 1928 by 
Ganesh Publishers in Madras) or possibly an edition of Hind Swaraj 
from the early 1920s. Gandhi’s fi rst piece of public writing ap-
peared as a series in The Vegetarian in 1889 (Collected Works [CW] 1: 
18– 40).6 It hence took some three to four de cades for his work to 
migrate from the lower reaches of serial print to the higher eche-
lons of the “monumental” book.

The template of individual “author” and “bookness” can be mis-
leading, as evidenced by the otherwise admirable A Comprehensive, 
Annotated Bibliography on Mahatma Gandhi that lists 497 entries un-
der the heading “Books by Gandhi.”7 Yet rather than being books 
by one author, they are editions, compilations, abridgments, collec-
tions, anthologies, selections, arrangements, translations, pam-
phlets, multivolume works, speeches, interviews, prayers, hymns, 
and songs. Fortunately the word “by” brings its full prepositional 
and adverbial range to the rescue. These “books” are literally “by” 
“Gandhi”: they are near or next to him; they travel “by” him as one 
travels by air or by bus; they happen in the temporality of his life 
and afterlife (by day, by night, by “Gandhi”); they emerge by Gan-
dhi’s account, evidence, and authority; they function according to 
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and in conformity with “Gandhi.” The Gandhian book indeed 
emerges “by and by.”

Most analyses of the Gandhian book take India as their primary 
focus and the textual practices Gandhi formulated there as the 
norm. After his arrival in India, and as the scale of his publication 
projects expanded, Gandhi’s views on copyright shifted, especially 
as the reality of the large- scale international publication of his au-
tobiography forced him into a limited and pragmatic use of copy-
right.8 This reluctant ac cep tance of copyright was accompanied by 
a growing formalization of his work via the Navijivan Trust, estab-
lished in 1929, to which Gandhi ceded his copyright in 1940. In 2008 
the copyright on Gandhi’s work expired and the Trust, despite pres-
sure to do otherwise, refused to extend the copyright, citing Gan-
dhi’s ambivalence toward intellectual property legislation.

Much Gandhian writing is understood looking back from this 
vantage point where his work appears in copyrighted book form. 
The experimental character of his early textual production in South 
Africa is hence obscured. This study suggests that we look more 
closely at the textual conditions under which Gandhi worked in 
South Africa.

Gandhi’s textual experiments unfolded initially in 
Durban, an obscure port city, at fi rst glance an unlikely setting for 
the emergence of his world- famous ideas. Yet like equivalent en-
trepôts around the Indian Ocean littoral, Durban was home to a 
jumble of diasporic communities from different parts of the world, 
an environment that obliged its inhabitants to experiment with 
who they  were or could become. Part of the vast imperial migra-
tions of the nineteenth century, these fl ows of indentured laborers, 
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migrant workers, prisoners, sailors, pilgrims, merchants, and mis-
sionaries coalesced around the Indian Ocean littoral, in port cities 
(and their hinterland capitals) like Cape Town, Johannesburg, Zan-
zibar, Mombasa, Nairobi, Port Louis, or Bombay.9 In these destina-
tions, Africans, Middle Easterners, Southeast Asians, Chinese, and 
Indians found themselves as happenstance neighbors, relating both 
to a colonial authority and to each other.

These zones of enforced cosmopolitanism  were not simple melt-
ing pots but, rather, arenas that crystallized new lines of allegiance, 
belonging, and exclusion. People had to distinguish themselves from 
their colonial rulers, from their new “also- colonized” neighbors (to 
use an apt phrase from Jon Soske), and from those who  were nomi-
nally the same.10 Muslims from various regions of India encoun-
tered a colonial state, African neighbors, and other co- believers 
from the subcontinent. The languages, dress, food, and theologies 
of these coreligionists  were at times so different as to make them 
almost as strange to each other as they  were to the new communi-
ties among which they found themselves.11

The epic mobility of nineteenth- century imperialism, of which 
these kaleidoscopic communities formed a part, engendered a rich 
array of transnational imaginings, as displaced and dispersed com-
munities had to envisage their position in a new order. With its deep 
history of maritime mobility, the Indian Ocean world fostered an 
especially rich array of transnational associational forms, as schol-
ars like Sugata Bose, Mark Ravinder Frost, T. N. Harper, and Eng-
seng Ho have demonstrated.12 In these port cities, Arya Samajists, 
theosophists, Sufi s, pan- Buddhists, Sikh transnationalists, African 
nationalists, white laborists, and those espousing imperial citizen-
ship established transoceanic organizations speaking in global 
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 idioms.13 Exploiting the improved communications networks of em-
pire, these groups created and sustained far- fl ung memberships. 
They sent out evangelists, circulated pamphlets, and undertook lec-
ture tours, often sharing expertise and technology with like- minded 
organizations. Key elements in the or gan i za tion al grammar of these 
movements  were port cities and print culture.14 Through steamer, 
telegraph, and railway, these entrepôts functioned as relay stations 
for the texts, commodities, and personnel of the dispersed groups.

While these transoceanic projects evinced cosmopolitan ele-
ments, they equally constructed distinct boundaries whether of 
“race,” civilization, religion, or class. The universal dimensions of 
such projects aimed both to appeal to a wide audience and to 
trump the white supremacist claims of empire. Arya Samajists and 
Indian nationalists presented the ancient diffusion of Hinduism 
as an instance of Greater India, an example of a benign “empire” 
that showed up the shortcomings of Greater Britain.15 Yet at the 
same time such claims ventriloquized a set of more parochial and 
sectional interests. Rochelle Pinto’s analysis of print and politics 
in Goa brilliantly demonstrates how the nineteenth- century 
Goan elite used print technology to feint at Christian universal-
ism while insinuating caste into print and the historiography of 
Catholicism.16 The Hindi, a short- lived bilingual paper of the early 
1920s in Natal, aired the gossip of the tiny Hindi- and English- 
speaking elite alongside extravagant claims of the paper’s appar-
ently global reach. The newspaper’s masthead advertised the 
 publication as “a high- class and fearless journal of politics, 
literature, commerce, industry, religion & social reform . . .  
Circulated throughout South & East Africa, British & Dutch 
Guiana, Mauritius, Fiji, America, Eu rope & India.”
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Gandhi likewise espoused ideas that  were universal but bounded. 
His ideas about India  were especially capacious. Their core focused 
on the diverse collection of Indian communities thrown together 
in South Africa. This assemblage of peoples made a miniature ver-
sion of India visible, with a clarity not conceivable in the vastness 
of the subcontinent itself.17 Beyond this core, Gandhi’s ideas of 
India stretched to include even those who spoke no Indian lan-
guages or  were not of Indian descent. These groups could belong, 
provided they apprenticed themselves to Indian civilization, an 
idea that is explored in Chapter 4. Africans, however,  were not 
included (or at least so Gandhi thought during his South African 
years— his views  were later to change).18 Infl uenced by hierarchical 
ideals of civilizationism, Gandhi defi ned Africa as outside the 
pale of India and empire. In so doing, he installed Africa as a 
boundary of India.

Such use of the “also- colonized other” as a frontier of defi nition 
was commonplace. Proponents of African nationalism likewise 
took “India” as a boundary in terms of religion (Christian Africans 
versus “heathen” Indians), indigeneity (sons of the soil versus In-
dian settlers), and commerce (“intruding” Indian traders taking 
over “African” markets).19 The arm’s-length relationship between 
Gandhi and his neighbor, John Dube, the fi rst president of the Af-
rican National Congress and head of the Ohlange Institute, lo-
cated next door to Phoenix, embodies these frontiers. Each in-
volved in creating his own miniature “continent,” the two men 
defi ned themselves in opposition to each other, admiring each 
other’s projects from afar but deprecating each other’s “people”— 
Gandhi being as well known for his anti- African statements as 
Dube for his anti- Indianism (even while his newspaper carried ad-
vertisements for Indian merchants).20
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It is of course easy to condemn such projects with the censori-
ousness of hindsight. Yet, as Tony Ballantyne has argued, we need 
to place them in a broader context of imperial race- making in 
which ideas about race do not emerge solely from Eu rope but are 
constructed by a range of intellectual players and groups across 
empire.21 Such race- making projects  were common in an age where 
ideas of ethnic regeneration and Booker T. Washington– style seg-
regational self- suffi ciency  were habitual. While anticolonial alli-
ances across colonized groups certainly existed, these sentiments 
 were less common than a later age of decolonizing anti- imperial soli-
darity, third world nationalism, nonalignment, and Afro- Asianism 
might make us believe.

This book seeks to locate Gandhi and his printing 
experiments squarely within this contradictory and confusing 
world. The term I use to capture the complexities of these multiple 
intersections is “colonial born,” a now virtually obsolete word that 
described Indians born in South Africa. This term formed part of 
a rich lexicon for designating Indian communities outside India—
“Indians overseas,” “Indians abroad,” “Indian colonials,” “Greater 
India,” “Indians in the dominions,” “Indians outside India,” and 
the “Indian emigrant” (the last also the name of a Madras- based 
newspaper aimed at the diasporic world). This vocabulary has, 
however, been eclipsed by the blanket term “diaspora,” a post- 1960s 
word pop u lar ized in discussions of the more middle- class migra-
tions to Eu rope and the United States that changing immigration 
policy occasioned.22

The ambiguity of the term “colonial born” is useful for our pur-
poses. In general, the phrase denoted those born in indentured 
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destinations like the Ca rib be an, Fiji, or Natal, and technically the 
term is correct— these  were colonies. Yet the expression equally im-
plies that India itself is not a colony, and that it occupies the posi-
tion of metropole or mainland vis-à- vis its indentured and some-
how “colonial” periphery. This book adopts the doubleness of the 
term “colonial born” as an analytical concept that can do useful 
work in simultaneously illuminating the entanglements of the ver-
tical and horizontal linkages of empire. This double meaning of the 
term allows us to apply revisionist postcolonial debates on empire 
that argue for treating “center” and “periphery” as one integrated 
space both to a metropole/colony axis and to India’s subimperial re-
lations with its indentured peripheries.23 The term “colonial born” 
hence captures the idea of an entanglement of colonial, semicolo-
nial, para- colonial, and anticolonial formations that took shape at 
the point where Greater Britain and Greater India intersected in 
southern Africa.

As Chapters 1 and 2 describe in more detail, the print-
ing press that Gandhi established took shape in these entangle-
ments: it drew its personnel from southern Africa, the Indian 
Ocean world, and En gland, and it sought to address an audience 
spread across Africa, India, and Britain. I hence describe the press 
and paper that Gandhi set up as being “colonial born” and explore 
the ways in which Gandhi exploited the opportunities inherent in 
its contradictions. If the medley of diasporic communities resulted 
in varied printing personnel, then this disparateness provided the 
basis for trying out new forms of community. If dispersed audi-
ences  were to be addressed, then this exigency prompted experi-
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ments in creating a deterritorialized India as well as new kinds of 
horizontal textual alignments between South Africa and India.

In pursuing these experiments, Gandhi used the standard media 
forms of the age, namely, the pamphlet, the periodical, and its pri-
mary building blocks— the cutting, summary, and abridgment taken 
from other publications in keeping with the widespread exchange 
system by which consenting journals agreed to cannibalize each 
other’s material. A closer understanding of the forms and genres 
that he employed is essential, since it is from them that Gandhi, 
ever an alchemist of the ordinary, generated some of his key ideas.

Periodical, Pamphlet, and the Limits of 
Print Capitalism

In relying on the periodical and the pamphlet, Gandhi was not 
unusual— these  were the forms of empire par excellence. A cut- and- 
paste assemblage of publications from elsewhere, the periodical on 
every page convened a miniature empire. Pamphlets, which often 
arose from the pages of periodicals,  were a major medium for mak-
ing ideas more portable and durable across the empire. In part, fi -
nancial constraint accounts for this prevalence of the periodical 
and pamphlet: daily newspapers and hardback books presuppose 
considerable resources in the way that weekly periodicals and leaf-
lets do not. Yet beyond these pragmatic concerns lie broader themes 
that direct our attention away from the forms that normally oc-
cupy such discussions— the newspaper and the novel— and toward 
the more humble periodical and the pamphlet.

As Anderson has taught us, the simultaneous consumption of 
newspapers and novels by consumers encourages a sense of shared 
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nationhood. But daily newspapers are designed to circulate in cir-
cumscribed areas— generally a city or, at times, the nation. Periodi-
cals, by contrast, are not tied to one place and are intended to 
circulate widely.24 Their weekly, monthly, or quarterly tempos are 
slower than the daily rhythms of the newspaper but, more impor-
tantly, are driven by the temporalities of circulation (“By the time 
this periodical reaches Calcutta . . .”). Reading such periodicals can 
never be a simultaneous experience as with the daily newspaper; 
rather, their modes of consumption are punctuated and sequen-
tial. A further difference is that newspapers are rapidly consumed 
and cast aside. Periodicals have longer shelf lives as they meander to 
their different audiences. Their modes of production are less date- 
driven, and they rely more on the undated excerpt, essay, or clipping, 
taken from other periodicals.

This distinction between a periodical and a newspaper may sound 
a bit overdrawn: one came out daily, the other weekly, monthly, or 
quarterly, but in appearance they resembled each other and bor-
rowed materials from each other. Both belong to a bigger category of 
serial print culture whose scholars have long given up the task of 
trying to draw neat distinctions between different categories of peri-
odical publication.

Yet the distinction in this instance is worth making, not least 
because the newspaper is so central in Anderson’s analysis.  Here a 
newspaper is a daily occurrence, discarded after reading, bought as 
a commodity in a marketplace, and read privately in one lan-
guage.25 Saturated with “commodity- ness,” the newspaper repre-
sents the end point of a world where the print industry emerged as 
one of the earliest forms of capitalist enterprise, inducting textual 
objects as one of the fi rst full commodity forms.
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By these mea sures, Indian Opinion was hardly a newspaper at all. 
It appeared weekly, was read both privately and communally, was 
stored up for future use, appeared in at least two languages, and 
published news as well as more durable essays and ethical dis-
courses. Such periodicals  were never solely objects for profi t but 
formed part of a world of philanthropy, reform, and ser vice. Pam-
phlets too  were rarely straightforward secular commodities: sel-
dom intended to render profi t, they often related religious plots of 
eternal life rather than secular narratives of national time like the 
novel.

Christopher Reed’s discussion of Chinese print capitalism is ap-
posite to this broader debate. He sees print capitalism as hav-
ing arrived when “commercialized, secularized, nongovernmental, 
and nonphilanthropic printing came to be done, not as a handi-
craft, but as a form of industry carried on by machine.”26 These 
circumstances hardly apply to small “colonial- born” operations like 
Gandhi’s printing press: barely commercial, semisecular, generally 
nongovernmental, and always philanthropic, these presses  were ar-
tisanal operations, not industrial plants, in Reed’s sense.

With themes of philanthropy, merchant patronage, personalized 
address in a transnational matrix, artisanal production, multilin-
gualism, and variable notions of authorship and copyright (a fea-
ture taken for granted in the world of print capitalism), these 
presses invite us to relativize the term “print capitalism” with its 
themes of intellectual property regimes, machine- driven national-
ism, and vast, monoglot publics.

Some alternative terms may be appropriate. “Vernacular print 
capitalism” usefully problematizes the phrase yet captures the di-
mensions of multilingualism and pop u lar idiom. Sheldon Pollock’s 



i n t r o d u c t i o n

16

use of the phrase “script- mercantilism” to describe South Asian 
systems of manuscript production suggests the expression “print 
mercantilism,” and while not intending to imply that these presses 
 were run by merchant elites, the phrase does capture the element of 
philanthropic commerce, family own ership, and the diasporic 
routes that shaped them.27 Karin Barber’s term “printing culture” 
captures the small artisanal qualities of these presses better than 
the term “print culture,” with its implication of vast, anonymous, 
and secular address.28 One could also make recourse to terms like 
“print Islam,” “print Samajism,” “print laborism,” and so on, all of 
which remind us that it was these ideologies and their intersec-
tions, rather than the technology itself, that shaped the meaning 
of printing in diasporic settings.

The Building Blocks of the Periodical

At least in pre- telegraph days, the imperial periodical press ran on 
an exchange system in which consenting journals swapped publi-
cations from which they could garner material. This scissors- and- 
paste journalism consisted of cuttings, quotations, extracts, pré-
cis, and abridgments of material from elsewhere.29 In some parts of 
empire, this system persisted into the post- telegraph era, especially 
in contexts where publications could not afford expensive wire ser-
vice fees, objected to their imperial bias, or stood outside the impe-
rial press system that united Britain and its “white” dominions via 
fl ows of personnel, funding, technology, and supplies of interna-
tional news.30 Periodicals fashioned from these exchange papers 
carpeted empire, creating endless textual intersections that consti-
tuted part of the fabric of imperial life itself.
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Summary, Speed, Subjectivity

One important periodical staple was the summary, and from this 
lowly genre Gandhi elaborated radical ideas. Summary saturated 
the world in which he lived. First, much of his day- to- day routine 
entailed summary— abridging stories from other papers; summa-
rizing laws, statutes, and policy documents; undertaking condensed 
translations of key works; and drafting precise memorandums and 
petitions. For him, summary constituted a seminal skill, the “art of 
condensation” (CW 10: 195), as he called it, and he explored all of its 
modes and shades— précis, abridgment, adaptation, and epitome, as 
well as the pamphlet, another miniature form. Indeed, his charac-
teristic prose style— always pared to the bone— arose out of this la-
bor of sifting and sorting, refi ning and honing. Replete with de-
tachable maxims, Gandhian prose has provided rich fi elds for 
harvesting the sayings of the Mahatma: Gandhigrams, Gandhi’s Wis-
dom Box, A Gandhian Rosary, Precious Pearls: Glittering Galaxy of 
Gandhian Gems, Thus Spake Mahatma, and so on.31

The second way in which summary saturated Gandhi’s world 
was through the information fl ows of empire where intelligence 
from afar generally arrived as a summary of a summary, a conden-
sation of a condensation. Imperial modernity relied on summary, 
tele gram, telegraph, clipping, and extract for its operations. Indeed, 
Gandhi was to experience fi rsthand the consequences of such “tele-
graphic imperialism.”32 On a trip to India in 1896 a three- line con-
densation of his Green Pamphlet (that depicted the disabilities 
faced by Indians in Natal) was telegraphed to London and then on 
to Natal, where white settlers used the précis to aggravate a popu-
list climate that would result in Gandhi nearly being lynched on 
his return (Fig. 5).33
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As Gandhi’s understanding of colonial and imperial rule wid-
ened to take in industrial capitalism as an explanatory frame, he 
equally came to appreciate these fl ows of summary as tied to the 
industrialization of information itself. As ever faster and more 
epitomized bits of information bombarded consumers, reading it-
self became calibrated to machine- driven rhythms.

The resulting Malthusian textual order precipitated widespread 
international debate on changing reading patterns. In Victorian 
thinking, reading was closely tied to ideas of character (or subjec-
tivity, as we would now term it); changes to how people read could 
impact on what kind of subjects they would become.34 Commenta-
tors expressed dismay at a situation where dramatically increased 
volumes of print turned reading into an indiscriminate, addictive, 
incoherent activity in which people became machine- like. Head-
lines, billboards, street advertisements, and short news articles in-
stituted rapid ways of reading that accommodated themselves to 
the urgent rhythms of metropolitan life. For many observers, such 
superfi cial reading could only be debased and was judged against 
supposed norms of sedate and sustained reading.35

Gandhi’s textual experiments recognized and accepted this 
dispensation of discontinuous reading as an ineluctable condi-
tion of modernity and its information orders. His response was 
not to sneer at it or to try and upend this system but, rather, to 
recalibrate it from within by fostering practices of “slow,” synco-
pated reading.

In the world of Victorian and Edwardian periodicals, these ideas 
 were not unusual. In an environment preoccupied with accelerating 
production and rhythms of reading, Gandhi’s ideas would have 
been familiar, especially among the more socially conscious “old 
journalism” Edwardian periodicals that Indian Opinion resembled 
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and to some of whose representatives it had links (New Age being 
one example [Indian Opinion, April 2, 1910]).36

These various tempos of “industrial reading” are now recog-
nized as powering the literary forms of modernity itself and have 
been explored from different angles: the rhythms of serialization 
and the novel as a genre; little magazines as syncopated hot houses 
for modernity; and anthologizing as a method of training in selec-
tive reading.37 While Gandhi’s experiments with reading and time 
can usefully be bracketed into this fi eld, they equally outstrip it by 
placing reading in a wider transnational frame and by being more 
alert to the centrality of circulation.

These models of reading that Gandhi forged took shape in the 
context of the periodical. Made up of clippings from elsewhere, 
each periodical is marked by the residue of prior readers as well as 
the hypothetical knowledge of those to come. Reading is hence an 
experience of witnessing a provisional thickening of text pulled 
from across the world cohering briefl y, before dispersing again into 
a range of other periodicals.

If periodical reading constituted an interaction with a conveyor 
belt of text, then the reader necessarily had to function as an editor/
redactor. Such practices of reading/editing became one index of how 
to gain sovereignty within the potential pressures and tyrannies of 
circulation. Through patient reading, through a careful selection of 
texts, through mentally inserting ethical extracts into hasty news 
items, and through resisting macadamization, readers could slow 
down the system, turning themselves into nodes of autonomy not 
through abstract ideals but through these small daily textual prac-
tices. Such practices of reading/editing constitute a realm of public 
opinion as sovereign not via an abstract assertion of commonality 
based on the simultaneous consumption of texts à la Anderson but, 
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rather, through this slow craft that proceeds by punctuated sequence, 
both within individual readers and among different readers.

These ideas of reading and sovereignty intersect most visibly in 
Hind Swaraj. Although produced during his South African years, 
Gandhi’s manifesto is routinely treated as a text about the future of 
India addressed to various anticolonial revolutionaries in En gland 
and the subcontinent whose violent methods he abjured.38 Yet the 
early prefaces of the book explicitly indicate that the pamphlet is 
aimed at readers of Indian Opinion, something that has almost uni-
versally been ignored. The analysis presented  here reinstates the 
reader of Indian Opinion not to supplant the existing analyses or 
imply they are wrong but to suggest that the two imagined audi-
ences (the reader of Indian Opinion in South Africa and the revolu-
tionaries in En gland and India) need to be considered together.

The book offers us a dialogue between an Editor and a Reader 
during the course of which the Editor trains the Reader to read 
and interpret correctly. This pro cess shifts the Reader from his 
misguided admiration for the violent methods of the revolutionar-
ies toward becoming a potential satyagrahi. To see this dialogue as 
relating exclusively to India (or only to the South African world of 
Indian Opinion for that matter) is to miss the point. Rather, both 
interpretations are correct, given that “India” exists as a deterrito-
rialized space created through textual circulation in which virtu-
ally anyone, anywhere, could make themselves Indian. The form of 
Hind Swaraj that unfolds in the imaginative context of a newspaper 
but has no specifi ed territorial setting underlines this point.

Since this Gandhian theory deals with reading, it is 
necessarily elite. Indeed, the ideas that Gandhi formulated about 
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“India” in South Africa  were largely aimed at those who could read. 
As the numerous accounts of satyagraha have indicated, in the 
very fi nal stages of his campaign he did draw in illiterate inden-
tured workers. However, these workers acted on their own agenda 
with regard to working conditions rather than any idea of India’s 
national honor, a concept whose currency was restricted largely to 
an educated elite.39

Yet readers are both real and imagined. The focus on reading, 
writing, and textual production as daily and continuous crafts was 
both literal and meta phorical and, in this latter guise, resonates with 
Gandhi’s later thinking about noninstrumental activity. While it is 
of course diffi cult to imagine reading or writing that is noninstru-
mental, Gandhi’s thinking at its very limits asks us to ponder what 
such an activity might look like.

In raising this question, this book engages with po liti cal theo-
rists whose work offers us new vistas on Gandhian thought. 
As scholars like Uday Mehta, Ajay Skaria, and Tridip Suhrud 
have argued, Gandhi is a thinker rooted in the singular and every-
day rather than in abstract principles, instrumental logic, and 
theoretical teleologies.40 As Mehta points out, Gandhi focused 
“on the materiality and minutiae of everyday life, where what 
matters is the tactile immediacy of the moment.” His favored 
activities of spinning, fasting, and celibacy represent “self- 
conscious withdrawal” from the pressured trajectory of means 
and ends.41

Skaria has extended these arguments to Gandhi’s ashrams, “the 
conceptual site through which he tried to think about and develop 
practices for an alternative politics.” 42 Central to the vision of the 
ashram was a concrete focus on the neighbor and one’s obligations 
to him or her. As Skaria argues, such practices moved politics away 



i n t r o d u c t i o n

22

from the abstract seductions of the nation- state and toward the 
singularity of specifi c interactions.

Gandhi’s Printing Press extends these ideas through telling a story 
of a printing press on an ashram very far away from India. In such 
conditions, Gandhi necessarily had to confront an abstract and 
vicarious politics: “India” was a virtual entity some four thousand 
miles distant; ideas of “whiteness” claimed authority through ab-
straction (law, rights, civilization). The idea of the neighbor or 
neighborliness was likewise not fully formed: Gandhi had in fact 
abandoned his neighbors in Gujarat, conforming to a type that 
he was subsequently to castigate: “a man who allows himself to be 
lured by ‘the distant scene’ and runs to the end of the earth is not 
only foiled in his ambition but also fails in his duty towards his 
neighbours . . .  [this] decision would throw [the] little world of neigh-
bours and dependents out of joint, while [this] gratuitous knight 
errantry would . . .  disturb the atmosphere in the new place.”43 Like-
wise, Gandhi had neighbors like John Dube with whom he wanted 
little to do.

These complications indicate that we need to think about Gan-
dhi not only from the point of view of the subcontinent but in the 
triangle of India, South Africa, and En gland. Such a confi guration 
reminds us again that Gandhi worked at the intersection of impe-
rial and subimperial and colonial and anticolonial axes. Holding 
on to all these dimensions makes visible the forms of his South 
African experiments that he continued in India while also bring-
ing into focus those strands of Gandhian thinking that have been 
lost. It gives us a renewed appreciation of the spectrum of Gandhian 
thought and hence of his genius and innovation.
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Outline of the Book

This book tells the story of a press, a paper, some pamphlets, and 
the idea of the reader that these engendered. Chapter 1 describes the 
Indian Ocean arenas of print culture from which the IPP and Indian 
Opinion emerged. This discussion focuses on the phenomenon of 
small printing presses around the Indian Ocean world that took 
shape in multiply diasporic contexts. Chapter 2 narrates a biogra-
phy of the IPP in two parts: the fi rst section focuses on the early 
days of the press in Durban, paying attention to its diverse person-
nel, and how they set about running a multilingual, multiscript, 
“colonial- born” operation. The second section tells the story of a 
press and an ashram, Phoenix, whence the press moved in 1904. 
 Here the press took on even stronger utopian attributes, which  were 
in part unique but also mirrored similar printing projects by Afri-
cans, Muslims, and Hindus in the Phoenix hinterland.

Chapter 3 shifts to Indian Opinion itself, paying attention to the 
newspaper as shaped in the vast “exchange paper” circuit of which 
it formed one node. I examine the ways in which staff used the idea 
of circulation to critique colonial ideas of time and space while 
also opening up new intellectual pathways between South Africa 
and India. Gandhi extended this exchange system into the realm 
of ethical writing, weaving in extracts and summaries of writers 
like Thoreau, Ruskin, and Tolstoy among news stories. In juxta-
posing these forms, Gandhi asked readers to equate them, turning 
the larger temporalities of ethical writing against the date- driven 
rhythms of news while also asking what ethical news reporting 
would be. Such strategies constituted part of a larger climate in the 
paper that sought to deinstrumentalize time and hence slow down 
reading.
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Chapter 4 discusses the thirty- odd pamphlets that the paper 
generated. These constitute an extraordinary intellectual lineup 
that includes Socrates; the Egyptian nationalist Mustafa Kamal 
Pasha; Ruskin; Annie Besant; J. L. P. Erasmus, a Boer commandant 
(who provides an En glish retelling of the Hindu epics); Tolstoy; and 
the politician, historian, and jurist Syed Ameer Ali. The chapter 
binds these pamphlets together to examine the way in which they 
explore different ideas of India outside of India itself, a series of 
hypothetical experiments in Gandhi’s attempt to establish a “sum-
mary India” in South Africa.

Chapter 5 turns to an examination of the ideal reader that Gan-
dhi constructed, mainly in the Gujarati columns. (Since this fi gure 
is implicitly imagined as male, I generally refer to the reader as 
“he.”) This fi gure of the reader of Indian Opinion plays a central role 
in the genesis of Hind Swaraj, which the chapter interprets as an ac-
count of reading and satyagraha, the one an analogue for the 
other. Since Hind Swaraj itself fi rst appeared in the columns of In-
dian Opinion, the chapter analyzes it as a text woven out of the 
forms and genres of the paper.

The Conclusion returns to Gandhi’s South African textual ex-
periments by considering the link between his refusal to assert 
copyright and his invocation of the reader of Indian Opinion in the 
guise of a deterritorialized diasporic subject. The intersection of 
these two points— free textual circulation and the deterritorialized 
subject— highlights the radical nature of his ideas on sovereignty. 
These resided not in territorial space or abstract rights but in a 
zone of free textual circulation where readers anywhere claimed 
(and concretized) their own rights by copying and reproducing texts 
whether mentally or physically. The Conclusion takes these discus-
sions of Gandhian textual theory into the present. How do his in-
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sights about summary and speed as a central feature of modernity 
and industrialized orders of information speak to conditions 
today?

Gandhi in South Africa

For readers unfamiliar with Gandhi’s life in South Africa, I provide 
a brief overview.44

Born in 1869 in Porbander in Kathiawad, Gandhi grew up and 
received his initial education in this princely state. Between 1888 
and 1891, he studied law in London and returned to India, where he 
practiced in Bombay and Rajkot. In 1893 he took on a brief from 
the fi rm of Dada Abdulla and Company in Natal, migrating like 
many Gujaratis before him out into the Indian Ocean world (rather 
than inland to Delhi or across the subcontinent to Calcutta). He 
was to spend the next twenty- one years in South Africa (with 
breaks to visit India in 1896 and 1901– 1902 and trips to London to 
lobby on behalf of South African Indians in 1906 and 1909). In 
southern Africa, Gandhi encountered a patchwork of sovereignties: 
in the north, two in de pen dent Boer republics, the Transvaal and 
Orange Free State (OFS); further south, two British colonies, Natal 
and the Cape Colony. Both within their borders and beyond lay a 
series of in de pen dent or semi- independent African chiefdoms. In 
the wake of the Anglo- Boer War (1899– 1902) and a British victory 
over the Boer republics, these units  were drawn together into one 
country, the  Union of South Africa (formed in 1910).

Indian communities  were mainly spread across Natal and the 
Transvaal with a small grouping in the Cape and a handful in the 
OFS, a territory that sought to exclude all Indian immigrants. 
The Natal community was made up of an underclass of indentured 
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laborers recruited from 1860 to 1911 to work on plantations, mines, 
and railways. A group of merchants (predominantly Gujarati Mus-
lims) established itself in the wake of these laborers. About half of 
these laborers stayed on in South Africa after the expiry of their 
contracts, and their descendants came to comprise a “colonial- 
born” class whose numbers included a tiny strata of professionals, 
with some of whom Gandhi worked in the satyagraha campaigns. 
The Transvaal had virtually no Indian indentured labor, and its 
communities mainly consisted of merchants, traders, and small 
hawkers. By the early 1900s, there  were about 150,000 Indians in 
South Africa: 133,000 in Natal; 10,000 in the Transvaal; 6,600 in 
the Cape; and 100 in the OFS.

From 1893 to 1903, Gandhi was primarily based in Durban and 
largely acted on behalf of merchant interests. Faced with discrimi-
natory legislation and mounting racism, merchants had started to 
or ga nize themselves even before Gandhi arrived. Himself a victim 
of these growing racist mea sures, Gandhi acted as a legal and po-
liti cal agent for merchants and was central to the formation of the 
Natal Indian Congress in 1894. The establishment of the IPP in 
1898 formed part of this merchant- led po liti cal initiative by which 
they sought to portray themselves as worthy citizens of empire 
(while distancing themselves from the indentured classes and from 
Africans). This imperial emphasis remained critical throughout 
Gandhi’s South African years, and he sought out occasions on which 
to demonstrate Indian loyalty to empire most famously through 
his mobilization of Indian ambulance brigades who worked on the 
British side during the Anglo- Boer War and the Zulu Rebellion in 
Natal in 1906.

After the Anglo- Boer War, Indian hopes  were high that the new 
rulers would prove more accommodating than the old Boer re-
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gimes. Such hopes  were soon dashed as anti- Indian legislation as 
vicious (if not more so) began to emerge from the British authori-
ties in the Transvaal. This climate of crushed expectation promoted 
a feeling of urgency and activism of which the launch of Indian 
Opinion in 1903 forms one strand.

Establishing himself in Johannesburg in 1903, Gandhi was ad-
mitted to the Bar of the Transvaal Supreme Court. The cosmopoli-
tan world of Johannesburg, a gold- mining center, brought into be-
ing in 1886 by migration from most quarters of the world, was an 
important infl uence in broadening Gandhi’s thinking.

The satyagraha campaigns ran from 1906 to 1914. Their trajec-
tory can be summarized as a drama with three acts: a vigorous 
opening, a period of retreat and near collapse, and a powerful 
conclusion.

The campaign began in earnest on September 11, 1906, when a 
mass meeting of Indians took an oath to defy proposed legislation 
requiring all Asians (Indians and Chinese) over the age of eight to 
take out identity certifi cates bearing their photographs and fi nger-
prints. By November, only 545 out of a community of 7,000 had 
registered, and by January 1907, 2,000 resisters, including Gandhi, 
had been jailed for refusing to register.

Despite its initial successes, the campaign had internal weak-
nesses, aggravated by the toll of imprisonment. Fearing that their 
movement might collapse, Gandhi, Thambi Naidu, a leader of the 
Tamil community, and Leung Quinn, chairman of the Chinese 
Association, entered negotiations with Jan Smuts, a Boer leader 
and prominent cabinet member in the Transvaal government. An 
agreement emerged: Asians would register voluntarily in return for 
the law being repealed. This switch of direction occasioned consid-
erable confusion and anger, causing one Pathan to assault Gandhi. 
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The compromise soon collapsed: the law remained on the statute 
books, and by August 1908 the campaign recommenced, with re-
sisters who had registered voluntarily burning their certifi cates.

This resumption of the campaign can be seen as the “second act” 
of the drama characterized by diffi culty and setback. The initial 
merchant support base of the movement evaporated. Facing impris-
onment and the prospect of their assets being attached, most mer-
chants abandoned satyagraha. Small hawkers, mainly Tamils, with 
less to lose took their place.

By 1909 the movement was under severe strain. The leadership 
was further weakened by jail sentences and desertions. Funds  were 
desperately low. Deportations to India demoralized the spirit of 
resisters. Gandhi’s leadership started to come under challenge from 
those keen to reach a settlement with the Transvaal authorities. At 
this low ebb, Gandhi undertook a deputation visit to London and 
on the return trip wrote Hind Swaraj, expressing his views on satya-
graha and swaraj. These he had refi ned over the course of his cam-
paigns, in the columns of Indian Opinion, and in his extensive read-
ing during his three prison terms.

By 1910, with support from Hermann Kallenbach, Gandhi estab-
lished Tolstoy Farm as a refuge from the remnant of the movement. 
Henry Polak, another of Gandhi’s trusted lieutenants, undertook a 
fund- raising trip to India. Led by Ratan Tata, substantial donations 
from Indian industrialists came to the rescue of the cash- starved 
or ga ni za tion.

The third and fi nal act unfolded between 1911 and 1914, when a 
series of circumstances enabled Gandhi to shift the scale of the 
movement to a national level. New immigration legislation from 
the  Union of South Africa parliament threatened the capacity of 
Indians to move between provinces and hence permitted Gandhi 
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to appeal to communities beyond just the Transvaal or Natal. In 
1912, Gandhi’s mentor, G. K. Gokhale, made a highly publicized 
tour of South Africa that raised Gandhi’s standing considerably.

A judgment in March 1913 affecting the status of Hindu and 
Muslim marriages presented an opportunity to renew mobiliza-
tion using the emotive call to defend the honor of Indian women. 
A fi nal factor that dramatically extended the scale of satyagraha 
was the £3 tax. This annual payment applied to indentured work-
ers who did not reindenture themselves at the end of their con-
tracts and stayed on in South Africa rather than returning to In-
dia. Its abolition had long been a demand of “colonial- born” 
Indians and was fi nally taken up by Gandhi in September 1913. 
Widespread strikes on both sugar plantations and mines in Natal 
followed, with Gandhi leading some of these striking workers across 
the border to the Transvaal to court arrest.

Yet a further round of Smuts- Gandhi negotiations ensued, with 
Gandhi promising to suspend satyagraha in return for legislation 
that would recognize the goals of the movement. The Indian Relief 
Bill of 1914 was the law that eventuated. It abolished the £3 tax and 
addressed the issues around the legality of marriages. Other issues, 
like movement between provinces and limitations on Indian 
commerce, remained unresolved. Gandhi left South Africa on July 
18, 1914, with the Relief Bill being hailed internationally as a tri-
umph. Back in South Africa, Indian leaders remained critical of the 
partial nature of the settlement.
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Printing Cultures in the 

Indian Ocean World

At low tide from the beach in Porbandar in Gujarat, 
it is said one can just glimpse the tip of a shipwreck. Originally the 
SS Khedive, this vessel is the subject of a double legend. The fi rst is 
that it carried Mohandas Gandhi on one of his voyages between 
Bombay and Durban. The second is that the ship sank with Gan-
dhi’s printing press on board.1

This is not the only report of a phantom printing press associated 
with Gandhi. More than a century earlier, another account had 
emerged, this time at the other end of the Indian Ocean, in Durban. 
Toward the end of 1896 Gandhi was headed for this port, on his way 
back from Bombay. Angry white mobs awaited his arrival, claiming 
he had traduced white settlers in the international media and was 
furthermore or ga niz ing an “Asiatic Invasion.” Rumors circulated 
that Gandhi had a printing press and thirty compositors on board. 
In the imaginings of the white worker mob, the frontier of Asian 
migration moved with a printing press at its helm. The mob was 
or ga nized into artisanal platoons: railway men, carpenters and join-
ers, store assistants, plasterers and bricklayers, saddlers and tailors, 
and printers. The pressmen on the port wharf carried a sign “Print-
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ers” that announced their view that the exclusive right to a press de-
fi ned the white workingman’s ideal of racial democracy (Fig. 5). Ac-
cording to the Natal media, the lynch mob intended fi rst to attack 
Gandhi and then the printing press (Natal Witness, January 11, 1897).

In part this phenomenon of the phantom printing press can be 
easily explained. In the Durban case, it had been well known for 
some years that Gandhi wished to acquire a press in order to start 
a newspaper that could speak for the interests of Indian merchants 
in Natal.2 The alarm that much of white Natal society felt over this 
idea expressed itself in the rumor of the imaginary press. White 
artisans  were equally perturbed by the prospect of cheap composi-
tors coming to undercut the market.

A few years later, in 1898, Gandhi did indeed play a part in pur-
chasing a press, which was to print his newspaper Indian Opinion. 
When he returned to India in 1914, newspapers continued to be a 
key component of his noncooperation movements. Gandhi, the 
newspaper, and the printing press  were closely associated, and 
hence the memory of Gandhi’s printing press persisting in leg-
end is understandable. Indeed, Gandhi’s press has become some-
thing of a minor icon in his life story. A chapter of his autobiog-
raphy discusses his printing press in South Africa, while the 
presses he used in India and South Africa feature in exhibitions 
and museums.3

Yet pertinent as these explanations are, they do not clarify one 
important aspect of these stories: both are accounts of a printing 
press at sea. Furthermore, both feature a press unable to make 
landfall in the Indian Ocean. In Durban, the guardians of the 
global color line keep the press at bay. In the Porbandar case, the 
press comprises part of Gandhi’s South African baggage that can-
not endure the Indian Ocean crossing. Unable to survive in South 
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Africa or transplant itself to India, its utopian potential drowns in 
the Indian Ocean.

The Indian Ocean has long been a site for utopian imaginings: 
peaceful cosmopolitan trade, mare liberum, island utopia, pirate 
republics, and, more recently, a series of transoceanic dreams, 
whether of theosophy or Greater India, followed by ideals of non-
alignment and Afro- Asian solidarity.4 In the reckoning of some, 
the Indian Ocean’s ancient history of transoceanic trade enables 
utopian thinking, an argument made in Amitav Ghosh’s In an An-
tique Land.5 Ghosh himself has given the book a utopian gloss, de-
scribing it as a narrative of nonalignment, which explores again 
the ancient transoceanic exchanges of the Indian Ocean inter-
rupted by colonial rule.6

This portfolio of Indian Ocean utopianisms provides an appro-
priate setting for the story of the International Printing Press (IPP), 
a modest jobbing press that became a central protagonist in the 
satyagraha saga. A “colonial- born” press, it belonged to a class of 
similar tiny jobbing operations that dotted the Indian Ocean world 
and that likewise printed material on behalf of utopian causes. Like 
the IPP, these Indian Ocean presses took shape in multiply diasporic 
environments. Taken together, they constitute an important but 
little- explored strand in global histories of print. This chapter traces 
the outlines of these Indian Ocean printing cultures as a frame-
work for the biography of the IPP that follows in the next chapter.

Diasporic Printing

There are currently rich legacies of scholarship on transnational 
histories of print. These include work on imperial print culture 
and postcolonial book history, as well as studies of newspapers and 
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periodicals in empire.7 Yet these studies tend to operate in circum-
scribed areas: the transatlantic book trade; print and printers in 
the “white dominions”; and media in British India.8 Studies of 
transnational religious publishing are likewise balkanized and 
tend to follow the watersheds of par tic u lar faiths. Accounts of 
Christian mission publishing in sub- Saharan Africa, for example, 
pay little attention to Indian diasporic print ventures or African 
commercial concerns, creating the impression that all printing in 
this region is of Eu ro pe an Christian evangelical provenance.9

To complicate such views, one need only consider the printing 
sector in any of the major cities in southern or East Africa in which 
several diasporic groups intersected. In these settings, Muslim 
printers from Bombay; Africans tutored in Protestant evangelical 
presses; Indians (and Britons) trained in mission, state- run, or 
commercial printing concerns in the subcontinent; and British 
printers as well as print workers from diasporic locales like Mauri-
tius converged.10 These “journeymen” shaped multilingual, multira-
cial, and multireligious printing ventures, working with and against 
each other.

Generally fi nancially tenuous, these small printing operations 
produced material on behalf of (or at times came into bring through) 
organizations espousing grand transoceanic schemes, whether 
Hindu reformist, Sikh transnationalist, African nationalist, pan- 
Islamic, or white laborist. Central to these repertoires of transna-
tional communication  were streams of print culture: blizzards of 
periodicals, pamphlets, leafl ets, and tracts setting out the pro-
grams and principles of their makers wafted around the port cities 
of the Indian Ocean. These fl ows of printed matter created mari-
time markets of faith, ideology, and information (to adapt Nile 
Green’s terminology).11 Examining the case of Bombay’s variegated 
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Muslim traditions, Nile Green demonstrates how the city’s ver-
nacular publishing industry produced a stream of demotic reli-
gious material— hagiographies, miracle narratives, cures, and talis-
mans carried by holy men both further inland and outward to sea, 
in some cases to new, underdeveloped markets like Durban.

In obtaining this transnational media, diasporic organizations 
relied on the print cosmopolises of the Indian Ocean— Bombay and 
Cairo— but also created new presses and smaller centers of publica-
tion in places like Durban, Beira, Zanzibar, Mombasa, Nairobi, 
and Port Louis. These diasporic presses  were wrought from differ-
ent printing traditions carried by migrant groups from across the 
Indian Ocean and beyond. Two major streams emanated from 
Britain and India.

Printing Frontiers: Greater India Meets 
Greater Britain

British and Indian printers  were global fi gures with an interna-
tional profi le and reach. By the later nineteenth century, major print-
ing centers in both places had long been extruding print workers 
into empire. Unimpeded by immigration restrictions, British print-
ers moved freely across empire, and especially the dominions where 
workers could refi ne a sense of themselves as “white.”12 These labor-
ing men  were less print capitalists than what we might call “print 
laborists”— men who attempted to defi ne printing as part of white 
racial privilege. The print capitalists, proprietors, and master 
printers for whom they worked shared their racial ideologies if not 
their laborist proclivities.

More limited in their capacity to move, Indian printers did none-
theless make their presence felt across much of empire. They  were 
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drawn from a sizable Indian printing industry, which by the late 
nineteenth century had developed major nodes in Bombay, Cal-
cutta, and Madras, as well as in Lucknow, Kanpur, Allahabad, and 
Lahore.13 Fueled from the 1820s by a mixture of colonial-state print-
ing, Protestant and Catholic mission vernacular presses, the spread 
of appropriate technology (the portable iron press, lithography), a 
paper industry, and accelerating communications networks, the 
printing sector was substantial and differentiated.14

In addition to large European- run concerns, there  were sizable 
Indian- owned operations. As Ulrike Stark’s wonderful history 
has shown, the Nawal Kishore Press in Lucknow employed 350 
hand presses, a “considerable number” of steam presses, and 900 
employees producing material in a range of languages.15 By 1909, 
Madras was home to 120 printing concerns and sixteen factories 
for manufacturing printing presses.16 Large Indian- owned Madras 
printer- publishers in the fashionable areas of the city like Ananda 
Press, Andhra Patrika Press, and Perumall Chetty & Sons employed 
several hundred employees each.17 Beneath these strata of elite print-
ing lay a sprawling world of smaller ventures, some comprising 
one- or two- man operations. As Anindita Ghosh shows for Calcutta, 
these printers huddled together in the narrow lanes of north Cal-
cutta, producing a steady stream of pop u lar almanacs, pamphlets, 
and images.18

Unlike the dominions, British India did not have an apprentice-
ship system, and forms of training varied, from learning on the 
job, to instruction in state- run colleges like the Madras Technical 
Institute for Printers or the Roorkee Engineering College, to tu-
ition in prisons where substantial quantities of government print-
ing  were done.19 Lacking the tight solidarities of apprenticeship, 
printing in India acquired varied meanings. In some cases printing 
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was closely associated with caste, where par tic u lar artisanal groups 
like smiths and artisans in Calcutta had moved into the trade.20 
In other cases religion and caste shaped the meaning of printing, 
where lower caste or dalit groups  were drawn into Christian mis-
sion presses.21 Among proprietors, printing acquired a strong 
aura of reform and progress, with the fi gure of the printer- editor- 
proprietor an almost stock character of reformist movements 
across the subcontinent.22

Greater Indian Printing Diasporas

While there is a rich body of work on print traditions within India 
itself, the question of the printing diasporas it generated is some-
thing about which we know less. But move Indian printers certainly 
did. In some cases they followed their own linguistic communities 
into the diaspora, pursuing established trajectories like those from 
western India to East Africa, Mauritius, and southern Africa, the 
latter two destinations for south Indian artisans as well.23 These 
printers initially worked in existing concerns or in cases where they 
had capital, set up their own presses, usually buying secondhand 
equipment and importing type from India or, more rarely, setting 
up lithographic operations. The earliest Tamil printing on Mauri-
tius dates to 1843, followed by lithographed Gujarati and Urdu in 
1883, and then by Urdu, Gujarati, and Hindi in letterpress.24 Print-
ers also petitioned to bring out fellow workers from their home-
towns, requests that  were not always approved given the imperial 
restrictions on Asian migration. Once established in the diaspora, 
these printing concerns became nodes of expertise, training, and 
onward migration: Mauritius hence became a source of recruitment 
for Durban printers.25
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Religious networks provided another avenue of movement for 
pressmen. As Nile Green’s study of Muslim printing in Bombay 
demonstrates, men and machinery from the cosmopolis of the In-
dian Ocean traveled outward to destinations in East Africa, South 
Africa, Southeast Asia, and central Asia.26 While little is known of 
mobility among Christian mission- trained printers, these may well 
have migrated too or, in some cases, moved via Indian Ocean 
mission networks.27

There is also some evidence that printers moved on a semivolun-
tary or indentured basis and  were “requisitioned” by colonial agen-
cies as a form of skilled indentured labor. One such case occurred 
in Natal in 1896, when the Immigration Trust Board approved the 
importation of a dozen indentured Indian artisans, which by some 
accounts included compositors. The Natal Typographical  Union 
objected strenuously and the contracts  were canceled. Rumors of 
skilled labor coming from India nonetheless continued to circu-
late among white artisans and helped fuel the climate that fed into 
the near lynching of Gandhi, discussed earlier.28 There is also evi-
dence from Australia of Anglo- Indian printers being brought over 
from Madras but, again, such schemes ran into opposition from 
or ga nized white labor.29

Another strand of printing expertise from India consisted of 
British printers who had either migrated to, or had been trained 
in India or had worked there before moving on to other colonial 
destinations.30 The fi gure of the journalist is an important ana-
logue in this regard, and Gandhi was to encounter several India- 
trained journalists in South Africa keen to help or hinder his 
project.31
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Printing Encounters

The encounter of these two printing frontiers— British print capi-
talism and print laborism, on the one hand, and Indian diasporic 
print formations, on the other— produced its own vocabularies and 
terminology. The phrase “colonial and Indian printing” divided 
the empire into three printing zones, one implicitly the metropolis, 
the other two the dominions and British India.32 White printers in 
Natal, and probably in other dominions, used another term, “ori-
ental printing,” to designate Indian- owned presses.33

These interactions produced their own stock of ste reo types, in-
cluding the ideal of the white manly printer and his opposite, the 
“effeminate” Indian printer, who lacks the discipline of apprentice-
ship. In an image circulated among white dominion printers, the 
Indian compositor invariably makes gratuitous “oriental” swirls 
and fl ourishes while typesetting, bows to the case, and talks or 
sings on the job.34 Another “shortcoming” lay in page makeup and 
design. Indian printers favored an overdecorative style apparent in 
title pages set with types intended for handbills and advertise-
ments rather than books and liked “inappropriate” “old- fashioned 
fancy types.”35 There  were also “Indian methods” of doing things in 
the print shop that white printers deprecated: unnecessary move-
ment of hand to galley that so appalled one observer that he mea-
sured the wastage (eight hours of “oriental fl ourishes” amounted to 
three thousand gratuitous yards of movement) or setting type 
without the aid of a setting rule. Defective “country- made” equip-
ment caused further ineffi ciencies— North Indian frames  were 
“wrong,” since the slope for the upper case was the same as for the 
lower, resulting in “much waste of the compositor’s time, as his hand 
travels a longer distance than is necessary.”36 Together these fl aws 
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demonstrated all the “vices” of the “foreigner”— a term used by 
printers to designate those who had not done apprenticeships.37

Other Encounters

The encounter of these two printing frontiers unfolded in worlds 
that included other printing traditions. In a port city like Durban, 
for example, different modes of printing congregated: Protestant 
mission, Indian diaspora, maritime Muslim, colonial state, British 
capitalist, and laborist. In addition, African printers and print pro-
prietors  were present. Christian mission secondary schools and 
training institutes with an industrial and vocational emphasis had 
long trained African students in different aspects of printing. Gen-
erally debarred by law or prejudicial custom from white- owned 
concerns except as manual laborers, skilled African printers  were 
limited to seeking employment in Christian mission presses that 
dealt with African language material or with the minute number 
of African- owned presses.38 These latter operations  were gener-
ally established by members of the African elite seeking to estab-
lish presses free from white mission control.39 Famously, one 
such press belonged to John Dube at Ohlange Institute, next door 
to Phoenix.

In later years, a further outlet for African printers would be 
Indian- owned concerns. In Kenya, Indian traders and entrepre-
neurs not only facilitated the spread of trade goods and fi nance 
but  were also decisive in initiating and sustaining a culture of print-
ing and print media, particularly newspapers, across much of East 
Africa. These presses became sites for African- Indian cooperation 
and competition: Africans bought equipment from Indians; Afri-
cans worked in Indian- owned presses; Indian printers assisted 
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African nationalist causes; and Africans sought to establish presses 
free of Indian control.40 One important example of such African- 
Indian interaction from the early 1920s involved the early Kenyan 
anticolonial fi gure Harry Thuku and M. A. Desai, the editor of East 
African Chronicle. As Sana Aiyar explains, Thuku took Gandhi as 
one of his po liti cal models and received support from Desai and 
the East African Indian National Congress.41 The presses of the 
Chronicle printed Thuku’s pamphlet, causing suffi cient alarm in of-
fi cial circles for the Chief Native Commissioner to order a search of 
the premises.

In South Africa, this African- Indian interaction around the 
printing press began from the 1920s, establishing important new 
intellectual conjunctures. As Thembisa Waetjen and Goolam Va-
hed have shown, in 1937 Chamberlain Nakasa, the typesetter at the 
 Union printing press, which printed Indian Views, went on to start 
the short- lived monthly New Outlook, which drew together African 
and Indian opinion.42 In the post- Gandhian era at Phoenix, as Uma 
Dhupelia- Mesthrie has shown, Alpha Ngcobo joined the press as a 
salaried worker in 1921 and continued for three de cades.43 In the 
period examined in this book, however, such interaction was largely 
unknown, with African and Indian printing working in isolation 
from each other, each as we shall see pursuing separate projects of 
the ethnic regeneration of Africa and India.

“Colonial- Born” Presses

These congeries of printing traditions spawned a series of “colonial- 
born” presses up and down the East African littoral in places like 
Durban, Beira, Dar- es- Salaam, Zanzibar, Mombasa, and Nairobi.44 
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We currently know little about these presses beyond a brief glimpse 
of them on letterheads, in newspaper advertisements, in applica-
tions to the colonial state to register the paper, in a censor’s report, 
or via the small body of academic discussion of the newspapers 
and their presses.45

Drawing together this scattered information we can attempt to 
draw up a rough typology of such presses. To do so, we start with 
a description of two presses in Kenya drawn from Zarina Patel’s 
work.46 The fi rst is the Khalsa Press, set up in the 1920s by Sudh 
Singh, father of the great Kenyan anticolonial fi gure Makhan Singh. 
A solo operation run out of a one- room home in Nairobi, the press 
did work in Gurumukhi and served the Sikh community. Singh 
kept his printing material under the bed, and even when orders  were 
slow he ran the press to create the impression that business was 
fl ourishing. The press did job printing as well as pamphlets, poetry, 
and religious texts for two Sikh temple associations. Despite being 
so tiny, the press had an international reach via Sikh networks; it 
was advertised in a magazine in the Punjab and had links to the 
transnational Ghadar Party that sought the armed overthrow of 
British rule in India. In subsequent years the press expanded and 
opened in larger premises, offering printing in Gurumukhi, Guja-
rati, Urdu, Hindi, En glish, and African languages.47

If the Khalsa Press represented the bottom end of “colonial- 
born” presses, our second example, the African Standard Printing 
Works, in Mombasa, represents the top. Established in 1902 by A. M. 
Jivanjee, the larger- than- life entrepreneur, empire builder, and 
“Grand Old Man of Kenya,” the press included an imported high- 
speed press and associated equipment and a staff of about a dozen 
to print the English- language paper African Standard,  Mombasa Times 
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and Uganda Argus (to use its full title). The paper had been set up to 
counter the white settler press and give expression to an ideal of 
British Indians as citizens of empire.48

Judged by British or Indian standards, Jivanjee’s press was small, 
Singh’s minute. Yet despite their limited size, both harbored sub-
stantial ambitions, whether related to Sikh transnationalism or 
ideals of imperial citizenship. These  were small operations with 
large aspirations, a combination that conferred a contradictory 
character on these presses.

On the small end of the equation, most “colonial- born” presses 
 were often family run and eco nom ical ly tenuous, and in this latter 
respect, they resembled the numerous and equally tenuous white- 
run jobbing presses across much of empire. Across the board they 
struggled to break even from job printing alone, and all had to sup-
plement their business with other activities— printing newspapers 
and pamphlets and selling stationery, books, or patent medicines.49

With regard to the larger aspirations of these small presses, these 
 were articulated in periodicals and newspapers with ambitious 
messages of social reform and “progress.” The Ottoman Printing 
Press in Durban announced its main business as printing Al- Islam, 
“First Mohamedan Weekly in South Africa” (established in 1907). 
The IPP advertised itself as the publisher of Indian Opinion, “In the 
Interests of British Indians in South Africa.”50 These periodicals 
and their causes defi ned the press, often bringing it into being 
and conferring their title on it as in the case of the African Stan-
dard Printing Works.

In this world of ideological printing, the fi gure of the editor- 
proprietor- publisher constituted an important character in the 
transnational drama of social reform. Yet this job description is 
not something predetermined or agreed upon, especially in a world 
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of limited resources, elastic divisions of labor, and lack of special-
ization. “Colonial- born” presses had to rely on extemporization 
and ad hockery. In the case of Indian Opinion, its editors  were to in-
clude a commercial agent (with some freelance journalistic experi-
ence in London) (M. H. Nazar), an electrical contractor (Herbert 
Kitchin), an administrative manager from London who began his 
journalistic career in Johannesburg (Polak), and a Baptist minister 
(Joseph Doke).51 As Polak rightly observed, it was a world of the 
“educated amateur” that in certain respects resembled a more com-
plicated version of the Victorian environment of “old journalism,” 
with its gentleman editors and commitment to improvement.52

To complicate matters further, the job of editor was seldom any-
one’s sole occupation. P. S. Aiyar, editor of the Natal paper African 
Chronicle (started in 1908), doubled up as a translator and interpreter 
for the Supreme Court.53 These editors resembled many of their 
counterparts in India, whom Stark has characterized as taking on 
the roles of “entrepreneur, publicist, literary patron, philanthropist, 
disseminator of knowledge and educator.”54 Like many colonial in-
tellectual fi gures, these editors had to be men of many parts: law-
yers, journalists, editors, social workers, historians, and politicians.

This multiplicity of roles meant that editors and proprietors  were 
pulled in different directions, as Jim Brennan’s analysis of two Tan-
ganyika newspapers, the Tanganyika Opinion (1923– 1955) and Tangan-
yika Herald (1929– 1962), demonstrates.55 Both fragile operations, the 
papers and their presses (Kanti Press and Herald Printing Works) 
bent to the prevailing po liti cal winds, supporting an incongruous 
range of ideals: imperial citizenship, Hindu reformism, communism, 
and anticommunism.

The manifold contradictions facing “colonial- born” presses  were 
further exacerbated by the social mission of the papers, which cut 



p r i n t i n g  c u l t u r e s

44

across the need to turn a profi t. These confl icting demands meant 
that these “colonial- born” presses had to be both entrepreneurial 
and philanthropic, pursuing projects of social reform while mobiliz-
ing networks of charitable support from merchant donors and, in 
some cases, from readers. However, in diasporic contexts, philan-
thropic opportunities  were somewhat limited, forcing newspapers 
to be more “modern” than some of their counterparts in India that 
publicly maintained differential subscription rates with patrons 
giving royally, thus enabling some newspapers to keep afl oat with 
as few as 150 subscribers.56 Diasporic papers had set subscription 
rates and had to fi nd a larger audience. Indian Opinion’s circulation 
fi gures ranged from 800 to 3,500, with an average circulation of 1,200 
to 1,500 (with a secondary readership of borrowers and illiterates 
around these core subscribers). The lower- end fi gure is often seen as 
small, especially for a Gujarati community of 20,000.57 Yet when 
compared to some publications on the subcontinent, these fi gures 
appear more substantial. Importantly, in keeping with being “mod-
ern,” very few “colonial- born” presses used lithography, preferring 
letterpress as the more “civilized” and progressive alternative.

A second modern feature of these presses arose from their diver-
sity, which made them more cosmopolitan than their British and 
Indian counterparts. The former  were generally monolingual and 
at times monoracial; the latter  were still largely dominated by caste 
division, with Brahmins doing the writing and intellectual work 
and lower castes undertaking the physical printing. Diasporic 
presses, by contrast, drew together personnel made up of different 
castes, languages, religions, and races (but seldom different gen-
ders). The work always involved a minimum of two languages and 
multiscript compositing. Translation was hence central to the 
workplace and the labor pro cess itself.
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These “colonial- born” printing presses unsettle any self- evident 
meaning that we may ascribe to printing and publishing. They 
drew together different printing traditions from across the impe-
rial world and enabled these to articulate with each other. In so 
doing, these small presses established new pathways of publicness. 
Both in the physical world of the shop fl oor and in the printed mat-
ter they produced, these presses connected groups on as yet un-
imagined latitudes among different colonies. The story of the IPP, 
which began life as just another obscure “colonial- born” press, illus-
trates the world- changing potential inherent in such alignments.
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2
Gandhi’s Printing Press

A Biography

The International Printing Press (IPP) came into 
the world in considerable style on the eve ning of November 29, 
1898. An opening ceremony attended by a crowd of nearly a hun-
dred inaugurated the press at its “commodious premises” at 113 
Grey Street, next door to the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) Hall. A 
report in the Natal Mercury (November 30, 1898) gave some back-
ground: “The necessity of Oriental printing works has been felt for 
a long time past by the Indian community in Natal, and especially 
by merchants, priests, and teachers in Durban and other centres of 
population in the Colony.”

The proprietor, Viyavarik Madanjit, a Bombay schoolteacher, 
welcomed the guests and invited Abdul Kadir— a well- known mer-
chant who had provided the press with rent- free premises— to pre-
side. On taking the chair, Kadir requested the Congress organist to 
play “God Save the Queen.” Speeches followed in Gujarati, with 
Gandhi translating (Natal Mercury, November 30, 1898).

Madanjit sketched the history of the press. Three years earlier 
Gandhi had asked him to set up a small press with the support of 
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leading merchants.1 The idea came to naught, but after some time 
Gandhi had again put the scheme to him, this time with a utopian 
touch. There would be no merchant support, and Madanjit would 
depend on his own means. Workers would not be paid a salary but 
would labor for a share of the profi ts. The press could benefi t the 
community in that “it would enable our young men if they so cared, 
to learn the art of printing as well as, possibly, to earn their living.” 
Gandhi was keen to get the press going so that it could print mate-
rial in Indian language scripts (Natal Mercury, November 30, 1898).

The scheme appealed to Madanjit’s “patriotic instincts,” and 
with the assistance of a Pietermaritzburg printer he purchased a 
secondhand printing plant, which included 1,000 pounds of En-
glish type. Gujarati and Hindi type had been ordered from India, 
with Tamil to follow. Madanjit knew nothing about printing and 
so had engaged Mr. Ratanshi, who had worked in a “large printing 
establishment in India, making him a co- worker and sharer in the 
profi ts.” The Pietermaritzburg printer who had joined the concern 
then resigned, and Ratanshi took charge. A bookbinder, Mr. A. Gua-
narathinam Pillay joined the press and expressed his willingness to 
learn printing on the job (Natal Mercury, November 30, 1898).

Madanjit had hoped that “our young men” would join the press 
on “a co- operative basis,” but this scheme, which in effect amounted 
to an unpaid apprenticeship, proved unattractive. He appealed to 
the audience to recommend two Tamil youths fl uent in Tamil and 
En glish, as well as two further apprentices (Natal Mercury, Novem-
ber 30, 1898).

Madanjit continued: “The undertaking is at present a specula-
tion. We have all believed a printing press to be a necessity amongst 
us. No civilised community can do without it.” He urged the com-
munity to play its part by bringing their circulars, delivery books, 
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invitation cards, sporting notices, and programs to be printed. “The 
press is not mine alone— it is yours also. I venture to think that the 
Indian community is as much interested in it as Mr. Ratanshi and 
myself.” Abdul Kadir (whose subsidy of the press’s premises belied 
Madanjit’s more utopian pronouncements) declared the press open 
and urged the audience to have their circulars “in Oriental lan-
guages” done at the IPP (Natal Mercury, November 30, 1898).

Gandhi read letters of support from Indians in Pietermaritz-
burg, Umzinto, and other centers in Natal. The press was then de-
clared open. In the words of the newspaper report: “A Brahman 
priest and teacher from Verulam [a settlement north of Durban]” 
apostrophized the press with some Gujarati verses. “He recited the 
praises of the art of printing and the manifold blessings that fol-
low its development.” He thanked “Queen Victoria for the freedom 
which enabled them to obtain the privileges and blessings accru-
ing from printing.”2

Speaking in En glish, Canon Booth, head of the Anglican Indian 
Mission in Natal, said that a press “in any community marked a dis-
tinct step in their progress.” En glish people in Natal  were at times 
alarmed “when they heard about the vernacular press, because they 
knew that insignifi cant rags of newspapers printed in the vernacular 
in India had done much mischief.” The IPP, however, was different, 
as it stood under the loyal patronage of the NIC, a comment that 
evoked “loud cheers.” Printed En glish copies of Madanjit’s speech 
 were made available (Natal Mercury, November 30, 1898).

The IPP at Grey Street

The opening ceremony announced the press as an unusual institu-
tion, with all the “in- between” characteristics of a “colonial- born” 
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press. Situated among a range of media and printing traditions, 
the IPP stood between different languages and scripts; between 
print and per for mance; between profi t, community ser vice, and 
merchant patronage; and between grand objectives (advancing civ-
ilization, profi t sharing, imperial loyalty) and lowly job printing. 
Geo graph i cally the press was located between different continents 
and port cities, combining expertise from Bombay (whence Ratan-
shi almost certainly came), secondhand equipment from Durban’s 
hinterland, and bookbinding skills from Madras. This mix relied 
on both professional expertise and Madanjit’s amateur enthusi-
asm. As an institution working with Indian languages, the IPP was 
set alongside “insubordinate” presses on the subcontinent in op-
position to which it had to be loyal and exemplary. A heavy mantle 
had fallen on a modest jobbing press, its task none less than com-
bining “oriental” and “occidental” printing, East and West.

The IPP tackled its onerous mission with limited equipment that 
consisted of two hand- operated presses: the fi rst, an Albion Press 
(the most widely used press in empire), and the second, a platen job-
ber, as well as En glish type.3 In addition to the Hindi, Gujarati, and 
Tamil type mentioned earlier, cases of Urdu and Marathi type from 
India followed.4

The press undertook general job printing. It printed the monthly 
magazine of the theosophical society and a short- lived newspaper 
called the Volunteer, as well as booklets and pamphlets.5 From June 
1903, the IPP added the printing of Indian Opinion to its schedule. 
As we have seen, the press advertised its ability to do work in ten 
languages— English, Gujarati, Tamil, Hindi, Urdu, Hebrew, 
Marathi, Sanskrit, Zulu, and Dutch (with seven scripts)— the fi rst 
four in all likelihood generating most of the work (advertisement 
on cover, June 11, 1903).
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Its initial personnel  were multilingual and drawn from across 
the Indian Ocean and beyond. The earliest employees— the anony-
mous printer from Pietermaritzburg, Ratanshi, and the book-
binder, Pillay— appear not to have lasted long. In Pyarelal’s account, 
the longer- term employees consisted of the foremen, Mr. Oliver 
from Mauritius, who oversaw a staff of typesetters and machine 
men. The En glish compositors included a French- speaking Mauri-
tian, a man from St. Helena, and, in the parlance of the day, a “Cape 
coloured” Mr. Mannering. The Gujarati typesetters  were Kababhai 
and Virji Damodar Mehta, with Virji doing Hindi as well. Moothoo, 
a “colonial- born” Indian, undertook the Tamil composing, while 
Raju Govindswamy (“Mr. Sam,” as he was known) was in charge of 
machines and binding.6 Also “colonial- born,” Govindswamy had 
started his career as a “kitchen boy” in Umkomaas and had then 
moved on to being a messenger on the railways, before becoming 
an assistant at thirty shillings per month in a printer’s fi rm where 
he was recruited by Mandanjit.7 In Albert West’s account of the 
press, there  were also “several young Indian printer’s assistants.”8 
The idea of unwaged work died quickly, and the enterprise paid 
salaries that  were generous by Natal standards, ranging from £8 to 
£18 per month in an industry whose average wage was £12.9 One 
employee was a member of the South African Typographical  Union 
(SATU) and had had to seek permission to work for an Indian.10 
The other workers  were not  unionized.

We have little detailed insight into the workings of the IPP in its 
early years. However, at the inception of Indian Opinion, the corre-
spondence between the fi rst editor, M. H. Nazar, and Gandhi, who 
was based in Johannesburg, provides some angles on this topic.11

Initially a small jobbing press, the IPP suffered from a lack of 
skill and experience. Madanjit had no printing experience at all 



g a n d h i ’ s  p r i n t i n g  p r e s s

51

and seemed reluctant to acquire any. Nazar described his attitude 
to his responsibilities as “elastic,” and he was often absent. The 
routines in the IPP  were muddled. “You have no idea of the time I 
have to waste in the Press,” he wrote.12

Compounding these problems was the diffi culty of doing job 
and newspaper printing in multiple languages. Type in Indian lan-
guages was in short supply, and as Nazar explained in relation to 
the compositing of Indian Opinion: “Hindi and Tamil must be set, 
printed and distributed, and re- set if you want 6 or 7 columns of 
each.” The Gujarati case had a shortfall of the character “a,” and 
on occasion Virji, the typesetter, asked Nazar to avoid words con-
taining this letter.13 Tamil and Hindi  were to be dropped after two 
and a half years (although these two languages  were briefl y re-
sumed in December 1913, but only for four months). Most Gandhi 
scholars typify the duration of the four- language policy as short, 
but when seen from the point of view of the shop fl oor, it must have 
seemed interminable. Keeping the four- language policy going for 
that length of time was hence no small achievement. Indeed, the 
diffi culties of the undertaking  were to shape Gandhi’s orthograph-
ical thinking and in subsequent years turned him into an apostle 
of Devanagari— the script that he argued should be used for all 
Sanskrit- based languages.14

Like much  else in the IPP, the business of how to work in so 
many languages had to be made up on an ad hoc basis, as staff 
grappled with how to negotiate translation in the labor pro cess. 
Copy appears to have been produced in En glish and then passed 
on to outside translators, while Nazar did some of the translation 
into Gujarati. The pro cess was cumbersome and added two to 
three days to the weekly schedule. Nazar complained that the qual-
ity of translation was poor, and when he could he reworked it. 
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En glish material for the Hindi and Tamil translators had fi rst to 
be simplifi ed, as their En glish was uncertain. Translators insisted 
they could only do the work at night, possibly because they  were 
being asked to do it on a voluntary or semivoluntary basis in keep-
ing with the ethic of the paper, which placed ser vice above profi t.15 
Since Nazar spoke no Tamil, the business of linguistic quality con-
trol probably fell on the typesetter, Moothoo. The Hindi, Gujarati, 
and Tamil typesetters worked at a snail’s pace, producing one and 
a half columns per day, an amount that a highly experienced com-
positor, drilled in the military discipline of apprenticeship, might 
have done in a third of the time.16

On a daily basis, Nazar had to invent his role as “editor,” a posi-
tion he undertook without a salary or a clear job description. As 
the man in the middle, he had to try and make the operation work, 
acting variously as a translator, rewriter, shop fl oor manager, lin-
guistic quality controller, proofreader, and public fi gure. He also 
had to manage an enterprise that was distributed between Durban 
and Johannesburg, 365 miles inland, where Gandhi was mostly 
based. While never the editor of Indian Opinion, Gandhi was the 
se nior statesman of the operation and a key writer whose work, 
despite Nazar’s pleas, did not always arrive on time. As the man on 
site, Nazar also had to manage labor relations, a tricky task in an 
environment where deadlines routinely ran over schedule and 
workers  were called upon to do considerable amounts of overtime. 
Nazar wrote: “They  can’t work till midnight for 3 consecutive 
days, under high pressure week after week. . . .  If this continues, 
grumbling will end in a strike.”17 To Nazar fell the exacting task of 
negotiating the interface of public ser vice and the nitty- gritty of 
printing and journalism.
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As an instrument of social reform, the IPP was embedded in a 
series of broader public ser vice networks on which the press could 
draw. The fi rst of these was the NIC, which provided patronage 
and support. The IPP’s se nior personnel  were all affi liates— Gandhi 
a found er, Nazar the joint secretary, and Madanjit a member.18 A 
second network was the Indian Volunteer Ambulance Corps, which 
Gandhi had constituted to serve on the British side in the Anglo- 
Boer War (South African War) of 1899– 1902. The Corps had IPP 
links: its members included Gandhi, Madanjit, and Nazar, as well 
as a future editor of Indian Opinion, Herbert Kitchin, while the in-
dentured workers who made up its rank and fi le provided much of 
the labor when the press moved from Durban to Phoenix.19

White Printers

By the turn of the century, Durban was home to fourteen presses, 
all of them white- owned except for the IPP (Fig. 2) (there  were also 
Christian mission presses outside the city, discussed later). The IPP 
was located on Grey Street, the Indian Opinion offi ce on Mercury 
Lane, in the heart of the city’s small printing district. Grey Street 
fell into what had emerged informally as the Indian area, while 
Mercury Lane was located in the “white” foreshore of the city, al-
though there was some porousness between these areas. This fl ex-
ibility was, however, rapidly disappearing as the Natal colonial 
state began implementing ever- more-rigorous forms of municipal 
segregation.20

With regard to these monoglot print shops in the white area, these 
would generally have been staffed by white men except for menial 
positions, which would have been occupied by Indians and /or 
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Africans. The white printers  were united by strong bonds of soli-
darity. Most printers had done apprenticeships in Britain, parts of 
the empire or Natal, and they belonged to the well- organized and 
vocal SATU.21 These close- knit solidarities (including a strong cul-
ture of drinking) promoted a marked sense of racial protectionism 
and white laborism. Like the IPP, these presses  were embedded in 
networks outside the shop fl oor, one of which ironically mirrored 
the Ambulance Corps.

One key institution of colonial Natal society was the volunteer 
military regiment, which supplemented the small imperial stand-
ing army and promoted a widespread ethic of militarized mascu-
linity, as Robert Morrell has demonstrated.22 At times, men who 
worked together signed up for these regiments, as did a group of 
typographers who joined the Frontier Light  Horse in 1879 in the 
lead- up to the Anglo- Zulu War.23 In the “Asiatic Invasion” crisis of 
1896, this cross between the volunteer regiment and the workplace 
became apparent: as mentioned earlier, lynch mobs  were or ga nized 
into divisions according to their artisanal professions, including 
printing (Natal Witness, January 15, 1897) (Fig. 5).

Yet the relationship between Gandhi and white printers was not 
solely adversarial, and one of the key players in the IPP was to be 
Albert West, a trained printer from Lincolnshire, whom Gandhi 
had met through vegetarian circles in Johannesburg. As problems 
at the IPP mounted, Gandhi asked West, who ran his own printing 
concern in Johannesburg, to take over the press. West agreed and 
went down to Durban, where he reported deep fi nancial and man-
agement problems. Madanjit had been wanting to return to India 
for some time, and so he ceded the press to Gandhi to settle the 
debts he had accrued and then duly left. The IPP had, in effect, 
been kept afl oat by large subsidies from Gandhi, a situation that 
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could not continue indefi nitely. In early October 1904 Gandhi 
caught the overnight train down to Durban to sort out the affairs 
of the press, and on the journey he famously read Ruskin’s Unto This 
Last, which inspired him to take the radical departure of setting up 
his fi rst ashram, Phoenix, fourteen miles north of Durban.24

Phoenix’s Hinterland

While some accounts portray Phoenix as a remote and isolated 
outpost, it formed part of a crowded ideological hinterland where 
African American–inspired Zulu nationalists, Protestant evange-
lists, Arya Samajists, and Bombay Muslims intersected. The IPP 
comprised but one element in this mosaic of projects in which ideas 
of self- help, improvement, and uplift from both the black Atlantic 
and the Indian Ocean encountered each other. Yet while these 
projects spoke a shared idiom of reform and progress, they main-
tained an arm’s length attitude to each other, subscribing in differ-
ent ways to Booker T. Washington–style notions of segregational 
self- suffi ciency.

These encounters  were most prominently embodied in two neigh-
boring institutions, Phoenix and Ohlange, the latter established by 
John Langalibalele Dube in July 1901 (Fig. 4). Often known as the 
Tuskegee of South Africa, Ohlange constituted a unique cosmo-
politan experiment that threaded together Dube’s formation in 
Zulu nationalism, Christianity, African nationalism, and black in-
ternationalism that was shaped by his studies in the United States, 
and his immersion in different strands of African American thought. 
The coeducational school attracted students from across southern 
Africa who spoke a range of languages and staff from the subcon-
tinent and further afi eld, including the West Indies. It was a unique 
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experiment, “an all- African school, free of both mission and state 
oversight,” as Heather Hughes notes in her excellent biography of 
Dube.25 The school formed part of Dube’s larger empire in which 
he towered as a churchman, politician, educationalist, editor, and 
writer. His fame today resides largely in his position as the fi rst 
president of the African National Congress, an offi ce he occupied 
from 1912 to 1917.

Our interest in Dube is somewhat more tangential and concerns 
an iron hand press that from June 1903 began working on the prem-
ises at Ohlange.26 A gift from Dube’s U.S. supporters, the press 
played a part in the printing of his newspaper, Ilanga lase Natal: Ipepa 
la Bantu (Sun of Natal: The Black People’s Paper). (The hand press 
was probably used to pull proofs, with mechanized machines do-
ing the actual printing.) The print shop formed part of Ohlange’s 
industrial section, where it was run by students under the manage-
ment of a West Indian teacher, Reynolds Scott. The trilingual 
paper (in Zulu, En glish, and Sotho) was started in April 1903, 
with its initial editions having been printed at the IPP.27

There is only one faint photograph of the press (Ilanga lase Natal, 
December 22, 1933), and hence its exact make is uncertain, but it 
could possibly be a Washington press very similar in design to the 
Albion at the IPP.28 When the IPP moved to Phoenix in December 
1904, these nearly twin presses clattered away at the heart of two 
institutions whose projects resembled each other in form but not 
content. The founding motto of Ohlange, “to teach the hand to 
work, the brain to understand, and the heart to serve,” almost 
exactly captures the spirit and intention of Phoenix.29 Both commu-
nities  were centers of self- help, religious reform, and ethnic regenera-
tion in pursuit of which they printed newspapers, pamphlets, and 
books.
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Yet the leaders of these two remarkable communities kept their 
distance and met rarely (in part because Gandhi was largely based 
in Johannesburg, and a fund- raising trip took Dube to the United 
States from 1904 to 1905). Both expounded different versions of 
“race pride,” with Dube involved in redeeming “Africa” and Gandhi 
in nurturing “India” (Phoenix, in Gandhi’s words, being “a nursery 
for producing the right men and the right Indians” [CW 10: 60]).

These separatist sentiments emerged as much from colonial tri-
age above as from pop u lar segregationist sentiments below. As 
Heather Hughes has shown, in the area around Phoenix, African 
tenant farmers and Indian market gardeners jostled for space on 
limited marginal land.30 While these communities exchanged ex-
periences, especially in the realm of healing and religion (a small 
group of Indians joined Isaiah Shembe’s Nazarite church, a stone’s 
throw away from Phoenix and Ohlange), there  were also major 
fault lines between these groups.31 Africans’ rent was reckoned by 
hut, and they paid more than Indians, who  were charged by plot. 
Anti- Indian sentiments  were also propagated by U.S. Protestant 
missionaries at neighboring Inanda, keen to protect “their” Afri-
can fl ock from adverse “foreign” infl uences.32

These twin printing projects at Ohlange and Phoenix  were not 
the only ones in the Durban vicinity. Thirty miles further south 
lay Adams College (under the auspices of the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions), which  housed a press. (Dube 
had in fact attended Adams; however, he did not learn printing 
 here but acquired the skill later in the United States.) Yet another 
press was attached to Mariannhill, a Trappist community that 
Gandhi had visited and admired enough to write about in 1898 
(Fig. 3). As Michael Green has shown, the Trappists  were unlikely 
evangelists. Dedicated to solitude, meditation, and withdrawal 
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from the world, their proselytization was pursued through the slow 
and silent example of “Christian virtue and manual labour.”33

Another important area in the Phoenix hinterland, Riverside, lay 
about seven miles further north and was home to a community of 
ex- indentured Indian market gardeners (Fig. 4).34 In their wake came 
a variety of evangelists. One such, as Nile Green has shown, was a 
Bombay holy man, Ghulam Muhammed, who arrived in Durban in 
1896.  Here he followed a program of madrassa and mosque build-
ing along with projects of social welfare and uplift. As part of this 
work he distributed pamphlets, hagiographies, and miracle narra-
tives that he had brought from Bombay. The lawyer who helped 
him draw up the title deeds for his land transactions was none 
other than Gandhi. As Green points out, there are similarities be-
tween these men: both had migrated to Bombay from towns in 
western India and then made their way to Durban, where both re-
lied on the same Muslim and Parsee merchant benefactors.35

Another group of evangelists who followed in the wake of the 
indentured laborers emanated from the Arya Samaj, the Hindu 
reformist movement established by Dayananda Saraswati in 1875.36 
Driven by a strong evangelical agenda, the Arya Samaj evinced a 
strong interest in Indians abroad, seeing an opportunity to “save” 
those lost to superstition and to other religions.37 Toward this end, 
Bhai Parmanand visited South Africa in 1905, establishing the 
Hindu Reform Society in Durban and the Hindu Young Men’s 
 Association in Pietermaritzburg. As Goolam Vahed’s work shows, 
he was followed in 1908 by Swami Shankeranand, who, like Par-
manand, came from the Punjab, the Arya Samaj heartland.38 The 
swami spent just under fi ve years in South Africa concentrating 
on building a Hindu constituency among “colonial- born” Indians. 
He sought to “save” this group from Muslim merchants, pop u lar 



g a n d h i ’ s  p r i n t i n g  p r e s s

59

Islamic infl uence, especially the Muharram festival, which Hin-
dus and Muslims celebrated, and Gandhi (“a Tolstoyan,” in Shan-
keranand’s words, who did not serve Hindus well).39 Shanker-
anand established a welter of cultural organizations, promoted 
Diwali in opposition to Muharram, and endorsed cow protection. 
While he concentrated much of his energy on Durban and Pieter-
maritzburg, he also visited and lectured north of Durban in the 
Phoenix area.40

The hinterland around Phoenix constituted a brave new world of 
evangelical experiment comprising proselytizing Trappists, mid- 
Western Protestants, Zulu internationalists, Bombay Muslim holy 
men, and Punjabi Arya Samajists. In this environment different 
versions of India encountered each other as well as different ideals 
of Africa. It was an appropriate setting for the IPP.

The Move to Phoenix

Unsurprisingly, for a project of social reform, the founding narra-
tive of Phoenix features the press as a central protagonist. Indeed, 
the fi rst structure on the settlement was built to  house the print-
ing operation. Constructed from donated material with the help of 
indentured laborers from the Ambulance Corps, the corrugated 
iron building was an unusual shape for a print shop, being more 
square than thinly rectangular, the ideal confi guration for printing 
premises to maximize light.41 This slightly eccentric shape symbol-
ized much of the spirit of the extemporization and experimenta-
tion that would characterize the press and the settlement.

With the building partly constructed, the press followed, its 
journey cast as a venture to the interior. Four wagons, each headed 
by a span of sixteen oxen, carried the printing machinery and 
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equipment, fording rivers and crossing rugged countryside. The 
cavalcade arrived at nightfall, camping out like a party of pioneers. 
In West’s account, “Such an encampment, surrounding the half- 
fi nished press building, had never been seen there before in living 
memory.”42

Central to this party of pioneers  were three stalwarts from the 
IPP: Albert West, Sam Govindswamy, and Chhaganlal Gandhi, 
who had been working on the Gujarati section of the paper. Along 
with the indentured workers, they immediately began setting up a 
print shop in the wilderness, putting up racks, erecting frames, 
and assembling machinery. Their perseverance paid off, and, de-
spite the disruptive move, the paper continued to appear with just 
a few editions having to be printed in Durban. On December 24, 
1904, the fi rst issue came off the press at Phoenix. This shift from 
town press to country press was marked by a change in the size of 
the paper. Instead of eight broadsheet pages, the paper now was 
made up of sixteen foolscap sheets folded into book form that 
could, in emergencies, be printed on a treadle machine should 
there be problems with the other equipment.43

Having established the press, the settlers constructed makeshift 
accommodations for themselves on the hundred- acre property. 
More settlers soon followed. Gandhi’s relatives— Maganlal, Ab-
haychand, and Anandlal— joined the settlement, as did his friends— 
Herbert Kitchin and Henry Polak (although from 1905 Polak was 
summoned back to work in Gandhi’s offi ce in Johannesburg). In 
June 1906, Gandhi’s wife, Kasturba, and children arrived. Some 
settlers also brought their wives and children, while others married 
and established families. At its height, Phoenix was home to about 
sixty residents.44
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The core of this group consisted of “schemers,” those who had 
signed up for the “scheme” by which they  were to earn £3 a month, 
be entitled to two acres of land, and devote themselves to produc-
ing Indian Opinion. If the press rendered profi t (which it never did), 
this would be shared among the settlers.

With regard to the functioning of the press, Chhaganlal oversaw 
the Gujarati section and was co- manager of the press with Albert 
West, while Sam Govindswamy made sure the machinery was in 
order. By Pyarelal’s account, Govindswamy was one of two press 
employees (the other not named) who retained their original sala-
ries.45 They  were assisted by a dozen volunteers, mostly nonresi-
dents who commuted from Durban. Uma Dhupelia- Mesthrie lists 
these as Virji Damodar Mehta, Mr. Mannering, Mr. Orchard, Hem-
chand, Kababhai, Ramnath, Behary, Muthu, Rajcoomar, Harilal 
Thakar, and a photographer, Brian Gabriel.46

After Nazar’s death in January 1906, Herbert Kitchin took over 
briefl y as editor. Being a headstrong man, however, he fell out with 
his colleagues and soon resigned. Polak then assumed editorship 
but, like Gandhi, was mainly based in Johannesburg, and the pa-
per was hence produced from two centers linked by a fl ow of cor-
respondence via the overnight Johannesburg– Durban mail train. 
Through this correspondence and visits to Phoenix, Gandhi in-
volved himself in all levels of press work— giving instruction on 
how much type to order (CW 5: 79) in between recommending time 
and stress management strategies for the hard- pressed staff (CW 5: 
81– 83, 206– 207). With Chhaganlal he debated how to arrive at a 
charge for advertisements— Chhaganlal wanted to charge on the 
amount of type used, Gandhi on the space fi lled (CW 5: 145). He 
also expressed his views on what size the advertisements should 
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be (CW 5: 173); how best to split Gujarati words (CW 6: 306); and 
how to design letterheads (CW 6: 450).

Printing Utopia

As several historians have demonstrated, the newspaper Indian 
Opinion became important to the success of Gandhi’s campaigns.47 
The paper kept people informed, spurred them on, and provided 
the world with information about what was going on.48 Equally 
pivotal was the press itself, which became central to Phoenix and 
operated as an embodiment of its utopian ideals. Virtually all 
residents— men, women, and children— were involved in at least 
some aspect of the printing pro cess. Typesetting was mandatory 
for all literate members of the settlement, some proving to be more 
adept than others, with Gandhi describing himself as a dunce.49 
Most men assisted with operating the presses while everyone folded 
the newspapers, put them in wrappers, and pasted on addresses.50 
Job descriptions  were exhaustingly varied, Chhaganlal turning his 
hand variously to bookkeeping, compositing, translation, editing, 
gardening, and jungle clearing (CW 5: 81– 83, 206– 207). In addition 
to being involved in printing and gardening, West did proofreading, 
offi ce work, reporting, and subediting, and he read the exchange 
papers as well as involving himself in public projects around Phoe-
nix.51 In this context, the defi nition of a job itself could be described 
in exasperatingly utopian ways. At one point the staff at Phoenix 
was unhappy with a colleague and wanted to get rid of him. Gan-
dhi insisted that he was well qualifi ed to stay on, since he was celi-
bate and patriotic (CW 6: 448).

Among the settlers at Phoenix  were several of Gandhi’s relatives, 
as well as his immediate family. The core functions of the press 
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 were family run. Alongside Chhaganlal who had wide- ranging re-
sponsibilities, Maganlal oversaw composing and did other skilled 
jobs, while Anandal picked up Gujarati typography. However, this 
was not a family business in the normal sense. As Prabhudas Gan-
dhi noted in his memoir: “In Gandhi’s ashram the place of blood 
ties was taken by common ideology and a common devotion to 
duty.”52 Or, as Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph have indicated, Gan-
dhi’s ashrams  were modern institutions in which entry and exit 
 were by choice rather than lineage.53 As James Hunt notes, Phoenix 
stood midway between a village and a joint family.54 This demotic 
impulse was strengthened by the press, which functioned as a lev-
eler, with everyone undertaking physical labor, what ever their caste 
or religious background. In the words of Prabhudas Gandhi, “Ger-
mans, En glish, Africans, Chinese, Parsis, Muslims, Jews and Hin-
dus” labored together on the press.55

The press formed a plank in Gandhi’s educational philosophy. 
Part of Phoenix’s work involved running an informal boarding 
school for children both from the settlement and beyond. Prabhu-
das Gandhi attended this school and left a description of his 
routine. After an early start, students attended school from 9:00 
a.m. to 11:00 a.m. They then spent a half hour digging in the fi elds. 
When students complained and asked whether this digging could 
not happen early in the morning, Gandhi replied: “You must get 
into the habit of working in the fi elds in the heat of the sun. Today 
you are studying  here, but if the struggle starts and you have to go 
to jail, who will then let you rest in the shade?” At 11:30 a.m. the stu-
dents bathed, had lunch, and worked on their own, while the adults 
 were busy in the press. At 3:00 p.m. the children went to the press 
and received vocational training or assisted with press work. At 5:00 
p.m. the children returned to work in the fi elds until sunset.56
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Gandhi saw Phoenix as a training ground for satyagrahis, and 
for prison. There was hence a rigorous labor regime of which the 
press formed a part. Working a hand- operated iron press is noisy, 
and it involves long hours. It is physically demanding, and those 
who did it on a full- time basis often developed back and kidney 
problems from the constant strain of pulling the bar of the press.57 
Typesetters also developed aching fi ngers and felons (painful, pus- 
producing infections at the ends of their fi ngers).58 While the set-
tlers at Phoenix appear to have avoided these ailments, they  were 
nonetheless subject to the labor disciplines of the print shop, which 
increasingly became part of the project of training for satyagraha.

The press functioned as a fulcrum of social relationships on 
Phoenix, which was at times known as the IPP settlement. When 
Albert West married Ada Pywell in July 1908, the wedding was re-
ported in Indian Opinion as though the bride was marrying into the 
printing press (July 4, 1908). The reception took the form of a wed-
ding breakfast, made and served by the men, during which speeches 
 were delivered. The bridegroom’s speech discussed Gandhian educa-
tional principles and the proposed school at Phoenix, which “would 
unlock the door of prejudice and unbar the gate of race hatred” (July 
4, 1908).

As part of a settlement run on Tolstoyan and Ruskinian princi-
ples, the press constituted a kind of religion, the ideal for which 
settlers lived and worked. Gandhi reminded Chhaganlal that 
printing was fi rst and foremost about principle (CW 7: 61): “Our 
capital is not the money we have, but our courage, our faith, our 
truthfulness and our ability” (CW 6: 252). Press work was never an 
end in itself, and initially the idea had been that printing would be 
a part- time activity fi t in between agricultural work. As matters 
turned out, the agricultural ambitions of the settlement never 
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took off, and printing became the main occupation. Religion con-
stituted the other important dimension of community life. Daily 
routines hence included plowing, printing, and praying. An aver-
age day would begin with work in the fi elds, followed by a long 
stint in the printing press, and ending with a daily half- hour mul-
tifaith ser vice in which “Hindus, Muslims, Parsee and Christians 
sang hymns and read the various scriptures in different languages,” 
as Albert West described it.59

As part of turning printing into a kind of religion, Gandhi ar-
gued strenuously for the use of hand- operated technology in which 
printing could be slowed down and freed from the hasty tempos 
and alienation of industrial production. Yet in practice this prob-
ably happened infrequently, and instead the IPP arrived at a com-
promise between hand and machine power. An experienced printer, 
West knew that one could not run heavy machinery on manual la-
bor alone, and so he acquired an oil engine. But to keep the gospel 
of hand work alive, he invented what was called “the wheel”— a 
driving wheel with handles on either side that when manually op-
erated powered a long belt, and in turn a machine.

The utopian dimensions of the press  were strengthened when in 
1910 Gandhi decided to stop all jobbing printing, seeing this as a 
distraction from the real work of producing the newspaper and its 
associated pamphlets. In the same year, he began scaling back on 
advertisements, and then in 1912 he decided to dispense with virtu-
ally all advertisements except those promoting socially useful ob-
jects, especially books.60

The changing letterheads of the press refl ect these shifts. An 
early letterhead from March 1904 when the IPP still operated from 
Durban presents the press as a commercial operation (“artistic and 
general printers”) undertaking jobbing printing of various kinds 
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(wedding cards, visiting cards, ball programs,  etc.) in a range of 
languages (Fig. 6). By 1907 the letterhead had lost some of its com-
mercial fl air (Fig. 7). Thereafter the press’s sole function was to 
print Indian Opinion (Fig. 8).61 Another barometer of these shifts 
comes from the memoir of Prabhudas Gandhi, who spent part of 
his childhood at Phoenix. He describes these years of mounting 
asceticism as a period when there was “no more fun and frolic.”62

The idea that everyone worked equally on the press was proba-
bly something of an illusion. There was a core group of people 
devoted to the running of the press; two people earned commer-
cial salaries. It also is clear from some accounts that the press, 
like all concerns in Natal, relied on cheap African labor. Millie 
Polak reported:

The printing- press, at this time, had no mechanical means at its 

disposal, for the oil- engine had broken down, and at fi rst animal 

power was utilized, two donkeys being used to turn the handle of 

the machine. But Mr. Gandhi, ever a believer in man doing his 

own work, soon altered this, and four hefty Zulu girls  were 

procured for a few hours on printing day. These took the work in 

turns, two at a time, while the other two rested; but every male 

able- bodied settler, Mr. Gandhi included, took his turn at the 

handle, and thus the copies of the paper  were “ground out.”63

Gandhi, in his autobiography, notes his preference for a hand- 
operated press that he regarded as more uplifting: “There came a 
time when we deliberately gave up the use of the engine and worked 
with hand- power only. Those  were, to my mind, the days of the 
highest moral uplift for Phoenix.”64

There is of course an irony when this claim is set against Polak’s 
description indicating that four Zulu women did the hardest phys-
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ical labor. On the face of it, Phoenix stood beyond the wage econ-
omy, since in theory settlers did not receive salaries, only a £3 grant. 
However, as we have seen, two members of the press did receive 
commercially linked salaries, and so the press at least was not en-
tirely extricated from the relations of the market. One does not 
know what the Zulu women  were paid, if anything. Their absence 
from Gandhi’s account points to the extent to which his press was 
a South African one that relied, if only in small part, on cheap Af-
rican labor.

The fi nal utopian dimension of the press pertained to copyright 
practice. While Gandhi objected to plagiarism, he initially re-
garded copyright law as a form of private property that prevented 
the free circulation of ideas.65 Two of the pamphlets produced by 
the IPP (Hind Swaraj and Tolstoy’s Letter to a Hindoo) explicitly indi-
cated “No Rights Reserved.” In following this policy, Gandhi was 
in effect seeking a way of operating not only beyond the constraints 
of the market but of the state as well. In this respect he outstripped 
many of the evangelical presses in the Durban hinterland: rec ords 
show that Christian mission organizations generally observed copy-
right legislation studiously.

Avowedly cosmopolitan in its personnel, methods of 
working, textual products, and envisaged audiences, the IPP played 
a central role in the construction of this utopian vision. Comment-
ing on the wide range of people who visited Phoenix, Prabhudas 
Gandhi noted: “Our jungle school had the atmosphere of an inter-
national university.”66 His observation points both to the brave ex-
periment of Phoenix as well as its limits marked  here by the jungle, 
and its implied African inhabitants. Like the Zulu women erased 
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from Gandhi’s account of the press, Africans  were not numbered 
among the fraternity of Gandhi’s cosmopolitanism.

Yet in the hinterland of Phoenix such limits  were not unusual. 
 Here, “race- making” projects like Gandhi’s and Dube’s shaped 
ideas of Africa and India wrought in relation, and, in opposition, 
to each other. While easy to judge in hindsight, these undertakings 
form an important strand in shaping ideas about “race” that, as 
Tony Ballantyne, Antoinette Burton, and Jonathon Glassman have 
argued,  were not the sole prerogative of Eu ro pe an policy makers, 
triaging subjects by race and civilization according to the adminis-
trative logics of the imperium.67 The Indian Ocean world contained 
a rich archive of precolonial ideas of “race,” culture, and civiliza-
tion that meshed with, and challenged, colonial categories, creat-
ing a hierarchical world in which utopian ideals of “race” could be 
both anticolonial vis-à- vis white imperial interests and colonial in 
relation to “also- colonized others.”68



Figure 1 Map of the Indian Ocean, showing major cities mentioned in 
the text. Reproduced with permission from the University of the 
Witwatersrand.
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Figure 3 Map: Printing presses outside Durban, 1903. Reproduced with 
permission from the University of the Witwatersrand.
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Figure 6 Letterhead for the International Printing Press, 1904 (NAD CSO 
1758 1904/2954). With ac know ledg ments to the Pietermaritzburg Archives 
Repository.



Figure 7 Letterhead for the International Printing Press and Indian 
Opinion, 1907 (NAD CSO 1848 8564/1907). With ac know ledg ments to the 
Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository.

Figure 8 Letterhead for the International Printing Press and Indian 
Opinion, 1913 (NAD II 1/180 I 1058/1911). With ac know ledg ments to the 
Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository.



Figure 9 Masthead of Indian Opinion, December 5, 1908.
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3
Indian Opinion

Texts in Transit

Late in 1909 Gandhi issued a letter of instruction to 
the staff at Phoenix. The newspaper was becoming a strain, and its 
size was to be reduced. “All matter should be severely condensed. 
Energy should be devoted to the art of condensation. . . .  Original 
papers from which condensation is made should, if possible, be 
kept pasted in book form” (CW 10: 195).

A year later, in 1910, the paper again downscaled but reassured 
its readers: “Though the size has been reduced, we hope we shall be 
able by means of condensation to give the same amount of infor-
mation” (Indian Opinion, January 1, 1910). Three years later, as the 
satyagraha campaign took its toll, the paper once again curtailed 
the number of pages. As it was explained in the Gujarati section:

It is our intention to continue providing the same [reading] 

matter [as before], but in as short a form as possible. By so doing 

we will be able to fi t in more material within the same space 

or even less. Beginning this time, we have reduced the number 

of Gujarati and En glish pages, but we wish to provide more 
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information, though not more words within these pages. It is our 

hope to reduce the work of the compositor while increasing that 

of the writer. (CW 11: 249)

In making a virtue of necessity, this proposed textual dispensa-
tion is characteristically Gandhian: loss is converted to gain, and 
less turns out to be more. The normal order of things is reversed. 
The compositor’s work becomes light, and the writer’s work be-
comes dense and demanding. The weight of the type seems to sink 
into the printed words themselves, making them heavy with con-
centrated meaning.

The characteristics of journalism— telegraphic brevity, rapid 
summary, hurried reading, instantaneous obsolescence— become 
their opposite: summary acquires a gravity that pulls the reader’s 
attention down into the text where reading has to be deliberate 
rather than thoughtless and hasty. Condensation becomes an art 
form that produces a thoughtful or an “ideaful” text that in turn 
requires a reader who is thoughtful in both senses of the word: ex-
ercising careful deliberation and extending sympathetic regard to 
the text. The art of condensation requires consideration— from the 
writer, the reader, and from us, a contemporary audience accus-
tomed to seeing summary, abridgment, or précis as trivial intellec-
tual procedures rather than as a form demanding par tic u lar orders 
of skill and craft.

In his autobiography Gandhi devotes a chapter to Indian Opinion, 
which reiterates this theme of the newspaper concentrating 
 language. “Week after week,” he says, “I poured my soul in[to] its 
columns.” Every word entailed “thought or deliberation.” Any super-
fl uity—“a word of conscious exaggeration, or anything merely to 
please”— was trimmed. The depth of condensation is considerable: 
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the passion of the soul itself is pared down to spare prose. This la-
bor, however, has ethical benefi ts, since writing in this way proved 
to be “a training ground in self- restraint.”1

Gandhi has long been celebrated for his plain prose style, a prod-
uct of such textual self- restraint. This mode of composition with 
“not one word more than necessary” constituted a form of spiri-
tual discipline.2

The reader can have no idea of the restraint I have to exercise 

from week to week in the choice of topics on my vocabulary. It 

is a training for me. It enables me to peep into myself and make 

discoveries of my weakness. Often my vanity dictates a smart 

expression or my anger a harsh adjective. It is a terrible ordeal but 

a fi ne exercise to remove these weeds.3

Indian Opinion provided one matrix in which this style took shape. 
Like most of its contemporaries in colonial settings, the journal was 
largely generated through cuttings and summaries gleaned from 
exchange papers from far and wide. Transnational summary hence 
constituted much of the paper’s substance. The staff made inge-
nious use of this format to create a niche and identity for the paper. 
Gandhi’s par tic u lar contribution was to extend these methods into 
his ethical writings for the paper. Through summary and abridg-
ment of texts from across the world, he instituted new kinds of 
ethical “exchanges,” helping readers see themselves as part of a vast 
reading commonwealth while making the ethical extracts and the 
“news” clippings among which they  were placed equivalent to each 
other. This juxtaposition redefi ned both genres, making ethical 
discourse “news” and slowing down news reports to the pace of 
philosophy.
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Indian Opinion: Historiographies

Indian Opinion is one of the great intellectual archives of the world. 
Produced in a context of multiple diasporic intersections in south-
ern Africa, the paper’s pages are woven from a variety of global intel-
lectual fi laments, drawn from larger trajectories of migration. These 
intellectual maps include the imperial and subimperial triangle of 
Africa- India- Britain; the dispersal of indentured Indian workers 
(Mauritius, Fiji, Ca rib be an, Burma, Ceylon, Malaya); the fl ash-
points where voluntary Indian migration encountered the global 
color line (British Columbia, the United States, Australia, New 
Zealand); the sacred geographies of Islam and Hinduism, followed 
by Zoroastrianism, Jainism, and Christianity; circuits of black in-
ternationalism (Universal Races Congress, Booker T. Washington, 
W.E.B. Du Bois); and confi gurations within and between other Eu-
ro pe an empires (Portuguese, French, German).

In any given issue or, indeed, on almost any given page, these dif-
ferent strands are plaited and crosshatched, their juxtaposition 
provoking new intellectual possibilities. The En glish section of the 
October 21, 1911, issue includes articles on:

• a celebration in Mozambique of the fi rst anniversary of the 
Portuguese Republic;

• a meeting of the Pietermaritzburg Hindu Young Men’s 
Association;

• “The Position of British Indians in the Dominion”;
• the upcoming Transvaal Women’s Indian Association Bazaar;
• “The Jewish Home” (a report on the Jewish family as founda-

tional, from The Sentinel);
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• “The Coloured Man in Art and Letters” (Pushkin, Dumas, 
Dunbar, Coleridge- Taylor, Will Marion Cook, Du Bois, 
Washington, Blyden) (by Duse Mahomed, from T.P.’s 
Magazine);

• the conference of the Native (African) Women’s Christian 
 Union (taken from the Transvaal Leader);

• “Mahomedan Wives” (a report on a case in the Transvaal that 
ruled that Indians could have only one wife, taken from The 
Comrade, Calcutta); and

• Rev. E. J. Moqoboli who received an honorary doctorate from 
the Council of Education in the United States (taken from 
Imvo Zabantsundu).

These pieces are interspersed between reports on legislation, vio-
lence, and evictions directed against Indian communities in vari-
ous parts of South Africa as well as ongoing attempts to keep 
satyagraha alive.

In the world of periodical journalism, where such global bits and 
pieces  were standard fare, the diversity of this lineup was not en-
tirely unusual. Yet there  were probably few papers in which one 
would encounter this par tic u lar intersection of empires, races, and 
religions that requires one to think about the cantata Hiawatha (by 
composer Samuel Coleridge- Taylor) and Dumas’s The Three Muske-
teers in between Muslim marriage in the Transvaal, the African 
Christian elite in South Africa, and the details of the arrange-
ments for the upcoming bazaar in Johannesburg.

This mode of compiling transnational portfolios is also evident 
in the book pages that became an increasingly important feature 
of Indian Opinion. Initially limited to advertisements for books 

i n d i a n  o p i n i o n



74

from India (mainly those produced by Indian Review, January 7, 
1904, and self- help books, November 19, 1904), these columns even-
tually occupied most of a page, fi lling some of the space vacated by 
advertisements on which Gandhi began to scale back from 1912. 
Alongside a weekly almanac setting out the Christian, Hindu, 
Muslim, and Parsi calendars, the book pages, in a mixture of En-
glish and Gujarati, offered several dozen volumes for sale via the 
International Printing Press (IPP). In addition to the full range of 
En glish and Gujarati pamphlets produced by the IPP (the subject 
of the next chapter), the pages offered several Gujarati titles im-
ported from India. Its En glish offerings included Gandhi’s favor-
ites, namely, Tolstoy (Tales and Parables, War and Peace), Ruskin 
(Sesame and Lilies, Time and Tide, Unto this Last), and Emerson (En-
glish Traits, Representative Men, Society and Solitude), as well 
as Mazzini (Duties of Man), and Burke (Refl ections on the French 
Revolution).4

A second category consists of works on theological, religious, 
and ethical themes: Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, Gita, Ramayana, 
Confessions of Al Ghazzali, Persian Mystics, Sa’di’s Gulistan or Flower 
Garden, Meredith Townsend’s Mahomed “The Great Arabian,” Wash-
ington Irving’s, The Life of Mahomet, and an En glish version of the 
Koran. As works on Gandhi began appearing (Joseph Doke’s biog-
raphy, M. K. Gandhi: An Indian Patriot in South Africa, and P. J. Mehta, 
M. K. Gandhi and the South African Problem), these  were listed, as  were 
portraits and images taken from the newspaper itself and offered 
for sale as separate items.

While my account has sorted these books into categories, in the 
book pages themselves they appear as long lists, and one can hence 
move from the South African writer Olive Schreiner to the anar-
chist Kropotkin, to the Victorian self- help guru Samuel Smiles, to a 
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work on the Japa nese social reformer Ninomiya Sontoku, The Peas-
ant Sage of Japan.

As scholars of periodicals have indicated, formulating ways of 
analyzing this abundance is never easy.5 In the case of Indian Opin-
ion these problems are more acute, since there has been little inter-
est in analyzing this material from a literary perspective. Scholars 
have used the paper as a source of historical data, and there have 
also been important discussions of the paper as an instrument 
of satyagraha, most notably Uma Dhupelia- Mesthrie’s history of 
the paper and her outstanding biography of Manilal, Gandhi’s 
son, who took charge of the press and Indian Opinion after Gan-
dhi’s departure and kept it going, editing the paper until his death 
in 1956.6

In the absence of any attempts to analyze the paper from a liter-
ary perspective, this chapter begins at the beginning, examining 
the bread- and- butter form that made up the bulk of the paper, 
namely, the summarized newspaper clippings. These clippings are 
one of the fi rst things that strikes one about the paper, and at times, 
especially when satyagraha imprisonments had taken their toll, 
made up half to three- quarters of the content of the paper (a fairly 
good ratio, it must be said in the world of colonial periodicals, 
where sometimes an entire publication comprised only clippings).

Mails and Exchanges

In the fabric of the newspaper itself, this world of exchanges is 
taken for granted, something known to both editor and reader. 
Mentions of “our South African exchanges” or “our Indian ex-
changes” are casually sprinkled into stories (February 11, 1905; Jan-
uary 20, 1906; April 23, 1910; February 25, 1911; April 20, 1912; March 
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18, 1914). Likewise, the “Indian mail” or “En glish mail” (another 
term for the exchanges) is always “to hand,” as the articles phrase 
it, implying that both writer and reader are familiar with the prac-
tice and its genres (May 20, 1905; October 27, 1906; January 22, 1910; 
February 18, 1911; April 8, 1911).

The shorthand quality of these references implies knowledge of a 
broader world of circulation that is habitual and taken for granted. 
The term “Indian mail” or “En glish mail,” for example, compresses 
a number of meanings: the mail boat itself; the post and newspa-
pers that it carried; and possibly the post offi ce that might have 
forwarded these (say from Cape Town) and the railway that carried 
them, thereby establishing a common link between post and news 
as continuous institutions.7 Reminders of these multiple meanings 
appeared elsewhere in the paper. Each week a small piece entitled 
“Indian Mail” detailed the routes and departure dates of the Indian 
Ocean mail boats: Bombay direct; Bombay via the East Coast (of 
Africa); Colombo (with transfers to Bombay), Calcutta, Madras, 
and so on.

In the early years of the paper, this snippet was generally sand-
wiched between the editorial below and “Subscriptions” above. The 
editorial appeared under a miniature masthead and the date of the 
edition; “Subscriptions” listed the different rates for subscribers in 
southern Africa, India, and En gland. The stacking of these three 
items (Subscriptions, Indian Mail, and Editorial) implies a famil-
iarity with transnational modes of reading that assume circulation 
as a normal framework. Indian Opinion hence emerges as a paper 
made in circulation, carried by Indian and En glish mail to subscrib-
ers elsewhere, and composed from Indian (and other) mail from 
afar. It is as though “Indian Opinion” (in both senses of the phrase: 
the newspaper and Indian public opinion in South Africa) emerges 
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from the gap between these two sections (Subscriptions and In-
dian Mail), creating something new out of incoming and outgoing 
matter.

Exchange- Made Worlds

Indian Opinion made imaginative use of this exchange system, dra-
matizing various points and nodes of circulation to create stories 
for the paper.

One such node constituted the arrival of documents from else-
where, an event that constituted something of an occasion. When 
the En glish mail boat dropped anchor in Durban harbor, for ex-
ample, a gun would be fi red to signal that the post had arrived. 
The columns of Indian Opinion specialized in spotting, using, and 
creating such “occasional texts” (both written for and creating an 
occasion). When important periodicals like Indian Review (which 
served as a model for Indian Opinion) reached Durban from Ma-
dras, the journal’s arrival constituted a story in its own right, and 
its content was summarized for readers. When Indian Opinion staff 
published pieces in prominent journals, as Polak did in Empire Re-
view, the event became a report in the paper. Indeed, one minor 
calling card of the paper comprised Indian Opinion quoting itself 
being quoted by others, an external validation of the paper’s identity 
or what its columns referred to as “ourselves” (October 10, 1904; 
February 4, 1905; July 15, 1905; December 30, 1905). Indian Opinion 
itself was something of a weekly event, with subscribers in Johan-
nesburg, at least, according to Gandhi, eagerly awaiting their cop-
ies and disappointed if there  were transport delays.8

The very idea of writing (at least in prose) becomes associated 
with this textual fl ow of the exchange papers. The fi gures of the 
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writer and the intellectual are frequently invoked in the paper, but 
they seldom appear under their own byline, or in the guise of a “ge-
nius” expressing some irreducible subjectivity. Instead, writers en-
ter the paper via the clipping: G. K. Chesterton discusses “What Is 
Indian Nationalism?” via the Illustrated London News (November 13, 
1909); Booker T. Washington comes via a piece by Romain Rolland 
in East and West (September 10, 1903); and Tagore speaks through a 
medley of papers, including The Observer, Christian Commonwealth, 
and Modern Review (July 12, 1913). Even a local writer like Olive 
 Schreiner has her ideas on Closer  Union, made “viable” through the 
Transvaal Leader (January 2, 1909). Authors and intellectuals also ap-
pear as headlines “Keshub Chunder Sen” (February 4, 1905) and 
“Babu Surendra Nath Banerjee” (June 2, 1906). The writer becomes 
an event rather than a byline.

Yet within the world of exchange circulation, genres move in dif-
ferent ways and at different imaginative speeds. Unlike prose, po-
etry appears able to free itself from the textual relay of the ex-
changes, and poems arrive unmediated by other publications and 
are placed above the signature of the author in the En glish section 
or with a “signature line” in the Gujarati section.9 Judged against 
the slow exchange- paper chain, poetry appeared more immediate, 
rising directly off the page. Poetry melted distance, and poems 
played an important part in establishing networks of solidarity 
between South Africa and India. The poem “The Cry of the Trans-
vaal,” published in South Africa and India (Modern Review, June 
1910, and Indian Opinion, August 6, 1910), creates the impression that 
the lament of oppressed South African Indians resonates so acutely 
in the ears of Indian sympathizers on the mainland that one might 
think they occupied the same  house.
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Prose writers, however, have no such freedom, existing in and 
arising from the world of periodicals. Even a byline- worthy literary 
“big man” like Tolstoy, a frequent inhabitant of Indian Opinion, ap-
pears less a unique genius whose thoughts can only be admired 
than an ethical writer whose ideas can be extracted, emulated, and 
followed. The disclaimer “No Rights Reserved” that appeared at 
the beginning of Tolstoy’s Letter to a Hindoo underlines this point 
by naming the author not as a legal persona but as an entity cre-
ated via the free circulation and application of his or her texts.

In some rare instances, Indian Opinion did use bylines, but, again, 
this was tied to occasions of circulation in which the paper sought 
to dramatize its networks. In 1905 Bhai Parmanand, an Arya Samaj 
missionary, visited Natal and established the Hindu Young Men’s 
Association. As a representative of a transnational Hindu reform-
ist or ga ni za tion with a small but elite following in Natal, he mer-
ited his own byline—“Professor Parmanand” (December 2, 1905). In 
the same year, J. L. P. Erasmus, a Boer commandant held as a pris-
oner of war in India during the Anglo- Boer War, wrote for the jour-
nal. He received a conspicuous byline and a profi le from the paper 
wishing to show its links to “well- intentioned” whites (January 28, 
1905).

With regard to its own staff, the paper’s stated policy was that 
“we write impersonally” (December 24, 1904). Yet, like many other 
periodicals, forms of authorship, such as fi ctitious correspondents 
and pseudonymous and semipseudonymous writing,10 prolifer-
ated, in part to make the journal seem larger than it was. In a 
world where circulation conferred visibility, these forms of author-
ship  were called into being by travel itself, which furnished one 
opportunity for staff to emerge from anonymity. On his trip to 
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India, Polak wrote an account of his sea voyage under (or, rather, 
above) his own name; West’s travelogue of his trip to En gland ap-
peared with his initials attached.11

Gandhi himself created his own textual persona by circulating 
in and out of the journal through letters, signed articles, cartoons, 
and reports on him from other papers. With regard to letters, Gan-
dhi’s correspondence with state offi cials appeared verbatim in the 
columns of the paper.12 In other instances Gandhi wrote letters to 
the editor on issues of grave importance, such as the perfi dy of his 
nemesis, Jan Smuts, or the “turncoat” Ram Sunder Pandit, an early 
hero of the campaign, who did one jail term and then abandoned 
the movement (CW 7: 113, 254).

In the signed article, “M. K. Gandhi” or “Mohandas Karam-
chand Gandhi” makes important announcements regarding satya-
graha, or attempts to dispel misunderstanding, especially around 
the compromise on fi ngerprinting in January 1908 when followers 
 were asked to submit voluntarily to the requirements of a law that 
previously they had been asked to resist. These two signatures are 
distributed in slightly different ways across the En glish and Guja-
rati sections. In the En glish section, the calling card is always “M. K. 
Gandhi,” the tone polite, the form a letter. While such genres occur 
in the Gujarati section, there is a new and distinctive voice, “Mo-
handas Karamchand Gandhi,” who speaks both through letter 
and the signed article in a voice that is outspoken, sometimes hec-
toring, emotional, passionate, truth- telling, and personal. This 
voice explains painful decisions like permitting his sons to go to 
prison (CW 9: 42– 43); defends against unjust attacks from within 
the community— from Pathans, from Muslim merchants accusing 
him of ruining them (CW 9: 258– 260), and from those critical of the 
compromise over fi ngerprinting (CW 8: 350– 352). This impassioned 
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voice calls for sacrifi ce and support and confronts Hindu/Muslim 
disunity (CW 8: 160– 162). As these Gujarati articles proceed, this 
persona increasingly acquires the identity of satyagrahi, as the 
ever- more-elaborate salutations at the end of letters indicate: “I re-
main, satyagrahi”; “Servant of the Community and Satyagrahi”; 
“India’s servant, Satyagrahi; I am India’s bond slave; I am, as ever, 
the community’s indentured labourer” (CW 9: 43; 14: 26, 205).

Beyond these self- created textual voices, Gandhi entered the 
newspaper via endless Indian Opinion–generated reports on his 
 actions and speeches, as well as clippings from elsewhere. As a 
prominent po liti cal player, Gandhi made his way into numerous 
cartoons in South African newspapers, and these  were reproduced 
in Indian Opinion (and explained by Gandhi to his Gujarati readers) 
(CW 8: 36, 135, 142; 9: 24). Through these he emerges as an ever- more-
prominent character, coming in and out of the paper on a weekly 
basis.

Times of Circulation

Because of the necessary time lags involved, journalism by exchanges 
lacked the insistent tempo of telegraph- driven and dateline- 
dominated reporting. Instead, it created slower and more leisured 
genres. Some stories coming fi rsthand (or secondhand, via an ex-
change) from Reuter are datelined, but these are few and far be-
tween.13 Local news reports generally (but not always) have dates 
embedded in the story, but virtually all of the exchange material is 
undated.

The paper exploited this feature to create a sense of more lei-
sured tempos of reading. As we have seen earlier, Indian Opinion in-
cluded essays, views, and opinions from writers and intellectuals 
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across the world, but generally via some other publication. Not 
only did such forms have a longer life than news, but evidence of 
their prior circulation added to their value, ability to speak to dif-
ferent audiences, and durability, making subscribers feel like part 
of an enduring commonwealth of readers.

This delayed fl ow of intelligence via the exchanges also informed 
the genres produced by staff members on the paper. Writers on the 
staff, especially Gandhi and Polak, specialized in genres like the 
letter and the note to convey news in a less temporally driven form. 
Columns like “Our London Letter,” “Durban Notes,” and “Johan-
nesburg Letter” portrayed these cities as best captured in forms 
that meta phor ical ly amble along the usual pathways of circula-
tion rather than hurtling along via tele gram and telegraph. An-
other slow mode was the silhouette, which implied contemplat-
ing an outline. Polak used the form to profi le a series of types in 
the white community in Johannesburg. His column highlighted 
the range of contradictory views within one group, unlike pieces 
in the white press (especially “Man in the Moon” in the Natal Wit-
ness) that portrayed the Indian community through a leveling 
ste reo type.14

“News” in Indian Opinion in fact seems more like a stream of 
opinion, idea, and belief, culled from other papers, than a portfolio 
of occurrence. In this environment the defi nition of an “event” it-
self comes under revision, dissolving into a kaleidoscope of cut-
tings. A report under the heading “The Bengal Partition and the 
Swadeshi Movement” consisted of a series of cuttings from Calcutta 
Weekly Notes, Pioneer, Amrita Bazar Patrika, Indian Nation, Indian Echo, 
Indu Prakash, and Behar Times, as well as the Manchester Guardian and 
a cartoon from the Saturday Westminster Gazette on November 4, 1905, 
and “Happenings in India” on April 16, 1910. Such pages create a 
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vivid impression of an event as a confi guration of newspapers 
rather than as a datelined and distinct episode.

In some cases the normal practice of attributing a cutting to a 
specifi c newspaper is omitted in favor of assembling a series of snip-
pets under the blanket credit of “the exchanges.” A report “Boycott 
Pars” (paragraphs) compiles fi ve unattributed vignettes taken “from 
our Indian exchanges” on Bengalis refusing to buy foreign- made 
goods and coercing others to do likewise. One paragraph tells of a 
student purchasing some porcelain cups and saucers from a shop 
on College Street (Calcutta). Discovered by his fellow students, he 
is compelled to return them, and to donate the refund to a swadeshi 
cause. In another snippet a Sudra man, carry ing his newly pur-
chased pair of Dawson shoes under his arm, is spotted on the 
maidan by some Brahmins who insist he return the shoes. The shop 
own er refuses to take them back, so the Brahmins refund the man 
and then “partition” the shoes, tearing them up and casting the 
fragments “over the heads of [the] grinning crowd of spectators” 
(October 7, 1905).

Reading such undated and unattributed sequences creates mul-
tiple senses of time. The reader both feels himself or herself to be 
in the midst of these incidents as they are occurring. Yet the reader 
would also know that this news has taken between a week and a 
month to reach Durban, depending on the port of embarkation 
and the route. From this perspective the report acts as a time cap-
sule, releasing its presentness wherever it is published, with the 
characters on College Street and the maidan reenacting their exem-
plary tableau time and time again. The space- time continuum be-
tween South Africa and India could take intricate forms.
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South African– Indian Space- Time

While cuttings in the paper  were drawn from across the world, the 
majority  were culled from South African and Indian publications. 
South African titles like the Vryheid Herald, Bloemfontein Post, Imvo 
Zabantsundu, East Rand Express, Rand Daily Mail, Pretoria News, Ilanga 
lase Natal, Ladysmith Gazette, Natal Mercury, and Transvaal Leader 
jostle for space with Jame Jamshed, Indu Prakash, Hindu, The Gujarati, 
Amrika Patrika Bazar, Madras Times, Behar Times, Mahratta, Indian Spec-
tator, Modern Review, and Indian Review. These titles cumulatively 
build up a sense of South Africa and India as interrelated textual 
“continents” between which there is a space- time continuum.

Read today, this interrelationship can be confusing, and one is 
often momentarily disorientated as time and space between South 
Africa and India combine in unexpected ways. A headline “Loyalty 
of Native Chiefs” refers not to local African rulers as I fi rst as-
sumed but to the princely states (July 30, 1903). An article with the 
headline “The National Congress and Indians in South Africa” in-
dicated that a meeting was to be held at “Tata Mansions, Waudby 
Road” (December 13, 1903). Are we in Durban or Bombay?

Likewise, in terms of time, readers have to be able to imagine in-
terlocking time schemes. One report on November 19, 1903, reads: 
“By the time this issue of ‘Indian Opinion’ reaches India, prepara-
tions for the meeting of the national assembly [in India] will have 
very far advanced.” Another example emerges from a report in the 
September 26, 1910, edition: “Mr GA Natesan writes in the Indian 
Review [a Madras publication]: A cable from South Africa brings 
the news that the British Indians in the Transvaal are taking a vow 
of passive re sis tance as a protest against the recent Asiatic Amend-
ment Bill.” While the cutting, and others like it, validates local 

i n d i a n  o p i n i o n



85

struggles by demonstrating international interest in the event, it 
also makes it seem as if the event  were happening in India and 
South Africa at the same time. Such simultaneous reporting on 
satyagraha was common, with locally generated accounts of devel-
opments placed alongside clippings on the subject taken from In-
dian newspapers.

The short piece “Retribution” by Gandhi demonstrates the dense 
comparative South Africa- India weave that clippings could create 
(April 23, 1910). Developing a theme close to his heart, the article 
argues that the oppression of British Indians in South Africa has 
befallen them as a retribution for caste injustice in India. The piece 
refers the reader to a clipping from a Calcutta paper that appears 
elsewhere in the paper. This discusses a meeting in Madras of the 
Depressed Classes Mission that likened the practices of caste op-
pression to “a Transvaal within India” itself. Gandhi then goes on 
to invoke “the Indian exchanges” that bring reports that the upper 
castes have been complaining about the Gaekwar of Baroda, who 
had been admitting Pariah boys to the public schools. “We who 
resent the pariah treatment in South Africa will have to wash our 
hands clean of this treatment of our own kith and kin in India 
whom we impertinently describe as ‘outcasts.’ ”

In this piece, links between Transvaal/South Africa and India 
reach baroque dimensions. Not only are the two connected, but 
they contain miniature versions of each other within themselves— 
there is a Transvaal in India, just as one of India’s “essences,” caste 
oppression, plays itself out allegorically through racist oppression 
in South Africa. The intricate interweaving is enabled by a habit of 
reading and writing shaped by the exchange clipping.

Trained by the conventions of exchange journalism to read 
transnationally, Indian Opinion readers probably navigated such 
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transitions effortlessly. Since the ideal reader was an imperial citi-
zen, he or she would have been accustomed to reading within the 
time- space continuum of empire, a skill in part built up through 
regularly negotiating the textual weave of exchange papers. Yet 
this imperial reading was not simply a matter of charting the fl ow 
between metropolis and periphery; more importantly, it was about 
becoming accustomed to lateral linkages among colonies and non-
metropolitan centers.

This par tic u lar model of reading informs the masthead, which 
the paper adopted from the middle of 1908 (Fig. 9). Dominating 
the image are two scroll- like banners bearing the title. Above these 
we see the outlines of a horizon, the left side being India, with palm 
trees and what looks like a colonial building in British- Mughal id-
iom, and on the right we have Africa represented by an empty but 
rugged landscape looking a bit like Table Mountain in Cape Town. 
The left side is clearly possessed of “civilization,” the right side 
devoid of it. Below them billow two crossed  Union Jacks united by 
a map of the Indian Ocean and an imperial crown. These two re-
gions (“civilized” India and empty Africa) and the vast ocean be-
tween them are linked horizontally by the periodical and vertically 
by the imperial crown.

Within this bigger map of India/South Africa/empire, a series of 
submaps is  etched out through weekly reiteration. Weekly adver-
tisements for shipping lines carve the social equivalent of a neural 
network through their repetition of par tic u lar routes like the East 
African Service— Durban, Delagoa Bay, Beira, Chinde, Mozambique, 
Dar- es- Salaam, Zanzibar, Tanga, and Mombasa. This circuit draws 
into its ambit Gujarati merchant networks (old and new), the string 
of British Indian communities up the East African Coast, and pos-
sibly Goan movement between Portuguese East Africa and destina-
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tions farther north (February 5, 1910). The Mauritius route— 
Durban, Delagoa Bay, Beira, Port Louis, and back again— likewise 
repeats on paper the links between these two plantation economies 
(Natal and Mauritius), cemented by the fl ows of skilled personnel, 
technology, some indentured labor, and passenger (voluntary 
migrant) traffi c (June 15, 1912).

Merchant companies likewise advertised on a weekly basis, an-
nouncing their reach both within the Indian Ocean and beyond. 
The Sindhi company, Pohoomull Brothers in Cape Town, formed 
part of a sprawling export empire specializing in “all fashionable 
goods, silks of every variety,” with branches, as the advertisement 
reminded readers, “in India, Egypt, Gibraltar, Malta, China, Japan, 
Manilla, Zanzibar, Beira, Salisbury, &c., &c.” (March 25, 1911).15 
Another map was the “South African Directory of Indian Mer-
chants,” which appeared weekly, listing companies across South 
Africa, Basotholand, Rhodesia, and Mozambique (July 20, 1907). 
These trade networks parallel the exchange- clipping geographies 
within the newspaper itself, creating a layered world of migratory 
and intellectual passages and pathways.

Movement along these routes brings po liti cal geographies into 
being and confers visibility on po liti cal fi gures. When G. K. Gokhale, 
the Congress notable, and Gandhi’s mentor, visited South Africa in 
1912, the newspaper hyped up his visit by reporting his elaborate 
farewell in Bombay and then his reception in Mombasa, Zanzibar, 
and Beira, as well as in South Africa. When Gokhale returned, his 
progress from port to port and the receptions that he again re-
ceived  were covered.16 In such travelogues, each stop in a port city 
confers value and visibility and promotes the idea of the po liti cal 
celebrity. It is as if the person is invented through travel, becoming 
more “real” and visible with each successive newspaper report.
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Through reiterating such routes, the paper habituated readers to 
geographies, old and new. At times they  were required to maneuver 
within these. “Our correspondent in Trinidad (says India) has sent 
us a number of copies of the local island newspaper the Mirror 
which contains a report [of an overseer on a sugar plantation who 
shot an Indian labourer]” (May 20, 1911). Readers not only have to 
pause momentarily to map these connections that arise from vec-
tors of indentured labor migration but also have to reverse its his-
torical order (Trinidad- Calcutta, rather than the other way around). 
Other pages assemble a series of dots, implying fascinating but as 
yet unrealized intellectual circuits, and require an almost playful 
speculation, for example, the Vryheid Herald, Johannesburg Star, Natal 
Mercury, Indian Mirror, South Indian Mail, Rangoon Times, South Afri-
can Jewish Chronicle, and Cape Argus (March 25, 1911).

The ubiquitous use of cuttings created a comparative climate 
within the pages of the paper, establishing a cumulative archive of 
important po liti cal data within which readers had to draw connec-
tions and comparisons. Reports from the fl ashpoints of racist ex-
clusion like British Columbia, Australia, and New Zealand bring 
into view the workings of the global color line whose policies and 
legal manifestations the paper covered in detail.17 As a subgenre 
the paper also reported on offi cials exercising their racist authority 
to its punitive limits: a Johannesburg zookeeper excludes Indian 
visitors (July 29, 1907); a captain in the Straits Settlement relegates 
Chinese fi rst- class passengers to the lower decks (September 17, 
1910); and in Australia shipwrecked men of color are refused entry 
(February 4, 1904). These stories provide an important Gandhian 
addition to the broader discussion of the global color line, making 
the concept less an abstract idea than a set of embodied practices 
residing in individuals who have choices over their decisions.
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Ethical Exchanges

In a column “Items of Interest” (April 22, 1911) one meets the usual 
medley of exchange clippings from the Agricultural Journal, Natal 
Provincial Gazette, East Rand Express, India, and Hindustan. Tucked 
underneath these snippets is a quote from Thoreau, his name ap-
pended at the end of it. The quote may in fact have been dropped in 
to fi ll a blank space, but its inclusion in a compilation of clippings 
illustrates well the ways in which the newspaper’s ethical emphasis 
intersected, both in form and content, with the broader practices 
of the paper. These interventions  were largely driven by Gandhi 
and formed part of his view of the paper as a kind of ethical an-
thology. Toward this end he excerpted a range of authors like 
Socrates, Ruskin, Thoreau, Emerson, and Tolstoy. In their physi-
cal form these excerpts resemble the columns composed from ex-
change material: both are a compilation of snippets.

This use of summary and excerpt forms part of Gandhi’s project 
of slowing down reading, of turning the format of the periodical 
and the newspaper (designed for speed) against itself, and of using 
the art of condensation to pull readers in and slow them down, in 
contrast to “macadamized” reading, which moves them along at 
ever- greater speeds.

How did such strategies work? Indeed,  were they even possible? 
The discontinuous format of the periodical and newspaper had 
after all been shaped by the need for hasty (or lazy) reading. This va-
riety of reading pace— rushing or ambling— was inherent in the de-
sign of the periodical, which allowed readers to select what, and how, 
to read. One could not compel readers to read in a par tic u lar way, 
but one could give advice and cultivate an experimental environ-
ment in which certain forms required slow rather than fast reading.
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One important experiment in this regard related to deinstru-
mentalizing time, a favored Gandhian theme in which the link be-
tween speed and effi ciency was questioned. In part, this unsettling 
of speed as an end in itself was inherent in the exchange system it-
self where circulation went slowly, and any news clipping was al-
ways in transit, pausing briefl y between its previous origin in some 
other paper and its next possible destination in another. This tex-
tual environment foregrounded questions of reading and time and 
hence offered a propitious climate in which to cultivate certain 
rhythms of reading and resting, perseverance and pausing.

Extracts and essays along this theme of time and reading  were 
hence common, with Thoreau being a favored source. “Read not 
the Times. Read the Eternities” ran one quotation that recognized 
the powerful shaping force of print media but suggested ways of 
resisting its vortex (June 10, 1911). The Thoreau quote cited earlier 
about the “macadamized” mind is worth revisiting. It begins with 
warnings against cluttering one’s mind with trivia (or what Gan-
dhi elsewhere called “the fetish of literacy and mundane knowl-
edge,” CW 10: 227).

I believe that the mind can be profaned by the habit of attending 

to trivial things, so that all our thoughts shall be tinged with 

triviality. Our very intellect shall be macadamized, as it  were,—

its foundation broken into fragments for the wheels of travel to 

roll over; and if you shall know what makes the most durable 

pavement surpassing rolled stones, spruce blocks, and asphaltum, 

you have only to look into some of our minds which have been 

subjected to this treatment so long. (June 10, 1911)

This meta phor of “macadamized” minds presents a powerful im-
age of what reading should not be. It should not be rapid, smooth, 
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and frictionless. Instead, reading and thought should involve ef-
fort and friction, or “counter friction,” as Thoreau termed it in an 
extract from On the Duty of Civil Disobedience that appeared in Indian 
Opinion on October 26, 1907. The machine of government has injus-
tice built into it, a friction that in some cases will cause it to wear 
out. “But if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be an agent 
of that injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life 
be a counter friction to stop the machine” (October 26, 1907).

Against such “macadamized” newspaper surfaces, Indian Opinion 
specialized in “uneven” reading surfaces across which one could 
not hurtle. The article “Extracts from Balzac” strings together 
some two dozen bite- sized quotations. To attempt to read them 
continuously induces intellectual vertigo as one hurtles from one 
topic to another, from ideas on liberty, to comments on the nature 
of scandal, to observations about genius (August 12, 1911). One can 
only really absorb one or two quotations at a time, contemplating 
these and then returning later to consider another. The article de-
fi es hasty reading.

As we have seen earlier, such ethical extracts  were placed be-
tween news items, a juxtaposition that asked readers to equate the 
two. The two forms commented on, and could be applied to, each 
other— the ideas of Thoreau to reports on satyagraha in Johannes-
burg or racial exclusion in British Columbia and Australia. A com-
parison between reports of such racial exclusion and Socrates’s 
defense and death requires one to take the long view that relativ-
ized the oppressions of empire and made them seem less eternal 
but also brought Socrates into the present, making him a spiritual 
comrade and friend.

The juxtaposition of the two genres (news and ethical extract) 
insistently required readers to think about what constituted ethical 
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news reporting. This was a pressing question in the context of 
southern Africa, where the white- run press endlessly recycled rac-
ism, hatred, ste reo type, and vitriol. Indian Opinion routinely printed 
such extracts with no comment attached, a kind of textual, nonvi-
olent, noncooperation. The July 8, 1911, edition carried an article 
titled “ ‘The Sons of South Africa’: A New Society,” extracted from 
the Rand Daily Mail. This or ga ni za tion had been set up to educate 
South Africans about their rights and privileges in empire and “is 
non- racial in its policy.” Yet membership was open only to those of 
“pure Eu ro pe an descent.” Indian Opinion offers no comment on the 
story but instead creates a border of silence around it in which the 
reader has to ruminate on what has been said (for further exam-
ples, see August 20, 1903; June 18, 1903; January 1, 1906; February 17, 
1906).

Another strategy in cultivating a climate of considered reading 
was direct advice to subscribers. This forms the subject of Chapter 
5, so for the moment we can note briefl y that Gandhi’s Gujarati 
columns gave frequent and detailed advice to readers on how to 
read in a slow and careful way. Readers  were constantly encouraged 
to read articles repeatedly, to keep copies of the newspaper, and to 
make their own collection of clippings. The model of reading was 
one of perseverance (read the  whole paper) and pausing (stop and 
think, come back later, reread, and reconsider).

These instructions to readers  were also reproduced in the con-
stant advice Gandhi gave to his colleagues at Phoenix, who func-
tioned in some respects as a reading commune. In part his guidance 
focused on how to manage the vast amount of reading entailed in 
keeping on top of the exchange papers, a system of journalism 
dependent as much on reading as on writing. Gandhi urged the 
Phoenix workers to incorporate the reading of exchanges as part of 
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a regular weekly schedule: “It will be all right if you devote Thurs-
day to the reading of proofs and Tuesday and Wednesday exclu-
sively to general reading and to writing Gujarati” (CW 5: 80). Chha-
ganlal must have taken on a lion’s share of this work, having 
developed his skills reading the Gujarati exchanges in the earliest 
days of Indian Opinion on Mercury Lane. Henry Polak likewise had 
worked on the exchanges while employed on the Transvaal Critic, 
and much of the En glish gleaning and summary work must have 
come his way (albeit he was based in Johannesburg).

Other forms of advice pertained to the management of clip-
pings, which formed an important strand in Phoenix life. Whether 
in Johannesburg, London, or Bombay, Gandhi generated swirls of 
letters, cuttings, and scrapbooks. Many  were sent to Phoenix with 
instructions: some cuttings  were to be translated into Gujarati and 
used in the newspaper (CW 5: 418– 419); others  were not destined for 
print but  were for the edifi cation of Phoenix residents (CW 6: 207). 
In some cases Gandhi sent entire publications that  were to be read 
and their pictures admired, and then the periodical was to be 
passed on to the Indian Public Library (CW 6: 393, 401– 402). These 
cuttings  were accompanied by, and interspersed with, letters from 
Gandhi, some of which contained summaries of events that  were 
to appear in the paper.

Other letters gave advice on what to read, and how to read it: 
“Please tell Maganlalbhai that I would advise him to read Emer-
son’s essays. They can be had for nine pence in Durban. . . .  Those 
essays are worth studying. He should read them, mark the impor-
tant passages and then fi nally copy them out in a notebook” (CW 9: 
200). A few weeks later another letter arrived: “I should like all in 
Phoenix to read Tolstoy’s Life and My Confessions. Both are soul- 
stirring books. They can be easily read in two days. The Gujaratis 
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should also read Kavi’s two volumes.” Gandhi went on to recom-
mend that the Gujarati speakers discuss sections of Kavi (Raychan-
dbhai Mehta, Gandhi’s spiritual mentor) in the half- hour eve ning 
ser vices that  were held daily at Phoenix (CW 9: 203). Just as these dif-
ferent forms of reading— exchanges and ethical writers— intersected 
in the paper, so too did they combine in the reading life of Phoe-
nix, making the prayer ser vice an extension of the paper, and vice 
versa.

In his interactions with Phoenix residents, Gandhi sought to 
cultivate an ideal reading community in which reading would 
proceed by pausing and contemplation as much as by persevering 
through the heft of the weekly exchange papers.18 At times the 
practices of the Phoenix reading community manifest themselves 
in the newspaper, demonstrating a model of contemplative read-
ing, maintained in the face of deadlines and pressure to produce. 
An example, again from Thoreau, illustrates the point. Under the 
headline “Thoughts from Thoreau,” the paper offered a selection 
of quotations from Life without Principle.19 The piece, a speech given 
by Thoreau, initially in 1854 and then published in 1863, explores a 
theme close to Gandhi’s heart, namely, the state of modern civili-
zation as one that promotes modernity without interiority. Driven 
by the incessant search for profi t, life becomes a series of meaning-
less and surface activities: work lacks inner meaning, and politics 
is “superfi cial and inhuman.” Newspapers fi ll people’s heads with 
trivia. Moving from surface to surface, we inhabit a world in which 
our inner domain shrinks. Many of us “have not heard from our-
selves” in a long time.

Indian Opinion ran two sets of extracts from this piece: the June 
10, 1911, edition contained twelve extracts, the July 22, 1911, edition 
eigh teen (although nine of these are not from Life without Principle 
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and seem to have come instead from Thoreau’s letters). Together 
the twenty- one “real” extracts, which range in length from twenty 
to a hundred words, make up about 20 percent of the original 
speech. In most cases the extracts are nonnarrative expositions, 
with any narrative or anecdotal “chaff” removed.

The pressure under which Indian Opinion was produced makes 
itself felt in the pre sen ta tion of these citations. In the fi rst collec-
tion of quotations, the order of extracts does not follow that of the 
original and, as already indicated, the second is interlarded with 
matter from elsewhere. Such extemporization is probably due to 
the pressures of printing and making text fi t into the format of 
columns and pages. A second factor accounting for this makeshift 
character can be traced back to the many hands involved in the 
selection and production of the extracts. Gandhi probably selected 
most of the extracts as he had done four years earlier, in the case of 
On the Duty of Civil Disobedience. However, on July 12, 1911, Gandhi 
wrote to Maganlal at Phoenix and advised him to “Copy out a sen-
tence from Thoreau occasionally and give it to Mr West for use in 
Indian Opinion” (CW 11: 465). This dating does not, however, dove-
tail with the actual publication of the extracts (June 10 and July 
22), unless of course Maganlal was quick off the mark. Yet we do 
know that Gandhi urged Phoenix residents to copy out extracts 
from their reading, and some of these no doubt made their way 
into the paper.

The extracts are hence produced in a community, through a pro-
cess of careful and contemplative reading, but they have to take 
into account deadlines and the makeshift nature of production. 
One has to work within the pulse of mechanical production, but 
one does not have to be utterly governed by it, nor take on the ur-
gent and panicked tempo of industrial speed. We can register its 
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mechanical rhythms differently by focusing on the pause rather 
than on the forward rush.

However, one may raise questions around the ethics of reading 
only 20 percent of the original. Is this not playing fast and loose 
with the integrity of texts? Is this fraudulent and superfi cial read-
ing? Not if we consider this text- making in the context of Indian 
Opinion and its methods of writing- as- editing in which we expect 
texts to come to us already mediated. “Thoughts from Thoreau” 
announces itself as a “made- up” text, selected from elsewhere. As we 
make our own choice from the selection, we reenact the pro cess of 
textual production in slow motion. It is as if we are constructing 
our own miniature handmade newspaper, reprising an ideal ver-
sion of the Gandhian newspaper— hand-selected, read with care, 
and educating a reader to become an in de pen dent interpreter and 
selector.

An anecdote from Tolstoy Farm, which was established in 1910 
outside Johannesburg as a headquarters and ashram for satyagra-
his and their families, illustrates these themes well. From time to 
time some Tolstoyans, as they called themselves, would elect to 
walk the twenty- odd miles from the farm to Johannesburg. The 
fastest was Hermann Kallenbach, a Gandhian supporter who had 
purchased the property: leaving at 3:00 a.m., he could cover the dis-
tance in just under fi ve hours. On one occasion, when Johannes-
burg residents saw Kallenbach striding with such speed and pur-
pose, they assumed he was taking part in a racing event. Yet the 
walking was in fact almost the opposite and constituted but one 
mea sure of disciplined living practiced by Tolstoy residents (May 
11, 1912).

This story of speed- that- is- not- speed, of racing that becomes its 
opposite, provides a useful analogy to Indian Opinion, a newspaper- 
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that- is- not- a-newspaper. To the casual observer, Indian Opinion ap-
pears to be doing the work of any ordinary periodical, namely, 
promoting hasty and discontinuous reading. Yet Indian Opinion 
strove to turn such a format against itself by or ga niz ing reading 
around pausing and perseverance. Instead of seeing the gaps be-
tween stories as something to be hastened over, these become mo-
ments for refl ection, and for thinking about how to link the bits 
one has read.
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4
Binding Pamphlets, 

Summarizing India

Between 1903 and 1914 the International Printing 
Press (IPP) published some thirty pamphlets, mostly taken from 
pop u lar or signifi cant articles in Indian Opinion. Writing in 1913, 
Gandhi described these as the most important part of the paper: 
“Our purpose is to publish, from time to time, articles of perma-
nent value so that readers who like to preserve copies can later have 
them bound into a volume” (CW 12: 360).

So central  were these publications that at times the paper was 
envisaged as serving the pamphlets rather than vice versa. As part 
of the same downsize, the paper shifted from three to two col-
umns. This change aimed to improve the appearance of the news-
paper and make matters more con ve nient “if the articles had to be 
published in book form” (CW 12: 360).

The technicalities inherent in this statement remain unclear: it 
implies either that type could be spared, and the forms left intact 
until the pamphlet could be issued, or that ste reo types of them 
would be made. The chronic shortage of type, especially in the case 
of Gujarati, rules out the fi rst option, while the cost of stereotyp-
ing, plus the fact that it is never mentioned in the extensive corre-



b i n d i n g  p a m p h l e t s

99

spondence between Gandhi and the printing personnel at Phoenix, 
makes the second unlikely. Furthermore, the physical size and ap-
pearance of the pamphlets differ from their original form in the 
newspaper, indicating that they  were all composed anew.

Yet even if not in the form set out earlier, the pamphlets did 
shape the newspaper in other ways. In 1912 Gandhi gave up virtu-
ally all advertising for the paper, arguing that the time spent in 
soliciting advertisements could be better devoted to the produc-
tion of booklets.1 It is as if the pamphlets replace the advertise-
ments, the hasty tempos of the market giving way to the slow and 
more durable reading of the Gandhian “book.”

The pamphlets have become one of the paper’s most enduring 
legacies. Titles like Hind Swaraj (1909)  rose up from the pages of 
an obscure newspaper to become world famous. Others, like Sar-
vodaya (1908), Gandhi’s adaptation of Ruskin’s Unto This Last, 
and his abridged account of Socrates’s defense, The Story of a Sol-
dier of Truth (1908), feature centrally in discussions of Gandhian 
ideas.

These texts are the choice kernels winnowed from the paper, 
leaving a chaff of lesser pamphlets that have blown away. Apart 
from advertisements in the paper or the booklets being banned by 
the Government of India (the fate of four Gujarati pamphlets in 
1910), there is little evidence of these tracts ever existing. Such a fate 
for a pamphlet is not unusual. As Peter Stallybrass points out, 
while books are designed for survival, pamphlets perish along with 
the ephemera that make up the bulk of a printer’s business.2 One 
way in which pamphlets might have survived is via copyright mech-
anisms designed to direct publications to deposit libraries. Yet in 
at least two cases, Hind Swaraj and Tolstoy’s Letter to a Hindoo, the 
pamphlets  were explicitly not copyrighted.
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Consequently, it is diffi cult to know the total number of pam-
phlets. Working from the En glish sections of the paper and trans-
lations of the Gujarati book columns, as well as mentions of the 
pamphlets in other contexts (like banning orders or from Indian 
periodicals that received copies), it would seem that there  were six 
pamphlets in En glish and some two dozen in Gujarati (see the 
Appendix).

Many hands produced the En glish pamphlets: notable authors 
 were Gandhi, Polak, and Tolstoy (in translation). The Gujarati tracts 
emanate mainly from Gandhi and include translations of laws and 
ordinances, translations of ethical writings, and biographies. There 
is also a collection of poems sent in by readers. Apart from Hind 
Swaraj, the leafl ets do not constitute original “writing” but, rather, 
consist of abridgments, retellings, reviews, and translations.

Binding Together

This chapter takes seriously Gandhi’s injunction to bind the 
pamphlets— or at least some of them— together (as the book pages 
of Indian Opinion did on a weekly basis, advertising a “bookshelf” of 
its publications). In giving this advice, it is as if he wants the best 
of both worlds— the provisionality of the pamphlet and the perma-
nence of the bound book. The material form of such a volume 
would keep this duality alive: each pamphlet produced by Indian 
Opinion was a different page size, and even if bound together the 
distinctiveness of each item would be manifest.

This duality of book and pamphlet furnishes the method for 
this chapter. Considering the fi rst part of the equation, we ask 
whether one can create a “book” of these pamphlets. Could we 
treat them as fascicles, parts of a book published separately in 
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installments? A fascicle is also a close cluster, whether of fl owers 
and leaves or nerve and muscle fi bers. These multiple meanings 
of the word serve our purposes well. While never intended to be 
one monumental book, the pamphlets do constitute a bundle, a 
thickening of texts whose juxtapositions are as important as their 
component parts. In keeping with the spirit of exchange journal-
ism, the omnibus confi gures an unusual cast of characters and in-
tellectual traditions: Socrates; the Egyptian nationalist Mustafa 
Kamal Pasha; Ruskin; Annie Besant; the jurist and politician Syed 
Ameer Ali; and J. L. P. Erasmus, a Boer commandant (who provides 
an En glish retelling of the Hindu epics). What kinds of intellectual 
histories emerge if these are bundled together? Likewise, what will 
emerge from the constituent parts themselves, mostly compacted 
miniatures: retellings, reviews, extracts, abridgments, abridged 
translations?

Summary India

This theme of the miniature and the summary speaks as well to 
Gandhi’s larger project in South Africa, namely, constructing a 
“summary India.” With groups from across India thrown together 
in South Africa, it became possible to grasp India in a way that was 
not possible on the vast subcontinent itself. The newspaper itself 
sought to fashion a community of British Indians (and imperial 
citizens) rather than readers who saw themselves as “Tamils or Cal-
cutta men, Mohamedans or Hindus, Brahmans or Banyas” (Indian 
Opinion, August 20, 1903). This defi nition of India necessarily de-
pended as well on the broader contours of southern African societ-
ies: white settler nationalists, African chiefdoms, Boer republics, 
and migrant workers, both African and Eu ro pe an, all of whom 
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provided different kinds of boundaries for the idea of India. In this 
multiply diasporic context, Gandhi sought to forge a durable defi -
nition of who could be Indian, both outside and inside India.

Combining different communities into a nation located outside 
itself was necessarily a demanding utopian task. On the one hand, 
potential readers had to be addressed in linguistic compartments 
if one wished to draw them together in unity. Yet, on the other 
hand, the nature of that unity was uncertain, since the idea of India 
on the subcontinent itself had still to be converted into a national-
ist idiom. There was hence no ready- made original to which one 
could make recourse. Through its initial four- language policy, In-
dian Opinion attempted, visually and linguistically, to “collate” dif-
ferent communities into one space. When, against Gandhi’s wishes, 
the newspaper discontinued Tamil and Hindi early in 1906, he tried 
to keep some vestige of this version of the paper as India alive, sug-
gesting that the idle Hindi type be used to produce a pamphlet ver-
sion of the fi rst canto of the “Hindu Bible,” namely, Tulsidas’s Rama-
yana (CW 7: 60).

As extensions of the paper, the pamphlets  were hence tasked 
with taking forward experiments in audience- making, which  were 
inseparable from the pro cess of collating different confi gurations 
of how to be Indian. Each pamphlet acted as a hypothesis, presup-
posing various confi gurations of Indian- ness. Nation, empire, reli-
gion, region, civilization, race, language, caste, body, soul— which of 
these could one dispense with and which not? The pamphlets jug-
gled these categories, adding and subtracting them in different 
combinations and building up a portfolio of possible ways of being 
Indian. The results of these experimental conversations culmi-
nated in Hind Swaraj, which offers an elegantly minimal defi nition 
of Indian- ness, as the next chapter argues.



b i n d i n g  p a m p h l e t s

103

In pursuing this task, some pamphlets addressed (or attempted 
to address) specifi c subaudiences, while others spoke to some 
broader ideal of British India. The abridged form of the pamphlet 
lent itself well to this latter utopian task, being able to imply a dis-
tant original yet located far enough from it to be free to experi-
ment. As a compendium of miniature epics, edited extracts, and 
summarized translations, the pamphlets usefully appear to be 
about scale, and hence to bear some relationship to an original 
model. But even where there is nominally an original (as in the pam-
phlet versions of the Hindu epics, or in cases of summarized transla-
tions), it is so remote, or is treated with such dispatch, that it exists 
only in the faintest outline, opening up an experimental environ-
ment that these pamphlets embody. They are acts of radical collat-
ing and editing, not simply in the sense of paring down an original 
but in the older sense of putting forth or publishing a text.

Interestingly, questions of caste are never addressed directly in 
these pamphlets or, indeed, in Hind Swaraj. One reason for this si-
lence, as Joseph Lelyveld suggests, is that caste was seen as an inter-
nal issue to be discussed among Indians and was not to be aired 
too frequently in public lest colonial society seized on it as a fur-
ther stick with which to beat and belittle the Indian community.3

Miniature Epics

In its early years Indian Opinion produced fi ve versions of the Hindu 
epics: two Gitas, two Ramayanas, and one Mahabharata. All  were 
in En glish, except for one that consisted of the fi rst canto of the 
Tulsidas Ramayana in Hindi. The epics  were distributed in and 
outside the paper. One was printed fi rst as a series in the paper 
and then as a booklet; two  were published only as pamphlets. The 
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remaining two appeared only in the paper, although it probably 
had been intended to give them a subsequent pamphlet existence.

The movement of these versions in and out of the paper captures 
in miniature the larger fl ow of these narrative traditions in and 
around the old and new South Asian diasporas. Paula Richman 
has examined aspects of this movement, looking at Ramlilas in 
the post– 1960s South Asian diaspora to Britain. Discussing the old 
indentured diaspora, John Kelly has demonstrated how laborers in 
Fiji used aspects of the Ramayana tradition to give their own suf-
fering epic proportions.4 In Natal similar patterns emerged: inden-
tured plantation workers placed themselves as characters in the 
story of Ram, often as Hanuman clearing the way for civilization, 
a lesser known variant in the vast sea of what Philip Lutgendorf 
calls Hanumayana.5

The Indian Opinion epics departed from these patterns: they  were 
not aimed at indentured workers and spoke to rather different 
kinds of diasporic audiences. We provide a brief account of each 
pamphlet before turning to questions of audience and ideas of 
Indian- ness.

Besant’s Gita

“Special South African Edition: Mrs Besant’s Translation of the 
‘Bhagavad Gita’ with Selections in Sanskrit and Sanskrit Alphabet 
with En glish Pronunciation for Students. Full- page Portrait of Mrs 
Besant. One Shilling”— thus read an advertisement in the Decem-
ber 10, 1904, edition of Indian Opinion.

No versions of this pamphlet survive, but the circumstances of 
its production emerge from a mollifying letter Gandhi wrote to 
an indignant Annie Besant who objected to her translation being 
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reproduced without permission and her portrait being included in 
a sacred work.

A gentleman offered to have a translation of the Bhagawad Gita 

printed for distribution among Hindu boys and other[s] if the 

Managers printed it at cost price. He was also in a hurry. Reprint 

of your translation was suggested. The matter was referred to me 

and, after much careful thought, as there was no time left for 

reference to you, I advised that your translation might be printed 

for circulation in South Africa. I felt that the motive of the 

management was pure, and that when the circumstances, under 

which the edition was published,  were brought to your notice, you 

would overlook any apparent impropriety. (CW 4: 271– 272)

The letter provided fi gures on print run and sales: 1,000 copies 
had been printed, and 200 remained, being sold or distributed at 
the rate of fi ve per month, and “then only among real inquirers” 
(ibid., 272). While we do not know who “the Hindu gentleman” was, 
he certainly formed part of a growing body concerned about reli-
gious and linguistic attrition in the diaspora.

Beyond Boer Orientalism

A page before the advertisement for Besant’s Gita, one encounters 
the headline: “The Psychology of the Bhagavad Gita: A Lecture De-
livered before the Transvaal Philosophical Society: By Mr JLP Eras-
mus, Ex- Commandant of the Boers” (December 10, 1904).

Who was Erasmus, and how did he come to be writing for Indian 
Opinion? Born in the Cape Colony in 1858, Erasmus had moved 
north and ended up as an attorney in the Transvaal republic. At 
the outbreak of the Anglo- Boer War in 1899, he headed up a Boer 



b i n d i n g  p a m p h l e t s

106

commando until captured by the British in March 1901. Expecting 
to win the war in three months, the British had made little provi-
sion for holding prisoners of war (POWs). As the war dragged on 
and POW numbers mounted, the British turned to a well- tried so-
lution: the empire as gulag. Boer POWs  were initially shipped to 
Ceylon, St. Helena, and Bermuda. When these island prisons fi lled 
up, the British leaned on a reluctant Government of India to take 
Boer POWs. Erasmus was one of nine thousand POWs interned 
across British India between 1901 and 1903, when the last POWs 
 were fi nally shipped home.6

After being held in Cape Town, Erasmus was transported to 
Bombay in October 1901 and then on to Shahjehanpur before being 
interned in Fort Govindgarh, just outside Amritsar. In an article in 
Indian Opinion, Erasmus presents his time in India as an education 
in understanding hierarchy (November 5, 1904). He leaves South 
Africa with crude orientalist ideas and itches to see fakirs perform-
ing mind- boggling miracles. When Erasmus arrives in the intern-
ment camp, he mistakes Sudras for sannyasis but is put right by 
the divisional sergeant who starts to educate him about caste. At 
the end of the war he is released, but while waiting to return home 
he is granted daily parole and befriends a lawyer, Saran Dass Cho-
pra, who introduces him to his circle of friends who usher him up 
the caste hierarchy “until at last I had the honour of meeting 
gentlemen of the Brahman caste.” Under their infl uence, he can 
distance himself from his earlier crass orientalism, having replaced 
it with a form of mutual recognition between colonized elites who 
educate each other about their respective forms of social distinc-
tion. These Erasmus reproduces: an article on Indian history 
drawn from R. C. Dutt’s Epochs of Indian History produces a Hindu- 
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centric, anti- Muslim overview of the subcontinent in which caste 
represents a crowning achievement.

During his time in Amritsar, Erasmus acquired a small library 
of books on India provided by his Brahmin friends. On his return 
to Johannesburg, he put these to good use and delivered a series of 
lectures to both the Transvaal Philosophical Society and the 
Transvaal Theosophical Society on the Gita, the Ramayana, and 
the Mahabharata, drawn from En glish translations: Sastri for the 
Gita and Romesh Chunder Dutt’s versifi ed abridgment of the Ra-
mayana and Mahabharata, as well as Manmatha Dutt’s transla-
tion for the latter.

Gandhi and Polak both had links to these societies, and one or 
both of them may have attended the events and approached Eras-
mus to place his lectures in Indian Opinion. Across a period of eigh-
teen months, from November 1904 to May 1906, the paper featured 
twenty articles by the Boer commandant.

On January 28, 1905, Indian Opinion profi led Erasmus as the ideal 
contributor, holding him up as an example to other Eu ro pe an 
readers. Despite being a Boer (a group possessed by “more than 
usual colour- madness”), his lectures show how “a prominent mem-
ber of that nation can become sympathetic by the simple pro cess of 
learning the truth.” Erasmus’s “excellent resumé” showed that “In-
dia had a high civilization, when Eu rope was sunk in barbarism.”

With regard to the structure of the booklets, Erasmus’s pam-
phlets necessarily offer a summary of a summary of a translation 
of a translation. His foreword to the Ramayana draws substan-
tially on Dutt’s epilogue, reproducing nuggets with minimal para-
phrase. With regard to the narrative structure itself, Erasmus posi-
tions himself as a textual choreographer, now narrating segments 
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of story, now ushering in Dutt’s voice, and now marshaling lines of 
direct quotation. The narrative voice appears as one that stands in 
among a cloud of quotation.

With regard to audience, Erasmus’s talks address a group that 
is implicitly Christian, Eu ro pe an, and conversant with Western 
philosophy, interlarding his accounts of the Gita with compari-
sons to Trinitarian theology and invoking Kant and Plato on the 
soul.

Tulsidas’s Ramayana

In October 1908 Gandhi wrote an endorsement for the upcoming 
publication of a portion of the Tulsidas Ramayana in Hindi. He 
opened with the theme of religious attrition in the diaspora:

These days India’s sons go abroad in large numbers. In a foreign 

country, not everyone can be conscious always of his par tic u lar 

religion. This is especially so in the case of the Hindus. The 

present writer is of the view that it is the duty not merely of the 

Hindus alone but also of all Indians to acquaint themselves with 

the essentials of Hinduism in its common form. (CW 9: 202)

Gandhi endorses Tulsidas’s work as refl ecting “most vividly . . .  
the general spirit of Hinduism.” It is almost as good as Valmiki’s 
Sanskrit original and appears not to be a translation at all: “His 
devotion to God was so profound that instead of translating, he 
poured forth his own heart” (ibid.).

Those settled in “foreign lands” often do not have time to read 
the  whole work. An abridgment may hence be benefi cial not to re-
place the original but to entice readers to consult the  whole work. 
“The abridgement does not leave out any portions of the main nar-
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rative. But interpolations, long descriptions and some portion 
from the subsidiary parts have been omitted” (CW 9: 203).

We wish that every Indian goes devoutly through the summary 

which we are placing before the public, refl ect[s] over it, and 

assimilate[s] the ethical principles so vividly set out in it. We shall 

consider our effort to have been duly rewarded if this abridged 

Ramayana is read in every Indian home in the eve nings and 

during the periods of leisure at other times. (ibid.)

The remaining cantos were to follow (something that appears 
not to have eventuated), and readers were urged to collect them 
and bind them into one volume. The price was kept low to place 
the book “within the reach of every Indian” (ibid.).

Getting Tulsidas’s Ramayana into print was a project that mat-
tered to Gandhi, as evidenced by his pressure on Chhaganlal to 
complete the assignment (CW 7: 60). As we have seen, the idea took 
shape in 1906 when the paper dropped its Hindi and Tamil section. 
Having lost one way of embodying “India” through a newspaper in 
four languages, Gandhi turned the Hindi type toward another, 
namely, to produce what many regarded as “the Hindu Bible.” 
What did this say about the confi gurations of audiences for these 
epics and their alignment to “India”?

Epics and Audiences

The intended audiences for these epics  were threefold: Eu ro pe ans 
and elite Indians for Erasmus’s versions; “colonial- born” Indians 
for the Besant’s Gita; and Hindi speakers for Tulsidas. While we do 
not have much evidence, the two latter pamphlets seem to have 
found their intended audiences. Besant’s Gita certainly proved 
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pop u lar and was still being sold in the 1920s, presumably largely to 
“colonial- born” Indians to whom En glish was an ever- more-central 
language (Indian Opinion, December 29, 1922). The Tulsidas Rama-
yana likewise proved to be a perennial and was still on sale in 1913, 
acquired by Hindi speakers, most of whom spoke Bhojpuri- Hindi 
(Indian Opinion, April 12, 1913).7 Most buyers  were probably literate, 
although there could have been those of uncertain literacy who 
obtained it as a talismanic object that symbolized Hindu India.

Erasmus’s Ramayana, in contrast, reached an audience different 
from what had initially been intended. Placed in the En glish col-
umns, its imagined readers  were those of the En glish section as a 
 whole: Eu ro pe an sympathizers in South Africa and further afi eld, 
supporters in India, and local members of the Indian community 
who read En glish.8 As an aside, the En glish section would also have 
been followed by two further groups: journalists on other papers 
and colonial offi cials keeping their collective fi nger on the pulse of 
po liti cal developments— the colonial state was a regular subscriber 
to, and careful reader of, the journal.9

Yet this Ramayana found relatively few readers among these 
groups. Some Eu ro pe an sympathizers might have read the epics to 
educate themselves, but the other constituencies could hardly have 
paid much attention. Where readers did, they  were largely irritated 
at Erasmus’s ham- handed efforts. One subscriber using the pen 
name Kamadhuk (cow of plenty) took issue with Erasmus’s Chris-
tian interpolations and his lack of Sanskrit (February 4, 1905). An-
other, J. E. Done, did not specifi cally engage with Erasmus but 
wrote a piece on Indian history in part to show up his more in- 
depth knowledge in comparison with Erasmus (February 10, 1906).

Yet once released from the paper and put into pamphlet form, 
Erasmus’s Ramayana found a new and enthusiastic audience among 
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“colonial- born” readers.10 In fact, the tract proved to be the news-
paper’s most constant seller and was still being advertised in the 
1930s (September 9, 1932). Its appeal lay in the fact that it was short 
and easy to read: about six thousand words spread across some 
forty generously spaced pages. A less tangible aspect of its attrac-
tion may be the fact that Erasmus, like many “colonial- born” Indi-
ans, spoke no Indian languages. The text comprised bits and pieces 
of translated “tradition” and hence mirrored the relationship of 
“colonial- born” Indians to most matters Indian.

The miniature epics played a role in clarifying different audi-
ences around the idea of India, especially since the epics, or at least 
their distant originals, could stand in for the idea of India itself. Yet 
freed from that original by their hyperexcised forms, they enabled 
more experimental notions of Indian- ness in which one could be 
Indian without speaking an Indian language. There was of course 
an implicit proviso that one be of Indian descent, but the Erasmus 
case opens up a radical possibility of being Indian solely through 
apprenticing oneself to its civilizational traditions. This interpre-
tation may sound somewhat far- fetched, but as will be shown in 
Chapter 5 it was a possibility that made its way into Hind Swaraj. 
In the Erasmus hypothesis, whiteness, Christianity, and lack of 
an Indian language would not be absolute barriers to entry. One’s 
claims of belonging might be weaker than some, but one could in 
theory fi nd a place, provided the defi nition of “India” was capa-
cious enough. However, there was one nonnegotiable condition of 
entry: “civilization.” Those ostensibly without it— like Africans— 
could not gain admission.

The epic pamphlets functioned rather like open invitations 
that produced surprising results: some expected groups (like the 
Hindi speakers) showed up, others (like the Eu ro pe an readers) did 
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not, while unexpected groups (like the “colonial- born” Indians) ar-
rived in numbers. Still others, like the ideal British Indian imperial 
citizens, could not take up the invitation, as they hardly existed.

These different audiences also chafed against each other, repre-
senting larger fault lines in the South African Indian community 
itself, in this case between “colonial- born” Indians and those from 
the mainland. While the “colonial born”  were certainly addressed 
in the paper itself and  were imagined as one of its outlier constitu-
encies, they  were never enthusiastic readers of a paper that patron-
ized and upbraided them, and that offered little in the way of pop-
u lar culture and sport.11 Gandhi himself regarded “colonial- born” 
Indians ambivalently. He worked closely with their leaders in the 
satyagraha campaigns but expressed skepticism about their rank 
and fi le. In the midst of a repatriation crisis in the mid- 1920s in 
which “colonial- born” Indians  were offered cash inducements by 
the South African state to return to the subcontinent where they 
struggled to fi t back into a caste- dominated society, Gandhi noted: 
“The men are neither Indian nor Colonial. They have no Indian 
culture in the foreign lands they go to, save what they pick up from 
their uncultured half- dis- Indianized parents” (CW 36: 285– 286).12 
Polak shared similar sentiments: “There they  were [in South Africa], 
helpless in the midst of an alien population, whose civilization was 
incomprehensible to their generally limited intellects, and whose 
mental attitude was coloured by the long contact with a savage 
race of aboriginals.”13 “Colonial- born” Indians constituted suspect 
subjects of the virtual nation who needed to be tutored and guided 
to full citizenship.

Unsurprisingly, in 1908 a newspaper tailored more to the taste of 
a “colonial- born” constituency, African Chronicle, was started by 
P. S. Aiyar, and it probably drew away any lingering “colonial- born” 
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readers of Indian Opinion. Yet as we have seen, the “colonial- born” 
constituency continued to buy the Erasmus Ramayana and Besant 
Gita. The pamphlets managed to retain these readers as a periph-
eral audience, and hence they kept alive some vestige of the ideal of 
a pan- Indian audience.

However, this pan- Indian ideal of the paper continued to frag-
ment, as other groups also broke away to form their own newspa-
pers. Two papers aimed at Muslim readers—Al- Islam started in 1907 
and Indian Views in 1914— further splintered the readership although 
certainly did not drive away all Muslim subscribers. Those with the 
means probably bought all the papers they could (CW 12: 367), and 
there was something of a friendly rivalry between the papers, which 
jousted with each other in their columns (CW 7: 284) but also as-
sisted each other: African Chronicle supported the satyagraha cam-
paign and translated one of Gandhi’s speeches into Tamil in 1909.14

In a community as diverse as Indians in South Africa, such frag-
mentation on linguistic, caste, and religious grounds was hardly 
surprising. One response from Gandhi was to persevere with a uto-
pian ideal of creating a miniature and united India. The columns 
of Indian Opinion continued to be written as though all South Afri-
can Indians could be addressed via Gandhi’s column, which rou-
tinely hailed all Indians as though they understood Gujarati (a 
topic I touch upon in the next chapter). Indeed, one strand in Gan-
dhi’s thinking about translation, namely, that emotion could trump 
language, illuminates further this will to communicate despite the 
barriers of multilingual life.15 Yet the diffi culties of trying to forge 
a polyglot, polyreligious, and polycaste nation out of a set of deter-
minedly sectional units  were overwhelming. One response on Gan-
dhi’s part was to radically recast the idea of the nation and sover-
eignty itself. What if a nation was less an abstract cloak thrown 
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over a congeries of people and was more an ideal that had to be 
fostered from the ground up, one person at a time?

An analysis of a further tranche of pamphlets illustrates this 
trajectory in Gandhi’s thinking. We begin with some pamphlets 
aimed at Muslim readers and then turn to two exhortative pam-
phlets, each stepping- stones on the road to defi ning the satyagrahi 
as the locus of the nation.

Muslim Pamphlets

The En glish translations of the Hindu epics all appeared between 
late 1904 and 1906. In a situation where initially the majority of 
Gandhi’s support both for satyagraha and the newspaper came 
from Muslim merchants, this absence of any pamphlet aimed at 
Muslims must have been apparent. Writing in the Gujarati columns 
on January 5, 1907, Gandhi noted his intention to put matters right:

Considering that a large number of our readers are Muslim, we 

are thinking of publishing a translation of the celebrated Mr. 

Justice Ameer Ali’s book on Islam [The Spirit of Islam] . . .  Justice 

Ameer Ali has given us the permission to translate it. The consent 

of the publishers is yet to be had. If that is also received and if the 

idea is favoured by our readers and they are prepared to encourage 

us, we intend to publish a translation of The Spirit of Islam in 

book form. [It] has won fame throughout the world and deserves 

to be read by every Muslim, indeed, by every Indian. (CW 6: 209)

Two Gujarati pamphlets containing speeches and articles by 
Ameer Ali did subsequently appear, although the sequence is not 
entirely clear: “There are diffi culties in the way,” Gandhi noted 
(CW 7: 16). Possibly during this period of delay, Gandhi turned his 
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attention elsewhere, and on June 22, 1907, announced in the Guja-
rati columns that Indian Opinion would carry an abbreviated trans-
lation of Washington Irving’s Life of the Prophet.

It will always be our aim to bring about and preserve unity 

between Hindus and Muslims. One of the ways of achieving this 

is to acquaint each with what ever is good in the other. Moreover, 

when occasion requires, Hindus and Muslims should serve each 

other without any reserve. The series that we are commencing is 

intended to serve both these aims. . . .  Most Hindus are ignorant 

of the career of the Prophet. Most Muslims are ignorant of the 

researches made by En glishmen and of what they write about the 

Prophet. The history by Washington is likely to be of benefi t to 

both of these classes [of reader]. (CW 7: 16)

The fi rst episode appeared on June 22, 1907, but soon ran into 
trouble. Some readers complained about the way in which the 
Prophet’s marriage was portrayed. There  were also intimations that 
readers  were irritated at having a non- Muslim and a white discours-
ing about Islam. Gandhi, in contrast, insisted it was important to 
know what whites wrote about Islam, a move that implicitly equated 
Irving on Islam with Erasmus on Hinduism (CW 7: 172– 173).

While some readers wanted the series to carry on, it was none-
theless discontinued. Gandhi urged those in favor of the series to 
write to the paper: “If many readers express the desire, we shall try 
to meet the wishes of such devout men by bringing it out separately 
in book- form when con ve nient to the Press” (CW 7: 173). Whether 
only a few readers responded or because of the history of the con-
troversy, this pamphlet never saw the light of day, although Indian 
Opinion did advertise the En glish version of the text in its book col-
umns (December 16, 1914).
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In a context where Gandhi sought to invent India in miniature, 
he strove to represent all categories in the paper, with the phrase 
“Hindu, Muslim, Parsee, Christian” a constant refrain in its col-
umns. In 1905 he produced a series of biographies comprising 
about a dozen stories of heroes, whose example readers  were in-
tended to emulate, and which he urged readers to gather together 
in their own homemade pamphlets. Most fi gures in the series  were 
Eu ro pe ans, but three  were Indian and formed a semirepresentative 
trio: an Urdu Muslim poet (Hali, whose work deals with “such use-
ful themes as the duty of Muslims in the present age,” CW 4: 446); 
a South Indian administrative reformer (Madhav Rao, the “Peri-
cles” of Madras, CW 4: 461); and a leading fi gure of the Bengal Re-
nais sance and philanthropic reformer (Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, 
CW 4: 411– 414).

Elsewhere Gandhi sought to profi le prominent Muslim fi gures. 
Two pamphlets— one a biography, the other a speech— dealt with the 
Egyptian nationalist Mustafa Kamal Pasha, although he is only in-
cidentally Muslim, his profi le as an Egyptian nationalist and edi-
tor being more prominent.

Taken together, these pamphlets aimed at Muslim readers met 
with mixed success. The Syed Ameer Ali pamphlets proved to be 
pop u lar and consistent sellers (Indian Opinion, December 28, 1912), 
while the projected Irving pamphlet proved to be a nonstarter. The 
tensions inherent in this situation point to the diffi culties of es-
tablishing a “portfolio” nation. In a situation where Muslims con-
stituted the majority of the Indian elite in southern Africa, this 
minoritization must have alienated some readers, who, in later 
years, could transfer their allegiances to Al- Islam and Indian Views. 
A portfolio of equal miniatures was not equally attractive to all.
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Polak’s Pamphlet: A Book and Its Misnomer

The ideal of empire held that there would be rights for all civilized 
men. In this equation Eu ro pe ans and Indians (but not Africans) 
could and should be equal imperial citizens. Erasmus and the Eu-
ro pe ans who supported Gandhi demonstrated such principles. But 
what about the whites who behaved in an uncivilized way like the 
lynch mob on the foreshore? Polak addressed this issue in a 1907 
pamphlet, A Book and Its Misnomer, which advanced the argument 
that white racism had to be understood as a symptom of Western 
industrial capitalism.16 These ideas form part of an ongoing con-
versation between Gandhi and Polak and issue ultimately in Hind 
Swaraj.17

The booklet started life as a review of L[awrence] E[lwin] Neame, 
The Asiatic Danger in the Colonies, which ran across four issues in May 
and June 1907 (May 11, 18, and 25, and June 1, 1907).18 Neame was a 
prominent Johannesburg journalist, and subsequently editor, then 
working on the Rand Daily Mail, having come from Bristol via India 
where he spent three years at the Times of India. In the small intel-
lectual circles of Johannesburg, he was well known to both Gandhi 
and Polak.19

Neame’s book had fi rst appeared as a series of separate articles in 
a number of periodicals, namely, Empire Review, Daily Mail, Pall Mall 
Gazette, Pioneer (Allahabad), and the Rand Daily Mail.20 Neame was 
a keen reader of Indian Opinion and drew upon it for data for his 
articles. He also makes references to Polak’s own writings in jour-
nals like the Empire Review. In the enmeshments of exchange jour-
nalism, the paper reprinted some of Neame’s pieces, which contain 
references to Indian Opinion, duplicating in its own columns its re-
production elsewhere (April 21, 1906; May 12 and 19, 1906).
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Neame’s book addressed itself to “a World problem”: the Asiatic 
“invasion” of the world in which a “diminishing white population 
is condemned to a hopeless struggle for bare existence against an 
ever growing mass of Asiatics.”21 Polak’s review focuses on the “Cau-
casian bias,” which in Neame’s argument is based on a belief that 
there is “an unutterable, indescribable, impalpable something that 
permanently distinguishes him unfavourably from his non- Asiatic 
brother.” The review unmasks the fear that underwrites this posi-
tion, “lest the phantom of an alleged superiority should be discov-
ered and exposed to public derision— a terror lest the windy dummy 
of infl ated self- importance be pricked.”22

In an important move, he links this fear to how Neame defi nes 
life itself, namely, as the desire for bodily comfort and endless ac-
cumulation. Polak links this view to the broader pathologies of the 
West: materialistic, militarized, blinded by science, and driven by 
lust of domination. What, then, should life be?—“a wise content-
ment or a fevered avidity? A generous use or a foolish accumula-
tion? The control of desire or its augmentation?”23 The pamphlet 
expresses the hope that the demons of the West will be humanized 
and spiritualized by the East. “To- day, the West craves for mechan-
ical and material perfection. Our prayer is that the East may be 
spared a like disaster.”24

In a utopian crescendo, the pamphlet imagines a world human-
ized by the values of the East: “In that day, men will know no dif-
ferences of race and colour. All will be giants, strong to defend and 
protect the right; when self- help will wait upon self- sacrifi ce, and 
self- devotion will be the handmaiden of self- conquest.” In this uto-
pian order even Neame, his awful book forgiven, can fi nd a place: 
“And who knows but that, in that day, a regenerate and rightly- 
inspired Neame will have realized the benefi cence of the great Power 
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that has mercifully consigned to a well- merited oblivion his fatal 
fruit, turned ashes, of his ancient rashness and immaturity!”25

Ruskinian Body, Gandhian Soul

Polak’s pamphlet bears a strong Gandhian imprimatur, giving ex-
pression to Gandhi’s core ideas that autonomy resides in rule of 
the self. Gandhi had long been experimenting with these ideas, 
and in a burst of pamphlet writing between 1907 and 1909, he re-
fi ned these notions, giving them the suppleness that would result 
in Hind Swaraj.

His fi rst pamphlet during this period was For Passive Resisters, 
which reproduced the selections from Thoreau’s On the Duty of Civil 
Disobedience that had appeared earlier in the En glish columns of 
October 26, 1907. Then followed four pamphlets initially published 
in the Gujarati columns: The Story of a Soldier of Truth, an abridged 
translation of Plato’s Apology; Sarvodaya (Unto This Last); and the 
two pamphlets on Mustafa Kamal Pasha mentioned earlier.26 A 
fi fth pamphlet took the form of a Gujarati translation of M. S. 
Maurice’s Ethics of Passive Re sis tance, the winning entry for an essay 
competition. Joseph Doke, who was then acting editor, thought the 
essay of not much value, but Gandhi presumably thought other-
wise, taking the time to translate it (CW 8: 270– 271).

In their newspaper life, these texts  were intertwined: the Socrates 
series ran back- to- back with Sarvodaya, together covering three 
months’ worth of weekly translations (an extraordinary achieve-
ment given the other demands that Gandhi faced). Interspersed 
with Socrates are the four installments of the exemplary life of 
Mustafa Kamal Pasha. These physical interweavings become intel-
lectual ones, with Ruskin the En glish antimodernist becoming an 
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intellectual descendant of the ancient phi los o pher: “It can be ar-
gued that Ruskin’s ideas are an elaboration of Socrates’s. Ruskin 
has described vividly how one who wants to live by Socrates’s ideas 
should acquit himself in the different vocations” (CW 8: 317). Plaited 
together, these pieces distribute satyagraha as a practice across 
time and space— ancient Athens, contemporary Egypt, industrial 
England— and form part of Gandhi’s proclivity to universalize 
satyagraha, variously claiming suffragettes and African women 
antipass campaigners as passive resisters (July 22, 1911; April 1, 1914).

In refi ning his ideas on satyagraha in these pamphlets, Gandhi 
continued to work toward a portable defi nition of Indian- ness, 
which ultimately he found to reside in the idea of the soul, in Uday 
Mehta’s words “a state of inwardness as the ground for moral and 
po liti cal action.”27 A consideration of Sarvodaya, Ruskin’s critique 
of po liti cal economy provides one route into considering the un-
folding of this idea. Toward this end we compare Ruskin’s original 
with a back translation in the Collected Works.

The preface to the nine- part series stresses that this is less a 
translation than a summary that seeks to give the substance of the 
book for “Indians who do not know En glish” (CW 8: 317). The sum-
mary is short and roughly halves the original length of some 
twenty thousand words. The pace of translation also varies: the 
fi rst half of the original occupies 90 percent of Gandhi’s adapta-
tion, while the last 10 percent gallops through the second half.

Some of the cuts that Gandhi makes are predictable. As he him-
self explains, he removed “Biblical allusions  etc.,” and he changed 
the title, which is drawn from the parable of the laborers in the 
vineyard in Matthew 20:14, “I will give unto this last, even as unto 
thee” (CW 8: 318). Other cuts include classical references, imperially 
minded passages on Indian barbarism, and abstruse discussions of 
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theorists like Mill and Ricardo that fall in the second half of the 
original.28 The translation has also been lightly “indigenized”— 
shillings become rupees, examples of commercial perfi dy are drawn 
from the local merchant world, and some depictions of labor condi-
tions appear closer to those of the diasporic worker in a merchant 
family than the feudal and industrial conditions that Ruskin com-
pares (CW 8: 368, 419, 361).

Yet over and above these predictable ellipses and changes there is 
another order of excision worth noting. Ruskin’s text generally 
gives extended passages of action to illustrate his more abstract 
claims. So, for example, in arguing for a fi xed wage and guaranteed 
employment, the text provides examples of the deleteriousness of 
the current system, which throws “both wages and trade into the 
form of a lottery.”29 He follows this up with exemplary passages like 
the following:

The masters cannot bear to let any opportunity of gain escape 

them, and frantically rush at every gap and breach in the walls of 

Fortune, raging to be rich, and affronting, with impatient 

covetousness, every risk of ruin, while the men prefer three days of 

violent labour, and three days of drunkenness, to six days of 

moderate work.30

Such passages generally disappear from Gandhi’s adaptation, a 
peculiar omission on the face of it since he was ever a lover of the 
concrete above the abstract. In part, passages like these fell victim 
to the sheer compression involved and in the haste with which the 
translations had to be produced.

However, Catherine Gallagher’s ingenious reading of Unto This 
Last provides us with another way of thinking about these omis-
sions. As she demonstrates, even though a fi erce critic of orthodox 
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po liti cal economists, Ruskin shared with them the idea of wealth 
being rooted in, and mea sured by, the state of the body. His dis-
agreement with po liti cal economy lay in the fact that it had “ab-
stracted value, severed it from fl esh and blood.”31 While Ruskin 
casts his ultimate objective as reinstating the soul into a fi eld 
that has defi ned the body as a machine, he nonetheless, as Galla-
gher argues, is forced onto a terrain where a labor theory of value 
reigns supreme, and in which the “laboring body is the source of 
all value” with economic exchange proceeding “from fl esh back 
to fl esh.”32

Value resided in bodily well- being or, as a famous passage from 
Unto This Last argues,

In fact, it may be discovered that the true veins of wealth are 

purple— and not in Rock but in Flesh— perhaps even that the fi nal 

outcome and consummation of all wealth is in the producing 

[of ] as many as possible full- breathed, bright- eyed, and happy- 

hearted human creatures. Our modern wealth, I think, has rather 

a tendency the other way; most po liti cal economists appearing to 

consider multitudes of human creatures not conducive to wealth, 

or at best conducive to it only by remaining in a dim- eyed and 

narrow- chested state of being.33

Gandhi’s rendition of this paragraph is as follows:

It may even appear on a fuller consideration that the persons 

themselves constitute the wealth, not gold and silver. We must 

search for wealth not in the bowels of the earth, but in the hearts 

of men. If this is correct, the true law of economics is that men 

must be maintained in the best possible health, both of body and 

mind, and in the highest state of honour. (CW 8: 406)
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Gandhi’s insertions are clear: wealth resides not only in the body 
but “in the hearts of men,” and the true law of value lies in “the 
highest state of honour.”

While Gandhi and Ruskin share many ideas in common, this 
translation points to a subtle parting of the ways, one pulled de-
spite himself into a fi eld of discourse where bodily well- being forms 
the basis of value, the other pulled toward an order where the soul 
underwrites ideas of value, autonomy, and sovereignty. The trans-
lation itself mirrors this separation of ways. The conclusion aban-
dons Ruskin entirely and turns to consider questions of what con-
stitutes true self- rule, providing us with a miniature rehearsal of 
Hind Swaraj. Gandhi fi rst rejects ideas of self- rule as simply a po liti-
cal arrangement. Natal and Transvaal, as colonies with responsible 
government, possess self- rule but have created abominable societ-
ies based on the maintenance of bodily welfare and selfi shness at 
all costs.

Natal enjoys swarajya, but we would say that, if we  were to imitate 

Natal, swarajya would be no better than hell. [The Natal whites] 

tyrannize over the Kaffi rs, hound out the Indians, and in their 

blindness give free rein to selfi shness. If, by chance, Kaffi rs and 

Indians  were to leave Natal, they would destroy themselves in civil 

war. (CW 8: 458)

The conclusion also excoriates those who put their faith in 
bombs as the route to in de pen dence and hunger after industrial 
development in the Western model. Setting out the substance of 
Hind Swaraj, Gandhi defi nes self- rule as follows:

Real swarajya consists in restraint. He alone is capable of this who 

leads a moral life, does not cheat anyone, does not forsake truth 
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and does his duty to his parents, his wife, his children, his servant 

and his neighbour. Such a man will enjoy swarajya where he may 

happen to live. A nation that has many such men always enjoys 

swarajya. (CW 8: 458)

In Hind Swaraj these ideas will be extended so that in theory vir-
tually any person who practices self- rule could be Indian.34 In this 
minimal defi nition, Gandhi had sloughed off caste, nation, lan-
guage, whiteness, and body as preconditions for belonging to In-
dia, leaving religion, civilization, empire, and soul. The pamphlet 
collection that Indian Opinion generated provided one trajectory for 
these ideas to develop. Binding them together allows us to see Gan-
dhi’s ideas as shaped in the format of serial print culture, with 
ideas emerging provisionally and experimentally rather than retro-
spectively via the monumentality of the book.
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5
A Gandhian Theory of Reading

The Reader as Satyagrahi

Hind Swaraj takes the form of a dialogue between 
an “Editor” and a “Reader.” In the canonical traditions of Gandhian 
scholarship, the Editor is routinely identifi ed as Gandhi himself, 
while the Reader is one or more of the Indian expatriate revolu-
tionaries that he met in London (the two usual suspects are Shyamji 
Krishnavarma, editor of the radical Indian Sociologist, and full- time 
revolutionary, V. D. Savarkar).1 In some cases the general addressee 
(“reader” with a lowercase “r”) is recognized as including some ad-
ditional constituencies, in Parel’s words, “The Extremists and 
Moderates of the Indian National Congress, the Indian nation and 
‘the En glish.’ ”2

Yet if we turn to the foreword of the Gujarati edition of Hind 
Swaraj, the addressee is identifi ed as “the reader of Indian Opinion,” 
a fi gure invoked eight times in a short text of some 350 words. The 
“Preface to the En glish Translation” likewise identifi es this trusty 
subscriber as the addressee: “The dialogue, as it has been given, ac-
tually took place between several friends, mostly readers of Indian 
Opinion, and myself.”3
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Despite being so prominently invoked, the reader of Indian Opin-
ion has disappeared from Gandhian scholarship.4 Why? In part the 
answer is straightforward: as Gandhi and the book acquired prom-
inence after his return to India, new editions dropped the South 
African prefatory materials. This elision cleared the way for an in-
terpretation of the text as a debate between Gandhi and those ad-
vocating violence as the only viable anticolonial method. This view 
of the text gained considerable traction, especially since in a fore-
word of a new edition in 1921 Gandhi himself endorsed it (CW 22: 
259– 261). Today the reader of Indian Opinion, initially so central to 
Hind Swaraj, has all but vanished.

My intention  here is not to supplant this mainstream interpreta-
tion of the revolutionary as addressee or to suggest it is wrong. Al-
though as an aside, this insistence on the Reader as a revolutionary 
has always struck me as slightly odd. If one  were to envisage Hind 
Swaraj as a play, it would be diffi cult to imagine a fi re- breathing 
revolutionary like Savarkar taking the part of the Reader who is 
generally patient, polite, and biddable. Indeed, the idea of Savarkar 
sitting quietly through Gandhi’s speeches could almost shift the 
text toward comedy and parody.

Be that as it may, this chapter reintroduces the reader of Indian 
Opinion not to unseat the existing interpretation but, rather, to 
recognize that both are correct. If “India” exists both territorially 
and deterritorially, then the text can as well be about the subcon-
tinent as about some obscure diasporic locale. I pursue this line 
of argument in two parts: fi rst I examine this fi gure of the reader 
in Indian Opinion, and then I turn to Hind Swaraj, a text that 
started off life in the Gujarati columns of the newspaper. In trac-
ing this continuity, I pursue the theme of reading as an allegory 
of satyagraha.
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Reading and Self- Rule

In February 1906, in the wake of Nazar’s death, Gandhi increased 
his contributions to the Gujarati columns of Indian Opinion. In ad-
dition to the abridged translations, he penned a weekly column, 
“Johannesburg Letter,” as well as contributed other shorter items 
of intelligence. Upon his return from London at the end of 1909, 
Gandhi’s contributions fell off markedly (CW 10: 364, n. 2).

Most Gandhian scholars recognize the years between 1906 and 
1909 as pivotal in Gandhi’s career.5 During this period his think-
ing took a radical turn with his vow of celibacy and his abandon-
ment of any vestiges of belief in industrial progress, turning instead 
to a critique of capitalism. As the satyagraha campaign collapsed 
around him in response to his agreement with Jan Smuts in early 
1908, Gandhi turned toward a more inward and spiritual view of 
satyagraha, establishing his second ashram, Tolstoy Farm, outside 
of Johannesburg. He also had perforce to accommodate shifts in 
his support base; abandoned by merchants who faced ruin as their 
shops  were impounded, small hawkers (mostly “colonial born” and 
Tamil) with less stock to lose moved to the fore. As seen later in 
this chapter, this shift registered itself inversely in Gandhi’s Guja-
rati columns: the more he lost Gujarati merchant support, the 
more fervently he imagined the ideal Gujarati reader.

One additional strand in this period of ferment was a radicaliza-
tion in Gandhian methods of textual production, removing it 
from the realm of the market and the state. Upon his return from 
London in 1909, Gandhi stopped jobbing printing in order to de-
vote more time to producing pamphlets that  were explicitly ex-
cluded from copyright provisions, and hence the controls of the 
state.6 He also began scaling back on advertising, and then in 1912 
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he dispensed with virtually all advertising except those for pam-
phlets and books that appeared in the book pages of the paper.

The account of reading and readers that follows forms part of 
these decisive years. In his Gujarati columns between 1906 and 
1909, Gandhi constructed an ideal reader, a pro cess in which read-
ing became a way of thinking about satyagraha as a patient rule of 
the self. Patience demanded a turning away from industrial speed 
to do things at the pace of the body, reading being one of the activi-
ties that had to proceed in this way.

Hind Swaraj revisits these themes by presenting a fallible Reader 
who needs patient encouragement and training. The methods 
mastered by the ideal reader in the Gujarati columns are reprised 
for this frail Reader. It is as if the ideal reader of the Gujarati col-
umns has graduated to become an Editor who can now train the 
next Reader in a relay race of attaining self- rule and autonomy.

“The Gujarati Reader”

On a weekly basis readers of Gandhi’s Gujarati columns received 
fulsome and specifi c instructions on reading. The following pas-
sage captures well the tone and explicitness of this advice:

The Transvaal Indians are at present carry ing on a heroic struggle 

and this paper is engaged in furthering that struggle in every 

possible manner. We therefore deem it to be the duty of every 

Indian to read every line of it pertaining to the struggle. What ever 

is read is afterwards to be acted upon, and the issue, after being 

read, is to be preserved and not thrown away. We recommend that 

certain articles and translations should be read and reread. 

Moreover, our cause needs to be discussed in every home in India. 
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Our readers can do much to bring this about. They can send the 

required number of copies of Indian Opinion to their friends, and 

advising them to read them, seek all possible help from them. The 

present issue includes a letter addressed by the Hamidia Islamic 

Society to Indian Muslims. We think it necessary that hundreds of 

copies of this number should be sent out to India. (CW 7: 156– 157)

The advice is surprisingly wide- ranging and touches on how to 
read, what to do with the text, both materially and intellectually, 
and how to spread the ideas of the paper and the paper itself. In 
short, the passage imagines readership as a devoted apprenticeship 
to Indian Opinion. The reader not only acquires the newspaper but 
archives copies, recruits new subscribers, propagandizes, and acts 
as postal agent on its behalf.

These themes  were reprised frequently in the Gujarati columns. 
Readers  were routinely encouraged to “concentrate,” “pay very close 
attention” (CW 7: 209), take “deep draughts” of the text (CW 8: 247), 
and “read . . .  through carefully several times over” (CW 8: 36). Read-
ing also entailed “pondering” (a favored Gandhian word) and 
memorization, both for the reader’s own edifi cation and to assist 
and instruct others. When imprisonments began, the columns 
urged readers to memorize sections of the paper so that when they 
visited satyagrahis in prison they could convey the substance of the 
paper to them (CW 7: 68). Such a reader would, in effect, become a 
walking, talking version of the newspaper.

The ideal reader never grows weary or bored. Reporting from his 
1909 deputation to London, which was not going well, Gandhi 
writes: “I am tired of reporting every time that I have no news to 
give about a settlement. But that is what I must say again. I know, 
of course, that those who are perfect satyagrahis will not weary of 
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reading this, for they are not concerned with whether or not a set-
tlement is reached” (CW 10: 63).

The columns do allow that readers may occasionally become fed 
up. The solution is to persevere. At the end of the ninth and fi nal 
installment of the less than riveting Sarvodaya, Gandhi noted:

Though some may have been bored by it, we advise those who have 

read the articles once to read them again. It will be too much to 

expect that all the readers of Indian Opinion will ponder over 

them and act on them. But even if a [few] readers make a careful 

study of the summary and grasp the central idea, we shall deem 

our labour to have been amply rewarded. Even if that does not 

happen, the reward . . .  as Ruskin says in the last chapter, consists 

in having done one’s duty and that should satisfy one. (CW 8: 457)

Readers could be ignorant, but only in the right way:

There are two kinds of readers: fi rst, those who pretend to be 

asleep, that is to say, those who read not indeed to be enlightened 

but with malicious intent and in order to pick holes; the other 

kinds are those who really fail to see the point and are therefore 

truly asleep. This dialogue is addressed only to the second kind. 

We can wake up those who are asleep. As for the others who feign 

sleep nothing can be done. (CW 8: 136)

Those who do not read carefully and conscientiously earn a tell-
ing off: “Those who ask this question have not been reading Indian 
Opinion carefully . . .  my explanation of the notice did include this 
point. I request the reader to read Indian Opinion henceforth with 
great care. It will not take many days to do so” (CW 7: 273).

The concentration of the ideal reader never lapses. The ideal reader 
perseveres, slowly gleaning and internalizing the paper bit by bit. 
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Such patient striving ensures that the messages become “imprinted” 
and “engraved on the [reader’s] heart,” to use the language of the 
newspaper (CW 5: 342; 7: 183). If the words are truly imprinted and 
engraved in this way, then reader and text are one. Such a reader will 
have a perfect grasp of the text and will be able to embody its mean-
ing through his actions (the reader generally being imagined as male).

This idea of applying texts to circumstances forms a predomi-
nant theme in Gandhian ideas of reading. Yet this pro cess does not 
simply entail a set of mechanical procedures between person, text, 
and action, as the verb “apply” might suggest. Rather, any action 
taken on behalf of the text would arise out of a deep internaliza-
tion of the ideas in which text, person, and action become one. Or, 
to put it in the terminology of Indian Opinion, readers should be 
like “Thoreaus in miniature” (CW 7: 240).

Archiving

This close association between reader and newspaper is further ce-
mented in the range of archiving practices that the paper recom-
mended. In addition to enveloping themselves mentally with the 
journal, readers  were required to surround themselves physically 
with the paper. This could entail making a scrapbook of selected 
articles (CW 4: 387), creating a fi le of one’s own cuttings, binding to-
gether the pamphlets, and keeping back copies for cross- referencing 
(CW 5: 470).

Gandhi also recommended using the images printed in the 
paper as a form of uplifting interior decoration. In June 1911 the 
paper issued a portrait of William Hosken, chair of the Eu ro pe an 
Sympathizers’ Committee that had offered support for the satya-
graha effort.
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We should like our readers to have the portrait glazed and to 

hang it up in their rooms. We have noticed that Indians have on 

the walls of their rooms pictorial advertisements set in frames, 

which are issued by wine and tobacco merchants. At other times, 

we see meaningless pictures stuck on walls, and we are often 

judged by the things with which we surround ourselves. We 

earnestly hope that every Indian will have in his living- room only 

the portraits of those who have us in their debt or whose memory 

we wish to cherish, and that they will be careful about things 

[with] which they choose to surround themselves. (CW 11: 448)

When the paper issued a portrait of Dadabhai Naoroji, readers 
received instructions on how they should interact with the image 
on their walls. To merely glance at the portrait or admire it without 
serious contemplation came close to idolatry. The portrait required 
reverence and a daily recommitment to one’s duty: “The true fram-
ing of it, in our opinion, would only be to engrave it in our hearts” 
(CW 7: 183).

It is as if readers had to “line” themselves so thoroughly with the 
newspaper, inside and out, that at every turn they would not only 
act as readers of Indian Opinion but be the paper itself.

Laboring for the Paper

Unsurprisingly, readers had to labor assiduously in the cause of the 
paper. They  were enjoined to enlist subscribers (CW 5: 913– 914; 2: 
250), read the paper to those who  were illiterate, and send copies to 
friends in India (CW 7: 156– 157). In one case readers  were instructed 
in the columns to discuss the paper with whites as a way of amelio-
rating their opinions. The piece “Suggestion to Our Transvaal 
Readers” is worth quoting in full:
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It is especially necessary to get as many whites as possible to read 

the En glish report and to draw their attention to the Second 

Resolution in par tic u lar. If they read it in the right spirit, we are 

sure they will support the suggestion contained therein (that 

Indians voluntarily register). If this should happen, the Bill 

[Asiatic Registration Bill] would not come into force. We therefore 

suggest that each reader order as many copies of this number as 

possible and distribute them among the whites and request them 

to read it. In the belief that this hope of ours will be realised, we 

have printed extra copies of this number. Copies may be had from 

the head offi ce or from our Johannesburg offi ce. A four- penny 

stamp for each copy may be sent with the order. Merely to pass on 

a copy to a white without any explanation would be like throwing 

it away. It would also be necessary to explain which portion he 

should read. (CW 6: 351)

This may all sound unbearably onerous, but in the world of 
Gandhian journalism readers  were tasked with almost the same 
responsibility as the managers of the paper. At the height of Gan-
dhi’s satyagraha campaign in India, the newspapers Young India 
and Harijan sold in the tens of thousands and started to render a 
profi t. Some advisers urged Gandhi to lower the price of the papers. 
He refused, feeling that the cover price represented a form of com-
mitment from the reader who had a responsibility and a role to play 
in the production of the newspaper. In Gandhi’s words, readers 
should be “as much interested in the upkeep of the papers as the 
managers and the editors are.”7 This sentiment would have been 
familiar to readers of Indian Opinion who  were likewise told “a 
newspaper does not mean only its editor and management; the vast 
majority of those connected with it are readers” (CW 10: 484).
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Linguistic Skills

Over and above these superhuman characteristics (including the 
willingness to go to jail [CW 9: 293]), and in their spare time under-
taking social work among “drunken Madrassis” [CW 5: 194– 195]), 
readers had to be possessed of an unusual array of linguistic skills. 
In some cases they  were fl uent in En glish and could be instructed 
to read par tic u lar items in the En glish section of the paper (CW 5: 
439). In other cases readers at one moment could speak only simple 
Gujarati (CW 10: 242) yet at another their Gujarati became sophisti-
cated and they concerned themselves with the standing and insti-
tutions of the language (CW 8: 31, 194).

Moving beyond the case of En glish and Gujarati, the reader at 
times appeared to understand a number of different Indian lan-
guages. A Gujarati column entitled “To South African Indians” 
reads: “I say to all the Indians in South Africa that this struggle 
is not confi ned to the Transvaal” (CW 10: 217). In another, entitled 
“Last Message to South African Indians” (before going to jail), Gan-
dhi addresses “Transvaal Indians,” “Other Indians in South Af-
rica,” and “All Indians” as though all could hear him via the Gujarati 
column. In a column “Bad Habit,” Gandhi upbraids Indians from 
one region of India who insult those from another: “We hope that 
every Indian who has this bad habit will give it up, if only because 
such behavior stands in the way of bringing all the Indians together’ ” 
(CW 8: 168). In these instances, it is as if “the Gujarati reader” ex-
pands to contain the entire Indian community and its languages 
within himself, as well as at times encompassing all Indians across 
the world.

A similar fault line runs through the reader’s relationship to In-
dia. In some cases the reader knows very little about the subconti-
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nent and stands in need of education. In other cases the reader is 
acquainted with hundreds of people in India and knows the region 
well (CW 7: 156– 157).

On the linguistic front, it is important that there is no equivalent 
attempt in the En glish columns to interpolate this kind of conscien-
tious reader. Aimed at supporters of the South African Indian strug-
gle in En gland, Britain, and South Africa, the En glish section was 
more diffuse and impersonal in tone. The Gujarati reader, by con-
trast, was more than a distant sympathizer; he was a comrade in 
arms (of a peaceful kind) and a devoted and dutiful follower.

What might seem like a slightly improbable fi gure makes more 
sense placed alongside Gandhi’s constant attempts to rise above the 
linguistic and community divisions that he faced. Reporting on a 
mass meeting, Gandhi notes that the speech of one speaker, Hajee 
Habib, was so “impassioned that even those who did not know Gu-
jarati said they could follow its purport” (CW 5: 359). This sentiment 
matches Gandhi’s views on Tulsidas as rising above translation: 
“His devotion to God was so profound that instead of translating, 
he poured forth his own heart” (CW 9: 202). Hind Swaraj itself was 
written because Gandhi “could not restrain” himself, as he says in 
the Gujarati foreword, an odd way, it must be said, to introduce a 
book whose theme is self- rule. But be that as it may, this sentiment 
points to the idea that if expressed with enough sincere and intense 
emotion, a text may fi nd a way of rising above language divisions. 
As we have seen, another form that could buy such transcendent 
communication was poetry.
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Prose versus Poetry

The Gujarati columns of Indian Opinion resounded with poetry, 
both inside and outside Gandhi’s writings. This textual poetic 
presence arose from the widespread use of poetry as an important 
form in the satyagraha movement— recited and sung on platforms, 
gathered together in pamphlets, and enthusiastically proffered 
up for publication in newspapers either on a voluntary basis or in 
response to a competition.8

In a wonderful volume, Surendra Bhana and Neelima Shukla- 
Bhatt have collected and translated this material.9 By their tally, 
between 1908 and 1914, seventy- fi ve poems appeared, the over-
whelming majority composed by Indians in South Africa, with the 
remainder by poets in India (either poems written before the satya-
graha campaign or occasional poems in response to the events in 
the Transvaal and Natal or, in one case. a Gujarati translation of 
a section from Walter Scott’s “Lay of the Last Minstrel”).10 Most 
of the poems  were in Gujarati, although some  were in Hindi and 
Urdu but in Gujarati script. Three  were in En glish.

In these poems the fi gures of the satyagraha campaign like Par-
see Rustomjee and Thambi Naidu are woven into a crowded world 
of epic and mythical fi gures. These include Ram, Sita, and Laxman 
from the Ramayana, and Harischandra, the heroic fi gure from the 
Mahabharata. They rub shoulders with legendary kings and rulers 
from medieval India and Muslim/Judaic fi gures like Yunus and 
Moses. Smuts and Botha (or Seth Botha in the language of the po-
ems) compete with Ravana to be villains of the piece. These charac-
ters move through different orders of time, now inhabiting the 
Kaliyug, the Age of Vice in Hindu cosmology, and now being pres-
ent at the “havoc of Karbala” in 680 at which Hussain was mar-
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tyred.11 Christian temporalities are invoked: one En glish poem is 
set to the tune of “Onward, Christian Soldiers” and was written at 
sea by John Andrew while he was being deported to India.

The poems are all epically extravagant, declamatory, and vocative. 
Heroes of the satyagraha and legendary fi gures from the present are 
addressed directly and summoned up in front of the audience or 
reader. They rise up from the page and conjure up an epic landscape 
into which Johannesburg and the events of satyagraha are sucked.

The poems are sites of plea sure and magical address that can 
speak immediately and powerfully to distant audiences. They are 
“a fi re that blazed in the ocean,” to take a line from one poem, 
“About Satyagraha,” and the title of the Bhana and Shukla- Bhatt 
collection.12 The sense of intense plea sure that this poetry could 
evoke is captured in another suggestion that came from a reader in 
response to the settlement with Smuts in January 1908 that ap-
peared to the reader as a victory (a minority view, it must be said). 
To mark this “triumph,” the reader had suggested printing Indian 
Opinion in golden letters, a proposal that draws the paper into the 
realm of manuscript and calligraphic traditions. Gandhi welcomed 
the idea but urged patience, saying that full victory had not yet 
been achieved. When that day came, “the hosts of heaven will come 
down to watch,” and that would then be the time to print the 
newspaper in golden letters (CW 8: 123– 124).

While the ideal Gujarati reader might dally in this zone of plea-
sure, his true home lay in the more austere tracts of expository 
prose through whose wastes the faithful reader had to be prepared 
to toil.
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Reader as Satyagrahi

This mode of patient reading occupies a similar position to that of 
satyagraha in Gandhi’s equations of nationhood and self- rule. The 
two resemble each other in many respects. Like the development of 
satyagraha, or “Truth,” reading is painstaking, patient, and inward. 
Indeed, reading well fi ts Uday Mehta’s description of Gandhian pa-
tience as “a psychological adhesive that embedded values into the 
self” and cultivated an expanded inner domain.13

In part this resemblance appears to draw on a Ruskinian view of 
reading as a form of work, self- discipline, and the cultivation of an 
inner nobility.14 Set out most clearly in his lecture “Of King’s Trea-
suries” in Sesame and Lilies (which Indian Opinion began advertising 
from 1913), the lecture seeks to cultivate a mode of reading by 
which to unearth “trea sures hidden in books.”15 This method of 
reading requires humility, sincerity, and, above all, scrupulous at-
tention, dedication, and pondering: “You must get into the habit of 
looking intensely at words, and assuring yourself of their meaning, 
syllable by syllable— nay, letter by letter.” Reading is like mining, 
seeking gold in “little fi ssures.”

When you come to a good book, you must ask yourself, “Am I 

inclined to work as an Australian miner would? Are my pickaxes 

and shovel in good order, and am I in good trim myself, my sleeves 

well up to the elbow, and my breath good, and my temper?” . . .  [the 

author’s] words are as [a] rock which you have to crush and smelt in 

order to get at it. And your pickaxes are your own care, wit, and 

learning; your smelting furnace is your own thoughtful soul.16

The amount one reads is less important than the degree of con-
centration: “You might read all the books in the British Museum 
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(if you could live long enough), and remain an utterly ‘illiterate,’ 
uneducated person; but that if you read ten pages of a good book, 
letter by letter— that is to say, with real accuracy— you are for ever-
more in some mea sure an educated person.”17

Insight requires extended thought and contemplation: “True 
knowledge is disciplined and tested knowledge— not the fi rst thought 
that comes.”18 Such “well- directed moral training and well- chosen 
reading” lead to a strengthened inner moral state, which will place 
the reader in a position of ethical leadership.19

According to Pandiri, Gandhi read Sesame and Lilies in South Af-
rica, although exactly when is not clear.20 The comparison between 
the two men’s views on reading is nonetheless worth making, if 
only to highlight those aspects of Gandhi’s thinking about read-
ing that are not Ruskinian. One of these is a greater preoccupation 
with the theme of speed: Ruskin certainly takes the “busyness” of 
life and a surfeit of printed matter (“shallow, blotching, blunder-
ing, infectious ‘information’ ”) as a context but is less concerned 
with the tyranny of the speed at which this circulates.21 For Gandhi, 
the equation of speed and effi ciency lies at the heart of modernity’s 
ills, as Hind Swaraj demonstrates. A large part of this thinking 
hence focused on slowness as a philosophy and on ways of doing 
things at the rhythm of the body. As an embodied experience, read-
ing can only proceed at the pace of the body, the ideal circum-
stances for realizing self- rule, as Hind Swaraj explains. Reading 
might of course be perverted if done for reasons of hasty abstrac-
tion. The Gujarati reader is, however, prevented from fl oating off in 
this way by the weight of the back copies and scrapbooks he has 
collected. The reader’s labor in archiving and being an unpaid agent 
of Indian Opinion ties reading to duty.
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Like satyagraha, reading too is a radically portable skill and can 
best be carried out by one person at a time. As Gandhi noted in his 
conclusion to Sarvodaya, even if only one person understood the 
text, that would be suffi cient. Indeed, even if no one read it, Gan-
dhi would have done his duty, and the text would wait patiently 
until the next true reader came along. Gandhian texts and readers 
are never in a hurry. They do not read for the sense of an urgent, 
short- term ending. Writing to subscribers of Indian Opinion from 
London in 1909, Gandhi noted that even if his negotiations pro-
duced no conclusive outcome, faithful readers should persevere 
with his columns. The pro cess of reading mattered more than the 
desire for a cathartic resolution.

Foreword to Hind Swaraj

This centrality of the Gujarati reader is underlined in the foreword 
to Hind Swaraj. Since this document will be discussed in some de-
tail, I produce it  here in full:

I have written some chapters on the subject of Indian Home Rule 

which I venture to place before the readers of Indian Opinion. I 

have written because I could not restrain myself. I have read 

much, I have pondered much, during the stay, for four months in 

London, of the Transvaal Indian deputation. I discussed things 

with as many of my countrymen as I could. I met, too, as many 

En glishmen as it was possible for me to meet. I consider it my 

duty now to place before the readers of Indian Opinion the 

conclusions, which appear to me to be fi nal. The Gujarati sub-

scribers of Indian Opinion number about 800. I am aware that, 

for every subscriber, there are at least ten persons who read the 
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paper with zest. Those who cannot read Gujarati have the paper 

read out to them. Such persons have often questioned me about 

the condition of India. Similar questions  were addressed to me in 

London. I felt, therefore, that it might not be improper for me to 

ventilate publicly the views expressed by me in private.

These views are mine, and yet not mine. They are mine because 

I hope to act according to them. They are almost a part of my 

being. But, yet, they are not mine, because I lay no claim to 

originality. They have been formed after reading several books. 

That which I dimly felt received support from these books.

The views I venture to place before the reader are, needless to 

say, held by many Indians not touched by what is known as 

civilization, but I ask the reader to believe me when I tell him that 

they are also held by thousands of Eu ro pe ans. Those who wish to 

dive deep, and have time, may read certain books themselves. If 

time permits me, I hope to translate portions of such books for 

the benefi t of the readers of Indian Opinion.

If the readers of Indian Opinion and others who may see the 

following chapters will pass their criticism on to me, I shall feel 

obliged to them.

The only motive is to serve my country, to fi nd out the Truth, 

and to follow it. If, therefore, my views are proved to be wrong, I 

shall have no hesitation in rejecting them. If they are proved to be 

right, I would naturally wish, for the sake of the motherland, that 

others should adopt them.

To make it easy reading, the chapters are written in the form of 

a dialogue between the reader and the editor.22

The foreword characterizes the Gujarati readership of Indian 
Opinion as a series of concentric circles. The core comprises eight 
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hundred subscribers surrounded by those who do not subscribe 
but borrow the paper and read it “with zest.”23 Together these two 
groups number about eight thousand: ten casual readers for every 
dedicated subscriber. Beyond these two circles are “those who can-
not read Gujarati [and] have the paper read to them”: it is unclear 
whether this sentence refers to illiterate Gujaratis, or to those who 
can read other languages (En glish, Tamil, Hindi) but not Gujarati, 
or to both.

The concentric circles of this group of Gujarati and/or other 
readers eddy further outward, since communities in London, Eu-
rope, and India share their views. Indeed, the text seems to imply 
that there may be some equivalence between illiterate Gujaratis in 
South Africa and the thousands in India untouched by civilization 
whose views the book purports to articulate.

This Gujarati group and their proxies help produce the text in 
key ways. Their questioning has sparked the text in the fi rst 
place and has assisted in the pro cess of bringing Gandhi’s views 
to light: the En glish edition represents the book as a transcrip-
tion of conversations between Gandhi and his subscribers. Their 
text- enabling capacities are further apparent in the fact that 
Gandhi intends undertaking, on their behalf, translations of the 
key texts used in formulating the argument of Hind Swaraj. It 
seems appropriate, therefore, that it is to this group that the text 
is offered by being “placed before them” (in the language of the 
foreword).

The Gujarati reader (having done an apprenticeship in the col-
umns of Indian Opinion) understands well the Gandhian modes of 
text- making outlined in this foreword, notably, the careful reading 
and pondering of a series of books that becomes internalized (“They 
are almost a part of my being”).24 The Gujarati readers who have 
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time (and which Gujarati reader skilled in patient reading would 
not?) can reproduce this pro cess by “diving deep” and reading 
these same books for themselves.

This intimate relationship of text- maker and reader is mirrored 
in the structure of the foreword itself, which proceeds in a sandwich- 
like way, alternately layering reader and text- maker. The opening 
sentence addresses the reader of Indian Opinion before describing 
how Hind Swaraj itself was made. We then proceed to a description 
of the Gujarati subscribers and readers before returning to the 
making of the texts by way of some comments on the books that 
have informed Gandhi’s ideas in Hind Swaraj. The discussion then 
interlards another “layer” of readers, this time the many Indians 
untouched by civilization, and the Eu ro pe ans who share their views, 
before returning again to the list of books that informed Hind 
Swaraj, which appears at the end of the text. Reader and text- maker 
alternate in a generative sequence in which the one enables the other.

Importantly, the kind of text- making described in the foreword 
constitutes less a form of writing than editing. The foreword fl ags 
that this book “lays no claim to originality”: it is not the expres-
sion of some individual genius.25 Instead it has evolved through 
the tailoring and retailoring of texts: reading, pondering, inter-
nalizing, discussing, and translating. We can hence read the lay-
ered sequencing of the foreword as moving between Reader and 
Editor. Having demonstrated this alternation in action in minia-
ture, the foreword concludes by announcing this as the method of 
Hind Swaraj itself: “To make it easy reading, the chapters are writ-
ten in the form of a dialogue between the reader and the editor.”26



a  g a n d h i a n  t h e o r y  o f  r e a d i n g

144

Tableau of Reading

Hind Swaraj presents a tableau of reading that is situated in no 
specifi ed place. Our work as readers is to imagine where it might 
unfold. One way to answer this puzzle is to look carefully at the 
opening exchange between Reader and Editor. In this passage, the 
Reader asks a straightforward question:

Just at present there is a Home Rule wave passing over India. All 

our countrymen appear to be pining for National In de pen dence. 

A similar spirit pervades them even in South Africa. Indians seem 

to be eager after acquiring rights. Will you explain your views in 

this matter?27

In what will become a characteristic move, the Editor sidesteps 
the question. Instead of offering a direct response, he explains how 
he will answer. His method will be that of the newspaper:

You have well put the question, but the answer is not easy. One of 

the objects of a newspaper is to understand the pop u lar feeling 

and to give expression to it: another is to arouse among the people 

certain desirable sentiments; and the third is fearlessly to expose 

pop u lar defects. The exercise of all these three functions is 

involved in answering your question. To a certain extent, the 

people’s will has to be expressed; certain sentiments will need to 

be fostered, and defects will have to be brought to light. But, as 

you have asked the question, it is my duty to answer it.28

The dialogue is hence less a conversation between Reader and 
Editor as real people than it is a textual encounter in a Newspaper 
in which the Editor can only speak through the genres and forms 
of that medium. The encounter is something of a contest in which 
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the Newspaper, through its textual strategies, must tame an ini-
tially resistant Reader, changing him or her from a hasty and im-
patient interlocutor to a patient and considered individual. Hind 
Swaraj constitutes a dramatized, talking advice manual that seeks 
to inoculate readers against dangerous reading situations.

Two such situations faced the readers of Indian Opinion: the fi rst 
entailed readers being confronted with wrongheaded and danger-
ous intelligence, the second with too much information that might 
overwhelm them, seducing them into hasty and ill- considered 
reading. With regard to the fi rst danger, the periodicals of the revo-
lutionary extremists, like Bande Mataram and Indian Sociologist, had 
started to make their way to South Africa and to “infect” some sec-
tions of the Indian community. On the second count, what Hind 
Swaraj terms a “fl ood of Western thought” in the form of books 
and newspapers plagued many societies and was beginning to bear 
down on the Indian community.29 In the view of Hind Swaraj, there 
are too many newspapers, expressing too many fi ckle and contra-
dictory ideas. There is a surfeit of information and ideas where any-
one can make their views known. “Formerly the fewest men wrote 
books that  were more valuable. Now anybody writes and prints any-
thing he likes and poisons their minds.”30 Just as the unfettered fl ow 
of trains brings disease and famine, so anyone can “abuse his fel-
lows by means of a letter for one penny.”31 Unless one is inoculated 
against it, print culture can suck one into the addictive consumer-
ism of industrial capitalism and the pathologies of those “infected 
with the machinery craze.”32

The Reader in Hind Swaraj stands midway between these two 
positions, harboring some half- digested ideas of the revolutionar-
ies and attracted to the trappings of En glish “civilization.” The 
Editor has to wean him from both of these ill- considered positions 
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by showing him how to read carefully, thoroughly, patiently, and 
for himself.

Reprising Indian Opinion

Hind Swaraj arises from the textual environment of Indian Opinion. 
It reprises the forms from which it comes and assists the Reader’s 
education through making him repeat some of the pedagogic tech-
niques refi ned in the columns of the paper.

Q and A

The dialogue form of Hind Swaraj rises up from the pages of Indian 
Opinion that are replete with dramatized and direct speech. Exam-
ples include the interrogative headline, a widespread, almost- 
signature feature of the paper: “What Is Habitation?”; “Are Indian 
Peoples British Subjects?”; “What Is Hawking?”; “Are British Sub-
jects Serfs?”; “What Is a Hawker?”; “Is a Verandah a Shop?”; “What 
Is a Coloured Person?”33 Reports on trials, speeches, and mass 
meetings are likewise set out in reported speech.34 Advice on how 
to deal with the challenges of satyagraha appeared in a Q and A 
format: what to do when one received letters of notifi cation, how to 
act during a police investigation, and so on (CW 6: 459– 462; 7: 6).

In other cases the newspaper used Gujarati traditions of the dia-
logue as a literary form. In 1911, from July 29 to December 23, the 
Gujarati section of the newspaper serialized a twenty- part story 
entitled “Introducing South Africa or the Dialogue of Two 
Friends, by an Indian.” The piece is a conversation between Uday-
shanker, an old South African hand, and his childhood friend, 
Manharram, who has just arrived in Natal, giving advice on life in 
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Durban, how to fi nd a job, where to shop, how to write letters, and 
matters of social etiquette.35

Early in 1908, Gandhi extended these techniques in a sustained 
dialogue between a “Reader” and an “Editor” that rehearsed the 
form he would use in Hind Swaraj (CW 8: 136– 147). Entitled “The Dia-
logue on the Compromise,” the piece sought to address the confu-
sion and anger that Gandhi’s sudden agreement with Smuts had 
precipitated.

In this muddled atmosphere, Gandhi had been confronted with 
questions, letters, and accusations, a situation that prompted him to 
select dramatized dialogue: “We therefore answer most of the ques-
tions [sent to us] in the form of a dialogue” (CW 8: 36). The piece is 
hence meant to function as a distancing and depersonalizing aggre-
gate of views. The Editor importantly is not Gandhi, since the two 
interlocutors discuss “Mr Gandhi” as a third person and they like-
wise talk about Indian Opinion as though they are not in it. The dia-
logue consequently asks its readers to take a longer and more distant 
perspective on matters. The Editor also insists that the Reader must 
bring good faith to the interaction, asking questions “in the pres-
ence of God, with sincere and patriotic intent” (CW 8: 137).

While such admonitions may today sound patronizing and hec-
toring, they form part of the expectation of the ideal reader as pos-
sessing self- control and per sis tence (the dialogue, needless to say, 
has to be read through “carefully several times over” [CW 8: 136]). 
The Reader needs ethical character and substance, both as part of 
his journey of self- development but also to enable a reasonable 
exchange of views. As scholars of Plato’s dialogues have indicated, 
for the shared and “maieutic” (“midwifely”) pursuit of dialogue to 
proceed in a Socratic manner, both participants need a similar 
ethical orientation.36
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Gandhi’s dialogue, Hind Swaraj, redacts these experimental forms 
from Indian Opinion. In the Gujarati preface, Gandhi explains that 
he has used the dialogue format for “easy reading,” a claim that 
reprises both his use of Q and A to summarize information and 
his earlier dialogue on the compromise to provide distance and clar-
ity on pressing issues. In the En glish preface, he indicates that he 
chose the dialogue form, since “the Gujarati language readily lends 
itself to such treatment, and that it is considered the best method 
of treating diffi cult subjects.”37 This claim looks back both to Gu-
jarati literary tradition and Indian Opinion’s use of it in “Introduc-
ing South Africa or the Dialogue of Two Friends, by an Indian” 
and “The Dialogue on the Compromise,” as well as the Q and A 
forms surrounding them.

In the task of dramatizing the education of a Reader, Hind Swaraj 
reprises a further range of formats from Indian Opinion.

Binding Biographies

As part of the opening discussion in Hind Swaraj, the Editor points 
to the Indian National Congress as the progenitor of home rule. 
Sharing the view of young revolutionaries, the Reader impatiently 
brushes aside Congress and all of its doings. In response the Editor 
compiles a gallery of prominent Congress fi gures (Naoroji, Hume, 
Wedderburn, Gokhale, Tyebji), rather like a miniature version of the 
biography series that ran in Indian Opinion.38 As we saw, this series 
was accompanied by advice to readers to compile a scrapbook so 
that they could read and reread about these exemplary lives.

The dialogue reenacts this pro cess. The Reader is unimpressed 
by the notables on the list and pooh- poohs them as collaborators 
of no consequence. The Editor, however, brings the Reader back to 
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the Congress fi gures, this time expanding in detail upon the achieve-
ments of each (or at least the fi rst three).39 In directing the Reader’s 
attention to material already covered, the Editor demonstrates the 
importance of patient consideration, of returning repeatedly to a 
text until one has understood it.

This repetition starts to take effect and the Reader “begins to un-
derstand somewhat” and by the opening of chapter 2 has accepted 
that “the foundation of Home Rule was laid by the Congress.” 40 A 
discussion of the partition of Bengal follows, and by chapter 4 the 
Reader proves he has been listening carefully by rehearsing a sum-
mary of the debate thus far: “I have now learnt what the Congress 
has done to make India one nation, how the Partition has caused 
an awakening, and how discontent and unrest have spread through 
the land.” 41

This strategy of compilation recurs elsewhere. In trying to “un-
deceive” the Reader about the true nature of industrial civilization, 
the Editor provides a series of graphic examples demonstrating 
how bodily welfare has become the object of life.42 People occupy 
ever- grander  houses, acquire more and more clothing, plow with 
steam- powered engines, fl y about in trains, kill with machine guns, 
and labor like slaves in factories. The rueful refrain “This is civili-
zation” punctuates the litany of examples.43

This repetition not only impresses the reader who promises to 
“ponder” the issue, it also establishes an important principle in 
the text, namely, that understanding needs to be rooted in concrete 
example or, better still, beaten out on the anvil of experience. The 
text is skeptical of grand abstract schemes in which freedom can 
be claimed on behalf of others. “What others get for me is not Home 
Rule” as the text famously says; people have to claim their own 
freedom by learning to rule themselves.44 In the same way, one has 
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to learn to read for oneself through careful, painstaking work. 
Glibly spouting the ideas of others not only wastes one’s time but 
can be dangerous. In Gandhi’s estimate, Madan Lal Dhingra, 
who assassinated Sir William Curzon- Wylie on July 1, 1909, in 
part acted on the basis of “ill- digested reading of worthless writ-
ing” (CW 9: 428).

The appeal of these dangerous ideas is, however, demonstrated 
in the text by the Reader who backslides from time to time under 
their sway, becoming impatient, both in his dealings with the Edi-
tor and in his desire to see the En glish leave India. “In your excite-
ment, you have forgotten all we have been considering.” 45 The pa-
rabola of the Reader rises and falls markedly. In the fi rst quarter of 
the text, the Reader is a bit bolshie; in the second, he calms down, 
but in the discussion of Italy and India he again goes into revolt, 
before being calmed by the discussion of passive re sis tance, educa-
tion, and machinery. The Editor repeatedly urges patience both 
po liti cally and in terms of reading. Hasty demands and schemes 
will have no lasting value, just as thoughtless and ill- digested read-
ing is counterproductive.

The Reader starts to glimpse the benefi ts of repetition and agrees 
that understanding takes time and “digestion”: “You have set me 
thinking, you do not expect me to accept at once all you say. You 
give me entirely novel views. I shall have to digest them.” 46 The Edi-
tor is aware of the limits of his power: he can place ideas before the 
Reader and draw his attention to them; he can offer lessons in rep-
etition and reading, but the Reader has to read for himself.

The pro cess of understanding true swaraj, or self- rule, is equally 
the pro cess of learning to read in a patient, concrete, nonteleologi-
cal way.47 As Mehta argues, the dialogue “is at pains not to allow 
[Gandhi’s] disagreements with his interlocutor to assume an ab-
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stract form, as though what  were at stake  were simply two different 
positions, disembodied from their advocates.” Instead, Gandhi 
“urges patience in an almost intimate voice, suggesting that what 
he has in mind has to be felt and not merely read.” 48 Such deep 
understanding has to arise both in and beyond the text, in some 
sense appropriately mirroring debates in Plato’s Phaedrus.49  Here, 
“ensouled” knowledge lies beyond writing, a medium with limits, 
which can create a “spurious appearance of intelligence,” and fa-
mously is unable to give an explanation of itself, “just go[ing] on 
and on for ever giving the same single piece of information.”50 As 
Christopher Gill points out, the Platonic dialogue uses writing in a 
way that offsets these drawbacks by making conscientious readers 
think for themselves and enabling them to take the argument for-
ward beyond the written dialogue itself.51

All the Editor can do in the end is “place [the text] before the 
reader,” a phrase that recurs frequently in Hind Swaraj and else-
where in Gandhi’s writing. Deceptive in its simplicity, the term 
distills much Gandhian thinking on reading as a paradigm of 
ideal social relations. The act of placing something before a reader 
carries overtones of a gift. Such gift- giving creates relationships of 
obligation between the Reader and Editor and shifts reading away 
from the realm of anonymous mass consumerism and toward the 
domain of semipersonalized reception.

Placing an object before a group equally carries a certain ceremo-
nial association, which turns a motley and dispersed audience into 
a purposive textual congregation. In this commonwealth, all can 
fi nd a place provided if of course they are prepared to undertake 
the necessary apprenticeship of reading. In a Gandhian theory of 
reading, those who do so with virtue and application will turn 
themselves into true readers and writers, exemplars and analogues 
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of self- ruling subjects, and miniature and summarized zones of 
sovereignty.

Gandhi’s experiments with the Gujarati reader form 
part of the ferment and fl ux of his South African years. Once in 
India, and as anti- imperialism came to assume the form of antico-
lonial nationalism, he had to abandon the more radical aspects of 
his open- ended and deterritorialized ideas of self- rule. This pro-
cess began as he left South Africa. On board the SS Kinfauns Castle, 
he wrote a retrospective on the satyagraha campaign that was des-
tined to appear in the Gujarati columns and then in the Golden 
Number of Indian Opinion: Souvenir of the Passive Re sis tance Movement 
in South Africa 1906– 1914 (whose cover, incidentally, appeared in gold 
lettering). The opening sentences read: “During the last campaign, 
the very highest limit was reached. I have had simply no time to 
write of the experience. I had meant to share it with the readers of 
Indian Opinion” (CW 14: 265).

These lines invoke the previous occasion on which Gandhi had 
addressed the Gujarati reader at sea, namely, during his writing of 
Hind Swaraj in November 1909, on board the SS Kildonan Castle. In 
this case the fi gure of the Gujarati reader sat at the center of his 
attention and called the book into being. Five years later, in 1914, 
the Gujarati reader is starting to recede, and Gandhi is already for-
getting to share things with him. As he headed to London and 
then India and to a more nationalist future, the fi gure he had in-
vented to elude a narrow idea of nation remained behind. Embed-
ded in the columns of the newspaper, “the Gujarati reader” still 
waits patiently for a reader who can bring him to life.
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Conclusion

“No Rights Reserved”

Today it is virtually impossible to locate a copy of 
the fi rst edition of the En glish version of Hind Swaraj published at 
the International Printing Press (IPP) under the title Indian Home 
Rule. The Johannesburg Public Library once owned a copy but it 
has disappeared, and none of the world’s major deposit libraries 
has any in their holdings. One survives in South Africa among 
Gandhi’s descendants, but no public copy is available either in the 
country or beyond.

In part, this disappearance is not surprising: like all printed 
ephemera, pamphlets seldom endure. Yet there is something larger 
in this paradox that the fi rst edition of one of the modern world’s 
most important books is absent from the world’s major libraries. 
As Gandhi’s key manifesto, the text itself has become legendary 
and exists in dozens of formats. However, this most important of 
editions barely survives.

Its tenuous existence is well illustrated by a visit to WorldCat. A 
search under both titles (Indian Home Rule and Hind Swaraj) pro-
duces a list of fi fty- three “editions and formats,” commencing with 
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the fi rst Indian edition of the book produced in Madras in 1919. 
Seen from this perspective, Hind Swaraj only starts to exist when 
it assumes the form of a “book” in India, a space defi ned by a ter-
ritorial state. But if one repeats the search adding the key word 
“Phoenix,” an entry for the 1910 fi rst En glish edition pops up. This 
item promises that there are libraries in Switzerland, the Nether-
lands, and the United Kingdom with copies. If one pursues these 
links, one will fi nd that these libraries hold editions only from 
the 1920s.

The fi rst En glish edition is both there and not there, momen-
tarily becoming visible before disappearing again. This spectral 
quality is appropriate for a pamphlet wrought in the context of 
Gandhi’s heterogeneous textual methods, which took shape be-
tween empire and nation; the deterritorial and the territorial; the 
periodical/pamphlet and the book; free circulation and copyright; 
and South Africa and India. Contemporary editions of Hind Swaraj 
in India still carry signs of this heterogeneity. While bearing some 
of the appurtenances of bookness, namely ISBN numbers and 
copyright statements, these editions have the artisanal feel and 
price of pamphlets, with some, like those published by Navajivan, 
being subsidized.

The mixed character of these contemporary editions usefully 
points to the trajectory of Gandhi’s textual work on his return to 
India. On the one hand, he deepened his South African periodical 
experiments in his papers Young India, Navajivan, and Harijan while, 
on the other, he formalized his writing through book production 
and a limited engagement with copyright. In terms of his periodi-
cal production, aspects of his South African experience  were devel-
oped and intensifi ed: advertisements fell virtually entirely by the 
wayside, while Gandhi’s publications became even less like newspa-
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pers and more like ethical anthologies—“viewspapers,” as he fa-
mously described them.1 His papers refi ned themselves as vehicles 
for propagating the “inner meaning” of satyagraha, as well as be-
ing one of its methods.2 The duties of the reader remained oner-
ous. As indicated earlier, when the circulation of Harijan and Young 
India increased, some advisers suggested dropping the price. Gan-
dhi demurred: the reader had as much responsibility as the edito-
rial team or management and so should continue to make a greater 
rather than lesser fi nancial contribution. As in South Africa, the 
reader had to be prepared to embody and even be the paper. Facing 
the prospect of closure because of colonial state pressure, Harijan 
urged readers to become “walking newspapers,” passing the “news” 
of satyagraha from person to person.3

Yet alongside this periodical production, Gandhi continued to 
be “booked.” From the 1920s, anthologists within India and fur-
ther afi eld started to harvest collections from the vast textual fi elds 
that Gandhi had created.4 At the same time, aspects of his own 
work migrated into hardback form in the subcontinent and be-
yond, as Hind Swaraj, Satyagraha in South Africa, and especially his 
autobiography  were produced as copyrighted objects for an inter-
national market.

Through Gandhi’s long career as a publicist, his writings have ac-
cumulated across the world in textual fi elds that are as extensive as 
they are heteromorphous. Yet the fi rst En glish edition of Hind Swaraj 
has escaped even this capacious and sprawling “archive.” Conceptu-
alized as an experimental text outside the grid of the nation- state 
and copyright, the pamphlet has eluded the normal methods of 
“capture” devised by such institutions as deposit libraries.

The precise character of the text’s experimentation emerges from 
two features in the fi rst edition, namely the phrase “No Rights 
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Reserved” on the title page and the invocation of the reader of In-
dian Opinion in its preface.5 The latter invokes the world of the dia-
sporic subject, the former the realm of free circulation.

Taken together, these features denote that the reader of Indian 
Opinion is being advised that there are “No Rights Reserved,” a 
phrase that not only announces a refusal to be part of a copyright 
order but also indicates that anyone has the right to reproduce the 
text.6 In doing so, the reader of Indian Opinion would quite literally 
be reproducing “Indian Home Rule.” Put differently, the lowly dia-
sporic subject would be replicating Indian sovereignty. This repro-
duction happens both in the reading of the pamphlet (provided of 
course that the reader follows the instructions in the text) and, as 
the reader becomes a satyagrahi, in the ability to teach the lessons 
of the book to others. As the reader graduates to become an editor, 
he or she could in turn physically reproduce sections of the book to 
disseminate it as widely as possible.

This material practice of reproducing texts furnishes yet another 
instance of Gandhi’s theory of sovereignty rooted in the individ-
ual. South Africa furnished an important context for the shaping 
of these ideas.  Here Gandhi encountered the lowly diasporic sub-
ject and had to compute how he or she could be a potential locus 
for the nation. The phrase “No Rights Reserved” and its different 
meanings usefully contain the conclusions at which Gandhi ar-
rived. On the most obvious level, the phrase indicates that in Gan-
dhi’s vision of India there could be no talk of allocating rights ex-
clusively to some groups and not others. The ambit of the nation 
should be as wide as possible, taking in even the lowly diasporic 
subject.

One older meaning of “reserve” derives from the world of the 
church and the law and entails assigning a case or judgment to be 
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dealt with by a superior authority. In such cases, decisions are re-
served to the bishop, pope, se nior judge, and so on.  Here rights are 
conferred on an elite who can in turn decide to delegate them lower 
down. In a Gandhian world, such assigned rights  were of course not 
worth having. In the famous formulation in Hind Swaraj: “What 
others get for me is not Home Rule.” Rights reserved to one group 
and awarded to another are no rights at all.

Copyright subsists in the right to copy, an entitlement conferred 
by the market and the state. The “No” in the phrase rejects the au-
thority of these two institutions and encourages the reader to exer-
cise this right to copy on his or her own behalf. This shift removes 
readers from the abstract realm of the market and the state and in-
volves them in a concrete activity of making copies, whether phys-
ically or mentally. Rather than the state holding copyright over 
sovereignty, which it may or may not confer on others, subjects have 
to seize this right for themselves by making it tangible.

A deterritorialized diasporic subject (the reader of Indian Opin-
ion) out on the peripheries can make himself or herself a sovereign 
part of India not through territorial belonging or abstract rights 
but through reading (and reproducing that reading) in a system of 
free circulation. Needless to say, as anti- imperialism and hence 
nationalism gained ground, this coupling of the diasporic subject 
and unrestricted circulation as a sovereign expression of India had 
little chance of survival.

While India had been imagined as a dominion in empire, dia-
sporic communities could acquire symbolic capital (as the South 
African Indian struggle did). However, as India became more na-
tional, the diasporic fringe lost much of its value and at times 
turned into something of a po liti cal liability. Diasporic subjects 
continued to articulate ideas of Indians as more worthy claimants 
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of imperial rights than other groups like Africans. At a time when 
ideals of anti- imperial solidarity between different colonized groups 
became orthodox, these older claims based on ideas of civilization 
became an embarrassment to anticolonial leaders in India.7 Under 
such circumstances, the idea that lowly diasporic subjects may have 
played a role in the formation of India became unthinkable in the 
same way that the reader of Indian Opinion might be the fi gure call-
ing Gandhi’s key text Hind Swaraj into being has been discounted. 
Furthermore, the notion that such a lowly subject in some distant 
part of the world was entitled to a system of free circulation in which 
he or she could exercise the right to copy gained no traction.

However, during his South African years, Gandhi seriously con-
templated precisely these conjunctures. As a deterritorial unit, In-
dia could best be defi ned by free textual circulation rather than 
territory. Within this zone, sovereignty could occur through indi-
viduals who turned themselves into satyagrahis via practices like 
reading or textual production. But as nationalism became an or-
thodoxy, these utopian imaginings have receded almost totally 
from view. As we enter an era more sympathetic to transnational 
forms of analysis, Gandhi’s distant utopian horizons once again 
become visible. Working in this climate, this book has sought to 
secure Gandhi’s South African textual experiments a safer passage 
and a better hearing.

By recognizing speed, summary, and discontinuity as 
ineluctable conditions of modern reading, Gandhian theories of 
text have much to say to our current conditions where the tempos 
of industrialized information have sped up beyond any imagining. 
As the reverberations of this acceleration judder around us, one 
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site of “crisis” has been around the future of the “book,” or novel, 
and the continuous reading with which it is so strongly associated. 
There is a mounting concern that we are entering (or indeed reen-
tering) an age of Internet magpie reading, a bit of this and a bit of 
that. Shadowing these apprehensions come larger anxieties about 
copyright, intellectual property, authorship, and plagiarism.

The attention lavished on David Shields’s Reality Hunger illus-
trates the range and depth of these apprehensions.8 The book itself 
celebrates the end of the novel in favor of more “real” forms like the 
lyric essay, memoir, and autobiography, accompanied by less rever-
ence for originality and intellectual property. The form of the book 
itself is a series of short paragraphs, mostly unattributed quota-
tions, resembling nothing so much as a snippets section from an 
Edwardian periodical. As Luc Sante points out in his review of the 
book, Shields is a “wisdom- junkie” who wants “a literature built 
entirely out of contemplation and revelation” and thinks that 
“Hamlet would be a lot better if all the plot  were excised, leaving 
the chain of little essays it really wants to be.”9

Reality Hunger takes us back to the world of the periodical and 
anthology, out of and in opposition to which structures of author-
ship, intellectual property, and originality arose. In part, Shields’s 
anthology can resonate with these anxieties since, like many 
grand structures of the “West,” they are collapsing under their own 
weight. Too expensive to maintain, with too little purchase in a 
non–Euro- American world, and requiring too much surveillance, 
these underpinnings of a historically specifi c textual economy are 
unsustainable. Everything appears to be sinking back into the 
lower empire of periodicals where— if we turn to Gandhi— it has al-
ways been. This world of recycled text, impersonal writing, and 
reader- as- redactor has typifi ed the experience of most “ordinary” 
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print culture users.10 This is the textually demotic condition that 
has obtained throughout most of the world, especially in the third 
world or the global south.

This return represents a textual leveling of the world, with the 
north coming to resemble the textual ways of the global south, 
where such forms of textual production, notably the periodical and 
the pamphlet, have always been the norm. Unable to sustain the 
resource and surveillance- intensive intellectual property regimes 
and ideals of authorship that these underwrite, the north faces a 
textual crisis that mirrors its debt catastrophe. As Jean and John 
Comaroff argue, the north is indeed evolving southward.11

Achal Prabhala, a scholar of international intellectual property, 
has recently made the same point in arguing that Gandhi would 
have been a Wikipedian. The model of open- ended, cooperative 
knowledge enabled by the various Wikimedia projects demon-
strates “that knowledge does not have to be a passive act, and that 
the value of generosity can be productive and revolutionary at 
once.”12

Gandhi, he argues, was a similar kind of “free knowledge activ-
ist.” The evidence that he uses is a photograph of the fi rst En glish 
edition of Hind Swaraj in the possession of Uma Dhupelia- Mesthrie 
and photographed by me. As an international expert on copyright, 
Prabhala fully grasped the signifi cance of the phrase “No Rights 
Reserved,” which appeared on that title page.13

A Gandhian theory of text illuminates these changing textual 
economies by making it evident that discontinuous reading has 
and always will be the most widespread form of reading. A Gandhian 
reality focuses more on how, rather than on what, one reads. Or, as 
Ruskin argued, it is better to read ten pages carefully than to rush 
thoughtlessly through all the books in the British Museum. This is 
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not simply a matter of intensive versus extensive reading— Gandhi 
was clear that one had to do both. Rather, what becomes cardinal is 
slowness, not for its own sake but as an antidote to the automatic 
equation of speed with effi ciency. One cannot outsource serious 
reading or pretend to read more or faster than one’s body permits 
one. Such Gandhian ideas of slow reading could usefully be ab-
sorbed into the idea of slowness as a politics that is emerging 
across a number of domains: slow food, slow cities, slow schooling, 
slow sex.14

There are of course very real limits to Gandhian theories of read-
ing, which are powerfully bound up with ideas of interiority. Post-
modernity now operates as modernity without interiority, a series 
of instantaneously assimilable, visual signs and experiences. From a 
Gandhian perspective, such turbo- reading would represent “mac-
adamization” taken to absurd lengths: to those living in the swirl 
and confetti of social media, he would no doubt quote Thoreau, 
namely, that they “have not heard from [themselves]” in a long 
time.15

Returning to Reality Hunger, there is a second dimension that is 
relevant to this discussion, namely, the return to didacticism. As 
Sante’s earlier comments indicate, Shields takes us back to the 
world of the didactic nugget, a form that, as Leah Price argues, has 
long received bad press as a result of the incremental feminization 
of didacticism. One agent in this pro cess has been the anthology, 
which sifted, valued, and gendered narrative and nonnarrative 
material in changing ways, men initially being associated with 
philosophical nuggets, women with frivolous narrative, and then 
a reverse as women readers  were lumped with uplifting maxims, 
men with “effi cient rush through plot.” This literary triage fi -
nally resulted in bad press for “feminine moralism,” contrasted 
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unfavorably with the “narrative plea sure of masculine romance” à 
la Stevenson or Kipling.16

For long the poor cousin in the academy, the abject opposite of 
high modernism and literary complexity, didacticism seems set to 
make a comeback, at least if Shields is to be believed. As an ardent 
ethical anthologist, Gandhi intersects with this story. Placed back 
into a realm where didacticism is no longer cold- shouldered, Gan-
dhi’s En glish work may be able to receive a more considered literary 
interpretation. While his Gujarati writings have received fulsome 
coverage (Gandhi’s name graces a period in Gujarati literary his-
tory), his En glish works, with the exception of his autobiography, 
have surprisingly seldom been taken as literary objects in their 
own right.17 In part, this has to do with the perception that Gan-
dhi’s writings are journalistic and hence not suffi ciently literary to 
merit close scrutiny. A second factor has been the hagiographical 
aura around the Mahatma in which his words are seen as secondary 
to his life or his inner spiritual state so that his writing can only ever 
have a derivative, refl ective status.18 Where the phrase “Gandhian 
literature” is used, it represents discussions of Gandhi’s infl uence 
on others or his repre sen ta tion in fi ction or other media.19

This book has attempted to demonstrate the richness that lies in 
approaching Gandhian texts via a literary route. In some senses 
the style of reading we call literary is somewhat Gandhian: slow, 
scrupulous, patient, repetitive, cumulative.

Applying such approaches produces a useful alignment where text 
and method of reading become companions, assisting each other 
along the way. In this book, one destination of that journey has 
been a deeper appreciation of Gandhian theories of reading and 
their radical import. In a Gandhian world, serious reading, both in 
its content and method, can have far- reaching implications: slow-
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ing down the headlong rush of the industrial machine to the pace 
of the human body, pausing the addictive tempos of market- driven 
life, and creating small zones of in de pen dence outside the realm of 
the nation- state. In these equations, reading sits at the heart of a 
new theory of sovereignty. The claims that Gandhi makes on be-
half of reading are ambitious and have implications for a range of 
disciplinary areas. To use a Gandhian phrase, this book places 
these ideas before the reader, hoping that he or she will recognize 
the potential of reading as a central heuristic category and take it 
forward— slowly and carefully of course.
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A p p e n d i x

Pamphlets Reprinted from Indian Opinion

En glish

J. L. P. Erasmus. The Story of the Ramayana. Phoenix: International 
Printing Press, 1905.

For Passive Resisters. Phoenix: International Printing Press, 1907.

M. S. Maurice. Ethics of Passive Re sis tance. Phoenix: International 
Printing Press, 1907.

[H. S. L. Polak]. A Book and Its Misnomer. Phoenix: International 
Printing Press, 1907.

M. K. Gandhi. Indian Home Rule. Phoenix: International Printing Press, 
1910.

Leo Tolstoy. Letter to a Hindoo. Phoenix: International Printing Press, 1910.

Gujarati Pamphlets

As this list is drawn from reports on pamphlets (advertisements, reports 
on banning,  etc.) rather than the booklets themselves, the dates of pub-
lication are not known.
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by gandhi

Hind swaraj.

Maro jail no anubhav (My Jail Experience). Published in three parts.

tr anslations by gandhi

Ek Hindu pratye Tolstoy no kagal (Tolstoy essay, A Letter to a Hindoo).

Ek satyaveer ni katha (The Story of a Soldier of Truth; Plato’s Apology).

Jeevan dori (Thread of Life; translation of Tolstoy, possibly On Life).

Manus ketli jameen no mālik hoi shake? (How Much Land Can a Man Own 
as Proprietor?; Tolstoy story, How Much Land Does a Man Need?).

Murakhraj (The King of Fools; Tolstoy story, possibly Ivan the Fool).

Mustafa Kemal Pasha nu bhāsan (Speech of Kamal Pasha).

Mustafa Kemal Pasha nu jeevan charitra (Life of Kamal Pasha) (translated 
from clippings from Egyptian newspapers).

Niti dharm athwa dharm niti (Ethical Religion or Religious Ethics; 
translation of William Salter, Ethical Religion).

Sarvodaya (The Advancement of All; John Ruskin, Unto This Last).

Satyagraha (M. S. Maurice, Ethics of Passive Re sis tance).

Satya vina beeju kashu nathi (There Is Nothing but Truth; Tolstoy essay, 
None Other Than Truth).

Suhdara na bhavāda (The Failure of Reform; translation of articles of 
Justice Syed Ameer Ali).
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booklets on various tr ansvaal laws tr anslated by gandhi 
(possibly appeared in indian opinion )

Transvaal na nava kayda mujab na dara (Provisions According to 
the New Transvaal Law).

Transvaal no dukan band karvāno kaydo (Transvaal Law Regarding the 
Closing of Shops).

Transvaal no khooni kaydo (The Murderous Law of the Transvaal).

Transvaal no navo kaydo (The New Law of the Transvaal).

other gujar ati pamphlets

Jail nā  kavya (Jail Poems, collection comprised of entries for poetry 
competition run by Indian Opinion [CW 7: 10]).

Lo. M. Bal Gangadar Tilak tém na mat ané veechar (The People’s Champion 
Bal Gangadar Tilak— His Opinion and Thought).

There  were as well pamphlets printed by the International 
Printing Press without fi rst appearing in Indian Opinion. These include 
Besant’s Gita, Jasmāni ni garbi (Jasma’s Poem), and the fi rst canto of Tulsi-
das’s Ramayana in Hindi. In other cases, material was compiled from the 
newspaper for commemorative purposes, such as Deshbhakta Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale (“Description of Mr Gokhale’s Visit to South Africa in Which 
Pictures Are Taken during His Travels, Pictures of Hindi Leaders, General 
Botha, General Smuts and Testimonials Received in Honor Are Printed 
on Beautiful Paper”). The En glish version is Indian Opinion Souvenir of the 
Hon. Gopal Krishna Gokhale’s Tour in South Africa, October 22nd– November 
18th. Durban: Indian Opinion, 1912. Another pamphlet was Deshbhakta 
Gopal Krishna Gokhale ané girmit na savāl par ni charcha (Patriot Gopal 
Krishna Gokhale and the Discourse on the Indentured Question).
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A  N o t e  o n  S o u r c e s

In writing this book, my primary sources have been the En glish 
sections of Indian Opinion and the back translations of the Gujarati 
sections written by Gandhi for the newspapers and available in the 
Collected Works (CW) (both of these for the years 1903 to 1914, when 
Gandhi left for India). I do not read Gujarati, and hence I am work-
ing with translated texts, and with all the diffi culties that these 
imply. There are further problems as well. Gandhi’s writings made 
up probably about 20 percent of the Gujarati section, the length of 
which varied across the years from four to sixteen pages. Self- 
evidently the surrounding columns will have recontextualized and 
possibly contradicted Gandhi’s columns.

These diffi culties notwithstanding, the project remains worth 
pursuing. First, scholars rely more on the CW than on Indian Opin-
ion, an imbalance that this study seeks to shift. Second, many 
analyses that use Indian Opinion treat writing from the En glish sec-
tion and the translations of Gandhi’s Gujarati writings in the CW 
as one fi eld. These discussions assume further that Indian Opinion 
is a newspaper in a way that we understand that term today. This 
book charts a different course, starting with the premise that 
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 Indian Opinion is a multilingual publication that combined fea-
tures of the newspaper and the periodical in unique ways (and, 
throughout, these terms are used interchangeably). Within this 
framework, I treat the En glish section and Gujarati columns (via 
the translations) as related but discrete domains and attempt to 
bring to bear a literary perspective on these writings in contrast to 
the canonical Gandhian scholarship that uses these simply as social 
science “sources.” The topic of literary approaches to the Gandhian 
corpus is addressed in the Conclusion.

In addition to the references in the endnotes, the following pub-
lications  were consulted:
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Hindi, 1921– 1925

Indian Emigrant, 1914– 1927 (incomplete run)

Indian Opinion, 1903– 1914

Indian Printers Journal, 1912

Indian Social Reformer, 1894– 1897

Indian Review, 1901– 1925

Indian Views, 1914– 1921

Modern Review, 1908– 1928

South African Printer and Stationer, 1923– 1927
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Papers

Benarsidas Chaturvedi Papers, 321, National Archives of India, Delhi.

Chaturvedi Collection, Premchand Archives and Literary Centre, 
Jamia Millia Islamia University, Delhi.

Papers of the National Industrial Council of the Printing and 
Newspaper Industry of South Africa, KAD, A2509, Cape Town, 
Western Cape Provincial and Records Service.
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Peterson have been patient and generous colleagues. Sarah Nut-
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weary traveler. In Cape Town Carolyn Hamilton and Pippa Skotnes 
have been patient friends and colleagues.

Heather Hughes kindly provided information on John Dube, 
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