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Introduction

This book examines a series of populist mass protests and their 
legislative consequences in Australia, New Zealand and South 
Africa between 1888 and 1907. In particular, it situates imperial 
tensions arising from global Asian migration during these 
years within the context of the limited sovereignty exercised 
by self-governing settler colonies of the British Empire. It also 
connects geographically and temporally diverse trans-colonial 
popular protests around Asian immigration to a fundamental 
constitutional weakness common to all British colonial states. 

This weakness stemmed from the fact that while these settler 
states had by the second half of the nineteenth century largely 
been granted sovereign status with respect to internal affairs, 
they remained subservient to the United Kingdom in the realm 
of external and imperial affairs until the mid-1920s. Although 
the colonies tolerated their subservient status in exchange for 
a standing guarantee of British military and naval protection, 
this underlying ‘tension of Empire’1 repeatedly erupted over the 
issue of legislation restricting and regulating immigration from 
Asia. The Colonial Office in London regularly vetoed racial laws 
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that risked offending Japan or fomenting unrest in India and it 
expected settler governments to submit to Britain’s imperial and 
diplomatic interests when framing immigration policies. Settler 
governments were thus particularly vulnerable to aggressive and 
violent agitation for stricter anti-Asian legislation organised by 
white activists because colonial parliaments never possessed the 
power to legislate decisively in this area. The competing interests 
of the settler colonies and the metropole ultimately resulted 
in a legislative compromise with the enactment of indirect 
immigration restriction laws that did not explicitly mention race 
but were nevertheless squarely aimed at non-white migrants.

Furthermore, this book argues that the genesis of Gandhian 
satyagraha in the Transvaal after the Boer War should be analysed 
in tandem with concurrent settler protests against Asian migration 
to southern Africa. Both white and Indian protesters sought 
to exploit the limited sovereignty exercised by the Transvaal 
colonial state. On the one hand, the Transvaal administration, 
already faced with a violent agitation sparked by the introduction 
of Chinese mine workers, acceded to white demands to restrict 
Indian immigration and regulate the economic and political 
rights of Indians already resident in the Transvaal. On the other 
hand, the sensitivity of officials in London and Calcutta to the 
discrimination suffered by British Indians in southern Africa 
presented an opportunity for anti-colonial protest. Gandhi and 
his satyagrahis chose peaceful mass action, believing that this form 
of protest would generate maximum exposure and sympathy in 
the United Kingdom and India and would be difficult to suppress 
with violence.

In contrast to these peaceful methods, populist settler protests 
in Australasia and southern Africa tended to follow a clear pattern. 
White activists initially exerted pressure on colonial governments 
to enact explicitly racial legislation to prohibit Asian immigration. 
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Concerned by the threat to public order but mindful of Britain’s 
wider imperial interests, these governments attempted to placate 
demonstrators by negotiating with the Colonial Office to devise 
solutions to restrict Asian immigration without recourse to laws 
that would offend China or Japan or inflame nationalist sentiment 
in British India. However, anti-Asian campaigners spurned these 
diplomatic efforts as weak and ineffective, and demanded that 
their elected representatives introduce strict racial immigration 
measures immediately. Britain’s interests were dismissed as 
secondary to settlers’ rights to self-determination and racial self-
preservation. Such was the intensity of feeling, that protesters 
often resorted to public violent action that directly undermined 
governmental authority.

The elected leaders of the settler colonies thus found them-
selves torn between their imperial obligations to the British 
govern ment and their responsibility to maintain law and order 
in the face of extra-legal violence, and from this position of 
weakness attempted to navigate a course of action. Succumbing 
to the pressure exerted by protesters, draconian race-based, 
anti-Asian measures were often hastily introduced, even though 
it was understood that colonial parliaments could not legislate 
definitively owing to the Colonial Office’s power of veto. Urgent 
consultations then took place between London and the colonies 
as settler leaders attempted to secure swift passage of their 
immigration laws and restore their authority. The result was a 
negotiated compromise that reflected both the Empire’s global 
interests and imperial officials’ recognition of the genuine threat 
posed to the settler governments by extra-legal action. In the 
late 1880s, London was grudgingly prepared to tolerate colonial 
legislation that discriminated against Chinese nationals by name, 
but when in the 1890s these laws were broadened to cover all 
‘coloured’ immigrants from Asia, the Colonial Office baulked. 
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London’s burgeoning alliance with Japan and its reluctance to 
stoke anti-British sentiment in India ensured that any racial 
legislation that might offend Japanese or Indian sensibilities had 
to be vetoed.

Out of this legislative compromise there crystallised a method 
of indirect immigration restriction that did not explicitly target 
race or ethnicity but nevertheless was specifically designed to 
prohibit non-white migration to settler states in Australia, New 
Zealand and South Africa. The first of these measures evolved out 
of a dangerous standoff between white protesters and the Natal 
government in 1897 over the issue of free Indian immigration 
to that southern African colony. After negotiating with officials 
in the Colonial Office, the Natal cabinet introduced a bill 
that proposed an education test to restrict the entry of Indian 
migrants into the colony. Inspired in part by literacy tests used 
in the United States to limit the franchise rights of black citizens, 
Natal’s Immigration Restriction Act of 1897 would itself become 
a model imperial statute. It was vigorously marketed by Joseph 
Chamberlain, secretary of state for the colonies, as a solution to 
the problem of ‘coloured’ migration to white settler colonies that 
would not undermine Britain’s imperial interests. 

However, this book also emphasises the key role played by 
Japanese diplomats in the imperial transmission of the Natal Act 
to Australia and New Zealand. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the Japanese government repeatedly lever-
aged its position as a key British ally to press for immigration laws 
in the settler colonies that exempted Japanese subjects from their 
operation. These diplomatic interventions included an undertaking 
by the Japanese consul in London that his government would take 
no issue with legislation that included ‘the provision on the Act 
passed by the Colony of Natal that immigrants should write out 
a certificate in some European language’, because only educated 
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Japanese would be able to pass the test and, of these, very few 
would wish to emigrate to Australia.2 Eager to avoid damaging 
an important alliance, the British Colonial Office applied heavy 
pressure on Australian colonial governments to abandon racially 
based immigration laws. Thus Japan’s intercession helped to 
ensure that by the early twentieth century the Natal Act had been 
adopted throughout Australia as the cornerstone of the White 
Australia Policy, as well as in New Zealand and southern Africa.

Japanese diplomatic interventions demonstrate that Australia’s 
restrictive immigration regime was shaped in part by international 
and imperial considerations, rather than being a simple assertion of 
a new nation’s sovereignty. However, the issue of Asian migration 
could also incite settler colonies to demand greater sovereignty in 
international and imperial affairs. In particular, the decision by 
the British government to authorise the importation of thousands 
of Chinese labourers to work the Transvaal’s goldmines after the 
Boer War prompted the New Zealand prime minister, Richard 
Seddon, to initiate a forceful diplomatic campaign to abolish the 
Transvaal labour scheme. This campaign was an independent 
exercise in foreign policy, made without the sanction of imperial 
officials, and was cast as being in New Zealand’s national interest. 
It was illustrative of the rising nationalist sentiment ignited by 
New Zealand’s participation in the Boer War and marked an 
important point in the country’s twentieth-century evolution as a 
sovereign, independent nation within the British Commonwealth.

If the Chinese labour controversy provided Seddon with 
an opportunity to assert New Zealand’s nascent sovereignty, it 
also spurred on the rapid acquisition of responsible government 
by the Transvaal. In this newly conquered colony, widespread 
opposition to the labour scheme enabled Boer leaders to organise, 
recruit supporters and augment their political power, whereas in 
the United Kingdom, the controversy helped the Liberal Party 
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win the British general election of 1906. Once in power, the 
new Liberal cabinet decided to grant settler self-government to 
the Transvaal as soon as possible in order to distance itself from 
an imperial policy that had become a costly political liability. 
The achievement of settler sovereignty over the Transvaal so 
soon after the British conquest hastened the movement for closer 
union between the southern African colonies that led to the 
formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910; a segregated, 
white supremacist state that would remain intact for most of the 
twentieth century.

Historiographical context
This book engages with and builds upon three key historiographi-
cal themes within the current scholarship on the British Empire: 
sovereignty and the settler state; imperial networks and the global 
spread of racial discourses and identities; and Gandhi and the 
birth of satyagraha in South Africa.

Historical scholarship on settler sovereignty has become a 
vital field within the historiography of the British Empire.3 Lisa 
Ford places the evolution of nation statehood within both a local 
and global-imperial context, arguing that Anglophone settler 
polities around the world undertook to shore up the legitimacy 
of conquest and settlement in the 1820s and 1830s by defining 
sovereignty ‘as the ordering of indigenous people in space’. 
Settler courts, in particular, were able to establish sovereignty as a 
territorial measure of authority by claiming criminal jurisdiction 
over indigenous communities. A key insight is that while the story 
of sovereignty is often told as a history of statehood, Ford insists 
that its most important context is in fact empire. Empire changed 
understandings of sovereignty by altering the relationship of 
people with space and, in the process, ‘created the conditions for 
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the redefinition of sovereignty through the legal subordination 
of people in defined territorial units’. She argues forcefully that 
sovereignty and empire grew in dialogue at the same time and 
that European expansion necessitated ‘the testing of sovereign 
authority at its fragile margins’.4

Ford (along with Julie Evans, Zoë Laidlaw, Margot Finn and 
other scholars)5 correctly identifies violent settler–indigenous rela-
tions as the crucible in which settler sovereignty was forged in the 
British Empire. However, a focus on the control and regulation of 
indigenous communities and territory during the first half of the 
nineteenth century obscures the fact that self-governing British 
settler colonies exercised a limited sovereignty in relation to exter-
nal and international affairs until well into the twentieth century, 
and therefore a limited jurisdiction over immigration policies and 
practices. While responsible government, as con ceived by the 
Durham report of 1839, devolved internal self-govern ment to an 
elected colonial legislature, foreign, military and constitutional 
affairs remained the responsibility of the British government. The 
implications of this limited sovereignty remain under-researched 
by historians; a lacuna that this book aims to address.

In approaching and analysing the connections between British 
settler colonies’ limited sovereignty and the imperial tensions 
arising from Asian migration, this study builds upon three insights 
offered by prominent historians of the British Empire. The first 
of these is Zoë Laidlaw’s remark that the British ‘imperial’ state 
in practice ‘co-existed with a variety of colonial states and sub-
colonial polities with overlapping or competing jurisdictions’.6 
The second insight is an observation by Adele Perry and Margot 
Finn that settlers occupied a ‘doubled place’ within the Empire, 
in that they experienced ‘being colonized and colonizing in 
simultaneous and seemingly contradictory ways’.7 The third 
insight is borrowed from Jack P. Greene’s characterisation of the 
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seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English/British possessions 
in North America as a ‘negotiated empire’ and his argument 
that from the beginning of settlement ‘the weakness of coercive 
resources in the colonies forced London officials to base metro-
politan authority upon settler-created structures of power’.8

Over forty years ago, Charles Price made the case that a 
comparative approach to immigration restriction in the colonies 
of white settlement ‘enables one to fit events into a larger pic ture, 
to see that what at first sight appear to be local oddities are actu-
ally particular manifestations of wider trends, to understand that 
obscure origins are a complex but not unusual interplay of forces 
at work everywhere’.9 In the 1970s, Price and Andrew Markus 
produced valuable monographs describing the evolution of 
Australasian and North American immigration policies; however, 
in the 1980s and 1990s comparative and transnational analyses 
were largely neglected in favour of analyses of immigration 
policies and the nation state.10 Marilyn Lake attributes this 
neglect to the ‘tyranny of the national narrative’ and, echoing 
Price, emphasises that more attention should be paid to the global 
context. The ‘defensive project of the “white man’s country”  ’, she 
argues, bound together white settler states around the world for ‘a 
spatial politics of exclusion and segregation was common to them 
all’. The circulation of racialised knowledge helped to structure 
policies designed to secure these states for white settlers.11 

In their study Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men’s 
Countries and the International Challenge of Racial Equality, Lake and 
Henry Reynolds extensively chart the ‘transnational circulation of 
emotions and ideas, people and publications, racial knowledge and 
technologies’ that animated white states and the strategies used to 
exclude, deport and segregate those considered to be ‘non-white’. 
A key observation is that while several studies have charted racial 
discourses across the British Empire or highlighted links between 
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anti-Asian policies in California and Australia, few explore the 
interrelationship of British and American racial regimes in the 
same analytical frame. In contrast, Lake and Reynolds argue 
that the idea of the ‘white man’s country’ effectively ‘crossed 
and collapsed the imperial/republican divide, drawing on the 
discursive resources of both traditions to enshrine the dichotomy 
of white and not-white’.12

Lake and Reynolds’ book contributes to a growing body of 
scholarship that recognises the importance of the ‘geographies 
of connection’ through which colonial discourses were made 
and remade.13 While Donald Denoon’s 1983 analysis of settler 
capitalism in the southern hemisphere emphasised the similarities 
in the economic development of settler states in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, it has only been in the past fifteen 
years that historians have renewed the exploration of imperial 
connections in earnest.14 Alan Lester’s Imperial Networks: Creating 
Identities in Nineteenth-century South Africa and Britain demonstrates 
how the construction of a network infrastructure to service global 
commerce facilitated the articulation of discourses throughout the 
British Empire. Newspapers and the telegraph, for example, ‘allowed 
representations of indigenous peoples in one part of the world to 
act as precedents, guiding imageries of subsequently colonised 
peoples elsewhere’.15 Furthermore, Lester and David Lambert 
suggest that colonial projects and discourses always took shape 
through multiple connections between colonies and the metropole. 
Colonial governance was often a relative and comparative 
endeavour, dependent on ‘fruitfully imagining the lessons that 
could be learned and transferred between differently constituted 
colonial places’. A ‘networked conception of imperial inter con-
nected ness’ is therefore helpful when considering ‘metropole and 
colony, or colony and colony, within the same analytical frame, 
and without necessarily privileging either of these places’.16
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Tony Ballantyne similarly conceives of the British imperial 
world as a ‘bundle of relationships’ that ‘brought disparate regions, 
communities, and individuals into contact through systems of 
mobility and exchange’. His Orientalism and Race: Aryanism in 
the British Empire re-imagines the empire’s constituent nations 
as ‘dynamic and diverse communities constantly being remade’ 
by imperial migration, trade and international conflict. Using 
webs as his organising analytical metaphor to capture the ‘ways 
in which imperial institutions and structures connected disparate 
points in space into a complex mesh of networks’, Ballantyne 
draws attention to the horizontal linkages between colonies and 
the ‘inherently relational nature of the empire’. If the imperial 
world is conceived of ‘as a complex agglomeration of overlapping 
webs’, he argues, it becomes possible ‘to envisage that certain 
locations, individuals or institutions in the supposed periphery 
might in fact be the centre of intricate networks themselves’.17 

Other historians have drawn from and built upon a networked 
or webbed conception of empire. In The Birth of the Modern 
World 1780–1914: Global Connections and Comparisons, C. A. Bayly 
writes of the ‘growing velocity of international connections’ in 
the late nineteenth century that facilitated European conquest 
and settlement. Bayly also identifies change in the ‘supposed 
African and Asian “peripheries”  ’ as a significant force, one which 
galvanised metropolitan centres ‘into action, modernization, and 
conflict’.18 Referring to the racially discriminatory legislation 
passed by the self-governing colonies in the late nineteenth 
century, Dane Kennedy notes that white settlers in South 
Africa, Australia and elsewhere ‘made use of improvements in 
communication and transportation to engage increasingly in 
cross-colonial dialogue with one another’, the main ideological 
drive of which was ‘the untapped power of racialism’.19 Zöe 
Laidlaw and Philip Howell characterise nineteenth-century 
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colonial states as the ‘products of the interaction between various 
imperial sites at different times’ and constituted by networks that 
facilitated the ‘ebb and flow of ideas, practices and people, and 
contributed to ever-shifting power relations both between various 
local regimes and between domestic and non-domestic realms’. 
While metropolitan administrators were alert to particular 
colonial circumstances, they also kept the wider imperial picture 
in view by connecting the problems and manifestations of the 
state in both its colonial and metropolitan forms. Settlers also 
took a connected view, expecting that constitutional concessions 
made to one colony would be offered to others; furthermore, 
their arguments, pressure and actions were often able to influence 
the imperial government and its decision-making.20

Although there is a vast literature devoted to Gandhi, 
Jonathan Hyslop observes that only recently have historians 
come to recognise the central significance of Gandhi’s years in 
South Africa. While earlier writers tended to treat this period as 
a prelude to the most important part of his career, it was in fact 
in southern Africa that Gandhi developed ‘the entire spiritual, 
philosophical, and political programme that he would implement 
in India’.21 While monographs on Gandhi’s South African career 
were produced in the 1970s and 1980s,22 it is only recently that this 
period has again attracted sustained scholarly attention. Analyses 
by Hyslop, Joseph Lelyveld, Ramachandra Guha, and Ashwin 
Desai and Goolam Vahed cast new light on Gandhi’s life and 
career prior to his return to India in 1915, and provide three key 
insights upon which this study builds.23

First, Hyslop argues that Gandhi’s political and intellectual 
projects before 1915 operated across territorial boundaries, 
linking together India, South Africa and Britain. Gandhi was 
thus ‘a man formed by transnational processes and who acted 
across borders, and made himself known internationally before 
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he ever returned to India’.24 Second, Guha observes that Gandhi 
and his followers in South Africa, Britain and India were well 
aware of the power wielded by settler populist protesters.25 Third, 
Hyslop contends that Gandhi effectively exploited ‘the uniquely 
complicated administrative position of India within the British 
Empire’. Gandhi’s appeals to Indian public opinion regarding 
discrimination in southern Africa were designed to pique the 
interest of imperial officials, who were concerned with managing 
the political demands of the Indian elite. Gandhi was thus able to 
‘play on the tensions between the local interests of settler colonials 
and the broader interests of the imperial centre’.26 

Finally, two recent publications (which both appeared when 
this study was in its final stages) present fresh analyses that inform 
my understanding of colonial sovereignty. In his examination 
of the Afghan affair, Benjamin Mountford argues that the 1888 
crisis marked ‘the opening of a new phase in the imperial 
history of the Chinese question in Australia’. He describes how 
unfolding events in Australia ‘reverberated across other branches 
of Britain’s world system’ and argues that the ‘independent action’ 
taken by Australian authorities ‘inflamed the existing conflict 
between British colonial and foreign interests and ignited new 
intra-imperial ones as well’. While the Afghan affair is clearly an 
important milestone on the road to White Australia, it was ‘also 
part of a wider imperial narrative: one in which the ongoing 
tension between two visions of Australian settlement – connected 
to and set apart from British interests in East Asia – had a marked 
impact on British imperial affairs’.27 Meanwhile, in his recent 
analysis of the parliamentary debate on the 1901 Immigration 
Restriction Bill, David Atkinson points out that despite their 
recent federation ‘Australians still occupied a tentative political 
space between colony and nation, self-governing in domestic 
matters but beholden to British authority in imperial and foreign 
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affairs’. Thus, the new Commonwealth ‘remained enmeshed in an 
international and imperial system directed by Great Britain and 
subject to the imperatives of British foreign and imperial policy’.28

Between 1888 and 1907, the limited sovereignty exercised 
by colonial governments in Australia, New Zealand and 
southern Africa influenced settler agitation for stringent anti-
Asian immigration legislation, as well as Japanese and Gandhian 
opposition to these laws. Settler authorities were vulnerable to 
the series of anti-Asian protest movements that emerged in these 
years because colonial parliaments did not possess the power 
to legislate decisively in the area of immigration restriction. 
However, as colonial governments were obliged to respect the 
United Kingdom’s jurisdiction over international affairs, these 
authorities were also vulnerable to Japanese and Indian protests 
that threatened British foreign and imperial interests. The result 
of these imperial tensions was a series of legislative compromises 
that reflected both Britain’s sovereign authority over colonial 
lawmaking as well as the strength and force of settler racism 
directed against Asians.


