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Editorial

EDITORIAL
Local and Regional Histories of Natal and KwaZulu-Natal:
Voices and perspectives
This special issue of New Contree, a journal whose historical roots lie in local
regional histories, seeks to document the local and regional histories of Natal
and Kwazulu-Natal. Natal has had a distinct cultural, economic and political
history that makes it an interesting region to study in the context of race,
identity, gender, ethnicity and religion. KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) consists of the
former province of Natal, and the former homeland of KwaZulu. Its capital
is located in Pietermaritzburg and its population is diverse, multi-cultural
and multi-ethnic reflecting its rich and vibrant past. The historical legacies
of colonialism and apartheid are clearly reflected in the historical buildings,
statues and sites. The sites of Isandlwana, Rorke’s Drift, Colenso, Spioenkop,
Volksrust and Pietermaritzburg reflect indigenous struggles against colonial
oppression whilst the Gandhi’s statute in Pietermaritzburg, the Maritzburg
prison and the passive resistance site in Durban underscore the role passive
resistance played in the lives of the Indian community in Natal.
Yet the vibrancy of this region’s history is largely untapped. A perusal of
some of the publications on Natal and Kwazulu-Natal underscores the gaps
in regional historiography and the urgency to rectify this. Among the earliest
works on the region by Brooks and Webb, A History of Natal,1 provides a more
general history of the region, whilst the publication by Duminy and Guest,
Natal and Zululand from Earliest Times to 1910 – a new History,2 provide
scholars with a foundational history of colonial Natal up to the Union. Two
notable works by Guest and Sellers3 have provided a social and economic
history of the region. Later works have sought to build on this by integrating
race, politics and ethnicity in their analysis but were not attempting to provide
a history of the region.

1
2
3

EH Brooks and C Webb, A history of Natal (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1965). The work by J
Bird, Annals of Natal 1495-1845, I & II (Cape Town, Struik, 1965), although a mere compilation of archival
sources, is also worth mentioning.
A Duminy and B Guest (eds.), Natal and Zululand from earliest times to 1910 – a new history (Pietermaritzburg,
University of Natal Press, 1989).
B Guest and JM Sellers (eds.), Enterprise and exploitation in a Victorian Colony: Aspects of the economic and
social history of colonial Natal (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1985); B Guest and JM Sellers
(eds.), Receded tides of empire: Aspects of the economic and social history of Natal and Zululand since 1910
(Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1994).
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However, in post-apartheid South Africa there is an urgency to reclaim regional histories. Since the dawn of democracy in South Africa,
the publications on the nationalist narrative (with emphasis on events
and individuals, biographies and autobiographies),4 particularly on the
anti-apartheid struggle, have to a very large extent overlooked regional
differences and contributions. Subsequently they have tended to generalise
the anti-apartheid struggle, and in the process submerged regional voices
and contributions. This has produced a rather skewed and to some extent, a
distorted picture of South African history.
Regional and local histories have been gaining momentum in international
studies5 which provide an opportunity to challenge dominant paradigms of
traditional history that offer views from the above. Regional histories allow
for alternating narratives and perspectives that explain social and cultural
experiences that are often too submerged in general histories or surveys. In
the light of the above a special issue on KZN is significant because this special
edition earmarks a place for Natal and Kwazulu-Natal in the nationalist
narrative on South African history. It also highlights ways in which Natal and
KZN as a region played a pivotal role in the development of South African
history. The articles in this special edition on Natal and the KZN region speak
to the indigenous history of the region. Exploring Natal as a distinct region
with a separate yet interwoven history contributing to the overall South
African history lays the foundation for scholars of other regions to look at the
significance of their own history. Moreover, the fact that the vast majority of
the contributors are indigenous scholars of the region provides them with an
opportunity to write and reclaim their own histories.
The articles in this special edition of New Contree highlight the complexities
and challenges that are pertinent to KZN today: race, gender, crime, identity,
religion and service delivery at local government level. The papers on race and
racial conflict in Natal and KZN speak to the importance of understanding
regional conflict in the context of history, geography, demographics, and socioeconomic and political factors. The arrival of indentured Indians to Natal in
1860 changed the demographic landscape of Natal’s history. Over 90% of the
4

5

P O’ Malley, Shades of difference. Mac Maharaj and the struggle for South Africa (London, Viking, 2007); R
Seedat and R Saleh (eds.), Men of dynamite: Pen portraits of MK pioneers (Johannesburg, Ahmed Kathrada
Foundation, 2009); IC Meer, Ismail Meer: A fortunate man (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2002); A Kathrada,
Ahmed Kathrada. Memoirs (Cape Town, Struik, 2004).
SH Armitage, “From the inside out-rewriting regional history”, Frontiers A Journal of Women’s Studies, 22(3)
2001, p. 32.
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immigrants settled in the region and made Natal their home. Their presence
not only shaped the economic identity of Natal but also defined Indo-African
and Indo–colonial/white relations at various historical junctures. These
complexities and nuances in race relations are clearly articulated in the papers
by du Bois, Ngidi, Desai and Anand Singh.
The articles by Hiralal, Vahed, Nkosi and Wassermann speak to the
significance of regional history from a gendered perspective. These papers
underscored the intersections of gender, masculinity and difference (the
diversity of women’s experiences), as important categories for analysis in
regional history. In addition, women are divided by a range of factors that
include class, caste, race, ethnicity, language, religion and sexual orientation,
and only by interrogating these factors collectively can we unearth the lost
voices and histories of women.
The contributions by Whelan, Khan, Gopalan, Kumalo and Shanta Singh
contribute to our understanding of regional, urban, social and economic
systems over different historical periods. The issues raised in their papers in
the context of electricity, transport, crime, infrastructure and forced removals
provide an understanding of Pietermaritzburg and Durban’s rich history.
More specifically it shows how Durban as a city responded to economic,
political and social changes and the responses of its citizens to these changes.
The significance of regional urban histories enables historians and scholars
to understand local challenges and local realities and “provide a basis for
understanding a regional society as a spatially organized system of urban and
nonurban units interacting with each other according to a particular pattern
of development”.6
The papers also call for a re-thinking of historical methodologies and the
importance of inter-disciplinary research in writing regional histories and
developing new theoretical frameworks. The papers allude to the importance
of oral histories, memory, newspapers cuttings, and the ways in which we
engage and interrogate archival sources. New historical methodologies
provide alternative frameworks and narratives and bring innovative and fresh
perspectives in understanding regional histories.7
6
7

TR Mahoney, “Urban history in a regional context: river towns on the upper Mississippi 1840-1860”, The
Journal of American History, 72(2)2, September 1985, p. 339.
ES van Eeden., “Debating some past and present research frameworks and methodologies in History on places
and their peoples in South Africa”, African Historical Review, 45(2), 2013, pp. 1-34; ES van Eeden, “Regional,
local, urban and rural history as nearby spaces and places: Historiographical and methodological reflections
towards modern day practice”, Special Edition, New Contree, 63, January 2012, pp. 1-33.
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How then did all of the above play out in an intertextual manner between
the various papers in this special edition?
Duncan Du Bois’ contribution provides insights into settler security,
insecurity and solidarity in colonial Natal. The paper focuses on the South
Coast region of Natal between1850-1910 - an area rich in history but neglected
in regional historiography. Du Bois highlights the challenges country and
rural districts experienced in the context of settler insecurity. It provides an
insight into the rural colonial communities’ mind-set, the vulnerabilities of
settlers as a minority group and their fears of displacement. Collectively these
factors played an important role in their support of discriminatory legislation
and the Union government.
Mphumeleli Ngidi’s article The Natal Inter-Race Tournament of the 1950s:
Reinforcing or Undermining Race Identities? documents a neglected aspect
of Natal’s history by focusing on the inter-race soccer tournaments held in
Durban between 1946 and 1960 under the auspices of the Natal-Inter-Race
Soccer Board. The study provides an interesting narrative of the tournament
and makes an important contribution in understanding the complexities
of sport and politics as well as Indo-African relations at a crucial time in
South African race relations and political history. The study makes a valuable
contribution to the growing field of historiography of South African sport,
and specifically on soccer, and addresses marginalised histories from below.
Ashwin Desai’s paper The Eye of a Violent Storm: Inanda, 1985 offers fresh
perspectives to race relations in Natal in the 1980s. This article examines the
Inanda conflict at different phases, in the context of its participants and their
differing objectives. Through this analysis Desai interrogates regional violence
in the context of race and politics and probes whether the violence in Inanda
was “anti-apartheid or anti-Indian”. Desai’s paper highlights the importance
of re-thinking and re-evaluating regional historical conflicts in the context
of race and how past events can assist in understanding the present state of
Indo-African relations.
Anand Singh’s article analyses Indo-African relations at various historical
junctures during the colonial period, the 1949 African-Indian clashes, and
the recent anti-Indian sentiments by a small segment of Africans in KZN.
This paper shows how Indo-African relations evolved and the factors that
facilitated and hindered race relations in Natal and KZN’s history. The paper
is a valuable contribution in understanding past and current debates on
IV
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regional race relations.
Kalpana Hirala’s paper “Married to the Struggle –For Better or Worse” Wives
of Indian Anti-Apartheid Activists in Natal –The Untold Narratives examines
the daily survival and experiences of the wives of political activists in the antiapartheid struggle who resided in Natal between the 1950s and 1980s, at the
height of the anti-apartheid movement. The paper highlights how regional
socio-economic conditions and political conflicts shaped women’s personal
and political identities. It also highlights the importance of regional histories
to be more interrogative of gender issues as it is only within this conceptual
framework that national narratives can reflect the holistic histories of their
people.
In Goolam Vahed’s paper, Muslim Women’s Identities in South Africa: A
Zanzibari Perspective in KwaZulu-Natal, he examines how Zanzibari women
in KwaZulu-Natal are negotiating their identities within the context of local
and global realities. The Zanzibari experience highlights the contingent
nature of race as a category of identity. The paper highlights the complexities
and challenges of being “Muslim” “Indian” and “African”, yet despite these
dilemmas and “in-betweenness” of identity, it has provided women with a sense
of agency. The paper underscores the importance of understanding women’s
lived experiences within a historical context and argues that intersections of
religion, class, ethnicity, race and language are important tools of analysis in
illuminating gendered perspectives.
In their paper Makho Nkosi and Johan Wassermann map the history
of ukuthwala in the Natal/Kwazulu-Natal, region up to 1994 and seek to
understand whether the contemporary practices of ukuthwala had historical
claims to validity. Utilising both primary and secondary evidence, as well as
the emerging contemporary evidence, the authors conclude that the practice
of ukuthwala is “still contested and clearly not composed of a single narrative”.
Their paper highlights the importance of understanding and historicising
gendered cultural practices and its significance for regional cultural and social
histories.
In her contribution Debbie Whelan focuses on Pietermaritzburg as a city
characterised by a central core of late Victorian-era buildings and more
specifically on the interplay between the mentioned architecture and the
period when electrification arrived. One such adjunct to electrification was
the need to provide for structures to house transformers and substations
V
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and these had to be integrated into an already existing urban infrastructure
in a palatable manner. The paper accentuates the cogent awareness of built
environment which is reflected in the design of many of the substations,
which are modest and constructed within the prevailing architectural style of
the time. The paper reveals how these sub-stations tell the story of the arrival
of one of the cornerstones of our modern existence, namely power.
The paper by Sultan Khan on Historical Evolution of Durban’s Public Transport
System and Challenges for the Post-Apartheid Metropolitan Government traces
the historical evolution of Durban’s public transport system and the challenges
it poses for the post-apartheid metropolitan government. By mapping the
evolution of Durban’s transport system at various historical periods the paper
bring to the fore the intersections of state, capital and local government and
their implications for transport engineering in post-apartheid Durban. The
paper alludes to the importance of urban regional histories in understanding
current challenges faced by municipalities in service delivery.
In his contribution Karthigasen Gopalan highlights the importance of oral
history in unearthing lost voices and histories. The paper examines the role of
memory in terms of its subjectivities and fluidity on former residents of the
Magazine Barracks. The latter were forcibly removed and resettled and their
lived realities and experiences are captured quite succinctly in this paper. The
paper underscores how forced removals and resettlements impact on both
individual and collective identities. This paper offers new perspectives in
understanding oppression and displacement during apartheid.
Raymond Kumalo’s article on Monumentalization and the renaming of street
names in the city of Durban (Ethekwini) as a contested terrain between politics
and religion underscores the importance of all constituencies, including the
religious sector, in re-writing and documenting a new narrative of the history
of Durban and its citizens in post-apartheid South Africa. The renaming of
street names in Durban is a highly complex and contested issue and given
this, the author alludes to the importance of education, transparency and
political sensitivity to be key components to enable healing, reconciliation
and social cohesion among racial groups in the region. This paper speaks to
the challenges of re-writing regional history in post-apartheid South Africa.
The final paper in this special edition is by Santa Singh on “Doing Time
for Crime”: The Historical Development of the Different Models (Approaches) of
treatment for incarcerated offenders at the Westville Correctional Centre, Durban,
VI
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South Africa. In her contribution she provides a very interesting account, of
prisons in Natal, both in terms of their historical development and the models
and approaches of treatment of inmates. Using the Westville prison as a case
study, the paper maps the historical fluctuations of rehabilitation programmes
and punitive sanctions on inmates and its implications for policy in postapartheid South Africa.
Collectively the papers in this special edition of New Contree provided a
fresh interdisciplinary view of some of the regional histories of the Natal
and KwaZulu-Natal region and if read in an intertextual manner provide an
alternative to the existing dominant meta-narratives.
Guest editors
Professor Johan Wassermann (UKZN) & Professor Kalpana Hiralal (UKZN).
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Colonial Natal with particular reference to the South Coast

Settler security, insecurity and solidarity in colonial Natal
with particular reference to the South Coast 1850-1910
					
Duncan Du Bois
University of KwaZulu-Natal
dubois@axxess.co.za

Abstract
Although British settlers enjoyed political and military control, there were
factors which rendered them vulnerable. These included their proximity to the
reserves set aside by Shepstone exclusively for African residence and the fear
of unrest or even attack emanating from those reserves. As a safeguard, settler
volunteer groups or rifle associations were established across the Colony. A spirit
of community and settler solidarity was the corollary of those associations. But
vexing the situation was settler dependence on African labour and the role of
Africans up until the late 1880s in the provision of certain basic foodstuffs.
The importing of indentured Indian labour provided relief for settler
enterprise on the one hand but created a new challenge on the other, namely,
the social presence and commercial competition which the Indian posed
as a settler. A battery of discriminatory legislation aimed at removing those
insecurities proved fruitless.
Despite official awareness of the vulnerabilities to which the tiny settler
population was exposed, ironically a policy of frugality resulted in the
placement of token-strength police contingents in the various counties. The
Anglo-Zulu War and the unrest of 1906 which culminated in the Bhambatha
rebellion were the two most serious threats to settler safety and security. As
such they produced a surge in settler solidarity. Yet in both cases settlers were
neither threatened nor harmed. The earlier Langalibalele affair also triggered a
settler response of solidarity with Governor Pine for his handling of it.
Isolated and sparsely populated, the South Coast as a frontier region was
subject to the same insecurities as other parts of the Colony. The solidarity
which its settler population always displayed in respect of those insecurities
proved additional to the solidarity that already existed as a result of the region’s
long struggle for infrastructure development. Although never endangered by
unrest, South Coast colonists were no different from those elsewhere in Natal
in favouring discriminatory legislation against Africans and Indians. They
also solidly endorsed the union dispensation as the best guarantee of future
security.
Keywords: Shepstone; Locations; Labour; Native policy; Frontier;
Volunteers; Food; Indians; Pondoland; Unrest; Union.
1
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Introduction
Throughout the colonial dispensation, a sense of vulnerability pervaded
white settler communities in Natal. This happened not only because they
constituted a racial minority which was never greater than eight percent of the
total population,1 but also because of their dependence on local African labour
and their proximity to the tracts of land set aside by Theophilus Shepstone
as locations for Africans. Settlers were also dependent on Africans and later
on Indian settlers for much of their food supply. This article seeks to track
that sense of insecurity by focusing on a particular region, namely, the South
Coast. However, before embarking on that review it is necessary to provide a
contextual outline.
The settler mind-set which prevailed in the 1850s and beyond was the
product of experiences which included frontier wars in the Eastern Cape and
the atrocities against settlers there; also the murder of Piet Retief and his
party. Cape Governor Sir Benjamin D’Urban had referred to the Xhosa as
“irreclaimable savages”.2 As such, there was a determination to establish settler
domination and supremacy which, as Niall Ferguson points out with regard
to the 1857 mutiny in India, the Morant Bay rebellion in Jamaica in 1865
and the Boer challenge in South Africa 1899-1902, “the British response was
brutal”.3 Moreover, the pervasive political imperialism of the Victorian age
was such that “nearly every nineteenth-century writer was extraordinarily
aware of the fact of empire,” as Edward Said has stated.4
Shepstone was directly responsible for African administration in Natal from
1846 to 1876. His location system as Norman Etherington depicted on a
map,5 – a patchwork of ten reserves set aside for exclusive occupation by
Africans as recommended by the Locations Commission in March 1847 –
triggered a debate over land which persisted throughout the colonial period
and beyond. As Jeff Guy, has explained, the contradictions between Natal’s
settler ideology and economic reality “were no more vividly revealed than in
1
2
3
4

5

Colony of Natal Statistical Year Book, 1907, p. 3.
A Lester, “‘Otherness’ and the frontiers of empire: The Eastern Cape colony 1806-1850”, Journal of Historical
Geography, 24, 1 January 1998, pp. 9-13.
N Ferguson, Empire: How Britain made the modern world (Penguin Group, Melbourne, 2008), p. xxii.
EW Said, Orientalism (Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1978), p. 14. Arising from his tour of South Africa
in 1877, Anthony Trollope, a prolific novelist of the Victorian era, published a two volume work in which he
supported the idea of white supremacy on the basis that it was necessary to “civilise” the indigenous African. JH
Davidson (ed.), Trollope’s South Africa (A Balkema, Cape Town, 1973), p. 455.
N Etherington, Preachers, peasants and politics in SE Africa: African Christian communities in Natal, Pondoland
and Zululand (Royal Historical Institute, London, 1978), p. 7.
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the debate over land”. By 1877, although Africans, who numbered 290,000,
had only two million acres reserved for them; six million acres were reserved
for white settlers whose numbers scarcely exceeded 22,000 at that time while
the remaining four million acres of the Colony were left unoccupied and
uncultivated.6 But, as Guy emphasizes, that was not the only reality of the
skewed land allocation: in 1851 Shepstone estimated that two-thirds of the
African population lived outside the reserves allocated to them. They dwelled
on private land or Crown land.7
As a region for European settlement, Alexandra County was particularly
fragmented due to the presence of several African and mission reserves. These
included the Amahlongwa, which occupied 7,464 acres; Ifafa (7,500 acres),
Mtwalumi (13,407 acres), Mzumbe (8,000 acres); and Equeefa College (3,000
acres).8 The proximity and presence of those reserves to white settlements
and farms induced a sense of vulnerability for settlers. That was inevitable
given the vast disparity in numbers between the settler population and the
indigenous Africans.9 In addition to those reserves, there was the land of
Mnini and the Thuli people, which were given to them as compensation when
they were relocated from the Bluff peninsula. This extended from the Lovu
River southwards to the Mkomanzi River. In 1859 Robert Mann described
Mnini’s lands as “composed of green hills and wooded valleys, interspersed
with kraals of beehive-like huts and mealie grounds”.10 But territorially
Mnini’s land reserve isolated white settlement south of the Mkomanzi from
the rest of the colony. In that respect, white settlement on the South Coast
was unique. There was also a geographical dimension to the region’s isolation
and separation: it was traversed by more than twenty rivers which were not
bridged until the arrival of the railway from 1897. Travel and transportation
to and from the South Coast was, therefore, very slow and expensive.11
6

J Lambert, Betrayed trust: Africans and the state in colonial Natal (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg,
1995), p. 77, notes that when Crown lands were opened up for sale between 1878 and 1890, land-owning by
Africans increased from 17,366 to 67,077 acres.
7 J Guy, Theophilus Shepstone and the forging of Natal (UKZN Press, Scottsville, 2013), pp. 463-464; C Bundy,
The rise and fall of the South African peasantry (David Philip, Cape Town, 1988), p. 170; Colony of Natal
Statistical Year Book, 1907, p. 3.
8 Natal Mercury, 8 August 1871.
9 In 1864 the number of Africans in the area between the Mkomanzi and the Mzimkulu rivers – known as
Alexandra County from 1865 – was put at 12,000. The white population was just 361. PAR CSO 214, No 144,
18 January 1865. By 1885 that disparity was even greater: 26,580 Africans; 628 whites. Natal Blue Book, 1885,
p. T4.
10 R Mann, The Colony of Natal (Jarrold & Sons, London, 1859), p. 79.
11 In 1860 it was stated that the cost of transport from Durban to Umzinto was nearly three times more expensive
than from Durban to Pietermaritzburg even though the distances were almost the same. Natal Mercury, 5 April
1860.
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Volunteer corps
Given the fact that the military garrison was confined to Pietermaritzburg
and that the numbers of men attached to the Natal Mounted Police, which
was founded only in 1873, were quite inadequate for the vast areas they had to
cover. In 1887 they numbered only 180 men.12 The formation of local defence
units, therefore, was recognized as essential to settler security. Ordinance 11
of 1855 promoted the establishment of Volunteer Corps amongst settler
communities particularly where settler communities were small and isolated
and situated in close proximity to African reserves.
Before Crown land grants were made in the area south of the Mkomanzi
River, the Isipingo district constituted the southern frontier of the settler
presence in Natal. Mindful of their proximity to the Mnini and Mlazi African
reserves and their relative isolation from the village of Durban, in 1856 settlers
formed an informal rifle club. Although their safety and security was never
threatened, in 1861 they petitioned the Acting Governor, Major Williamson,
for Government assistance to erect a fort for their cattle “to prevent them
being stolen by natives”. Their request was ignored.13
A wave of insecurity spread through the Colony in July 1861 when it was
reported that Cetshwayo’s impis were massing along the Thukela border with
Natal and that an invasion was imminent.14 Although by August it was clear
that no Zulu attack was going to take place and in any case Isipingo was remote
from any such threat, Isipingo settlers nonetheless made formal application in
terms of Ordinance 11 of 1855 for the formation of a Volunteer Corps.15 On
19 November 1861, Governor Scott proclaimed the founding of the Isipingo
Rifle Corps. Dick King was appointed Captain.16
The first Volunteer Corps established south of Isipingo were at Umkomaas
and Umzinto early in 1860.17 Described as a “beautiful wilderness”,18 the
territory south of the Mkomanzi River was a sparsely settled, remote frontier
area. By 1865 the two rifle clubs had amalgamated to form the Alexandra
Mounted Rifles.19In December 1864 the settler defence line was extended to
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

EH Brookes and C de B Webb, A history of Natal (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1965), pp. 22, 166.
Natal Star, 26 January 1861; PAR CSO 129, 260, 15 February 1861.
J Guy, Theophilus Shepstone..., pp. 284-285.
Natal Mercury, 23 July 1861.
Natal Colony, Government Notice, 139, 1861.
Natal Mercury, 16 February 1860.
Natal Almanac and Yearly Register, 1863, p. 42.
Natal Government Gazette, 17(971), 12 September 1865.
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the Mzimkulu River, then the southern boundary of Natal, with the formation
of the Ifafa Mounted Rifles.20 These associations also provided social cohesion
amongst settlers and shooting competitions were also convivial occasions. At
the inter-club shooting contest between Isipingo and Lower Mkomanzi on
Canonby estate in July 1864, post-competition festivities flourished late into
the night.21 The shooting skills of the men also went on show at what were
called “annual amusements” held at Park Rynie over a weekend in July. Along
with horse races and athletic events, these family occasions were first held in
1863 and proved the social highlight of the South Coast for many years.22
Involvement was taken very seriously. With a membership of 57 in 1866,
it included almost every able-bodied male settler in Alexandra County.23
Regular monthly drilling exercises were held often lasting two days.24 In May
1868, for example, a five-day camp was held which included “skirmishing”
on foot and target shooting.25 The ready acceptance of the need for an
organization such as the Alexandra Mounted Rifles and the enthusiasm
displayed for its activities would seem to indicate a mind-set which recognized
the vulnerability of settlers to possible uprisings or unrest on the part of the
indigenous population. In any event, the volunteer corps promoted settler
solidarity which, in the case of the South Coast, enjoyed a sustained existence
as a result of the region’s long struggle with the colonial Government for
infrastructure development.26

Solidarity
Governor Scott had noted a “coercive disposition” by colonists towards the
African population.27 Although incidents of confrontation between settlers
and members of the local African population seem to have been rare, there was
20 Natal Government Gazette, XVI(932), 20 December 1864.
21 Natal Mercury, 12 July 1864. See also: Natal Mercury, 10 July 1863.When the Buffalo Border Guard assembled
for its annual shooting competition in 1878 in the Dundee area of Northern Natal, the large number of spectators
who were present turned the occasion into a social one. JPC Laband, PS Thompson with S Henderson, The
Buffalo Border 1879: The Anglo-Zulu War in Northern Natal (Research Monograph No. 6, University of Natal,
Durban, 1983), p. 103.
22 Natal Mercury, 5 July 1866; 9 July 1867; 11 July 1868.
23 PAR CSO 264, 43, 28 February 1867.
24 Diary of David Chalmers Aiken (Old House Museum, Aliwal St, Durban, Ref. 581), 5 August 1867.
25 Aiken diary, May 1868, p. 24.
26 Thirty seven years elapsed before the first bridge over the Mkomanzi River was opened to rail traffic in September
1897.
27 Natal Mercury, 22 March 1864.
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one which aroused settler solidarity against Dunbar Moodie, the Alexandra
County Resident Magistrate. William Joyner and his son Murdo were fined £4
and £1 respectively in October 1862 by Moodie for provocation and assault
on a group of Africans. Joyner claimed that the Africans were trespassing on
his property and had been carrying assegais. Moodie fined the Africans £2
each for “aggression”.28
However, Moodie’s attempt to carry out his duties without fear or favour
and to uphold justice and fairness produced a backlash amongst South Coast
settlers. Primarily this arose from his refusal to allow Joyner the right to appeal
his sentence and Moodie’s statement that his verdict was based on “my law”.
Joyner appealed for justice by publicising his case in the Natal Mercury. The
response was an overwhelming demonstration of settler solidarity with Joyner:
two petitions were compiled, one containing 54 signatures from Isipingo
settlers; the second one was signed by 44 settlers in the Umzinto district. The
Isipingo petition requested the Governor to reverse the verdict against Moodie
on the grounds that it was “unjust and dangerous in its tendencies.”29 The
Umzinto one called for Moodie to be removed as Magistrate.30 In addition,
two public meetings (Isipingo and Umzinto) were held, strong editorial
backing for Moodie was provided by the Mercury and a residents’ association
was formed in the Umzinto district “for the conservation of the rights of
private property.” Specifically, the new association demanded clarity from the
Government on the rights of property owners as regards trespassing, hunting
and grass-burning by Africans.31
In a leader article published on 11 November 1862, the Mercury asserted that
Joyner was guilty only of “maintaining the inviolability of his property and
resisting unlawful intrusion.” In sarcastic vein it stated that the saying about
“the Englishman’s house being his castle” appeared no longer applicable in
Natal as “settlers had no right to obstruct armed kaffirs whenever they choose
to traverse.”32 Responding to the furore, Colonial Secretary David Erskine
said “it would be manifestly unjust to Mr Moodie were his Excellency to
express any want of confidence in the officer before proof is afforded that he
has committed an error and proved his inability to administer the laws of the
28
29
30
31
32

Natal Mercury, 24 October 1862.
Natal Mercury, 7 November 1862.
Natal Mercury, 14 November 1862; PAR CSO 161, 2032, 8 November 1862.
Natal Mercury, 25 November 1862.
Whether John Robinson, as editor of the Mercury, would have written such an editorial is a matter of conjecture.
But what is certain is that he did not pen this particular editorial as he was overseas at the time. T Wilks, For the
love of Natal: The life and times of the Natal Mercury (Robinson and Co., Pinetown, 1977), pp. 44-45.
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Colony”.33 However, the strident nature of the issue and the settler solidarity
expressed with Joyner was not sustained and quietly died away. Nothing
further was heard from the property rights association in Umzinto. There was
no new surge of support for Joyner when on 9 December 1862, Magistrate
Moodie fined him £10 for obstructing the passage of cattle belonging to
Africans and for intending to seize five head of cattle by force.34
The Joyner case demonstrated the existence of settler cohesion. It also
highlighted their inherently ethnocentric mind-set and their perceived need
to preserve the “alienness of the ruling group,” as Tim Keegan and Partha
Chatterjee have remarked in their respective studies of colonial times.35
Nonetheless, the Joyner’s confrontational conduct was exceptional as far as
the South Coast region was concerned, and would seem to negate Robert
Morrell’s contention that frontier settlers were a law unto themselves.36 Indeed,
settler relations with the local African population in Alexandra County were
harmonious. David Aiken’s diary which covered the years from 1867 to
1870 suggests that a good rapport existed between settlers and local African
homesteads in the Umzinto area. The frequent social visits Aiken made after
dark to his neighbours, often several miles from his home, would appear to
indicate that a general sense of safety and security prevailed. That rapport
extended to trade links with African homesteads. Aiken frequently purchased
oxen or sacks of maize from them or exchanged a horse for a bull.

Minimal security
Notwithstanding the continued disparity in numbers between settler and
indigenous populations, Governor Robert Keate’s decision in 1868 to seek
the disbanding of the volunteer corps was meant as a temporary measure.
The severe economic downturn of the mid-1860s compelled the adoption of
austerity measures. In trimming Government expenditure all round, Keate
argued for “the discontinuance for the present, as far as possible, of all outlay
connected with the volunteer corps”.37
33 PAR CSO, 161(2037), 27 November 1862; Natal Mercury, 16 December 1862.
34 Natal Star, 8 January 1863.
35 T Keegan, Colonial South Africa and the origins of the racial order (David Philip, Cape Town, 1996), p. 281;
P Chatterjee, The Nation and its fragments: Colonial and postcolonial histories (Princeton University Press,
Princeton, 1993), p. 18.
36 R Morrell, From boys to gentlemen: Settler masculinity in Colonial Natal 1880-1920 (Unisa Press, Pretoria, 2001),
p. 14.
37 Natal Government Gazette, 20(1121), 18 June 1868.
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Following the migration of settlers south of the Mkomanzi in 1858, Isipingo
ceased to be the southern frontier of settler presence. That factor along with
the negative effects of the economic downturn was probably influential in
the decision of Isipingo settlers to disband their volunteer corps in 1868.38
In Alexandra County, however, no such thinking pervaded the Alexandra
Mounted Rifles39 which continued to exist until it was incorporated into the
Border Mounted Rifles in the late 1890s.
The annexation of Alfred County came about after a protracted exchange
of correspondence between Natal, the British High Commissioner in Cape
Town and the Colonial Office in London. Ongoing unrest in the territory
south of the Mzimkulu river known as “Nomansland,” motivated Governor
Scott to urge the British Government to annex it to Natal so that a British
presence in the area would put an end to what the Natal Mercury somewhat
exaggeratedly described as “a refuge for the destitute where crime, licence and
vice in all its forms find a fit and safe sanctuary”.40
Style rather than substance characterised Britain’s formal annexation of
Alfred County on 1 January 1866. Acting Lieutenant Governor Colonel
John Jarvis Bisset together with members of the Colonial Executive assembled
on the banks of the Mtamvuna River while a contingent of 20 men from
the Royal Artillery and the 99th Regiment delivered a 21-gun salute in the
presence of Griqua chief Adam Kok who was accompanied by 200 mounted
men.41Mercury editor, John Robinson claimed that the deployment of this
British military force provided an appropriate signal of British intentions in
respect of the maintenance of law and order.42 Yet once Bisset’s little force
had withdrawn, the means which the new Resident Magistrate, Lieutenant
HK Wilson, had at his disposal to enforce British authority was laughable:
just two white constables whom he described as “perfectly useless”.43 By 1872
that “force” comprised one white constable assisted by eight Africans44 to
police an area of 1,544 square miles.45 It is of note, however, that small police
38 Natal Colony, Government Notice, 72, 1868.
39 When Major Dunbar Moodie resigned as Commanding Officer of the AMR in 1868, Lewis Reynolds was
appointed in his place. Natal Mercury, 7 November 1868.
40 Natal Mercury, 22 April 1865.
41 Select document, No. 25, presented to the Natal Legislative Council, 6 July 1866. Bisset to Cardwell 16 January
1866, pp. 89-91.
42 J Robinson, A life time in South Africa: Being the recollections of the first premier of Natal (Smith, Elder & Co.
London, 1900), p. 226.
43 PAR CSO 253, 1419, 24 June 1866.
44 PAR CSO 409, 798, 22 April 1872.
45 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, 1886, p. T2.
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contingents were a feature of colonial administration. Umsinga magisterial
district, with an African population of 32,000 in 1885, had only “a paltry few
native police”.46
Despite the frugality of the Natal Government in establishing an official
presence in Alfred County – further illustrated by its refusal to appoint a
Justice of the Peace to assist Magistrate Wilson47 - there was little crime in the
County.48 Settler security prevailed inexpensively without even the formation
of a volunteer corps until early in 1884 when the Umzimkulu Mounted Rifles
was established.49 Although Alfred County constituted the southern frontier
of settler presence, it enjoyed stability until 1885 when stock theft from settler
farms in the vicinity of the Pondo border became an issue.50
The Anglo-Zulu War
Although settler security was not threatened by the Langalibalele affair of
1873-1874, certainly not on the South Coast, the matter served to demonstrate
settler solidarity regarding the Government’s actions. In April 1874 a petition
signed by almost every male settler in Alexandra County was submitted in
support of Governor Benjamin Pine’s prosecution of the Langalibalele case.51
However, no other event in the annals of colonial Natal exposed the insecurity
of settlers to the same extent as the Anglo-Zulu War whilst simultaneously
uniting them in solidarity against the perceived threat of Cetshwayo. Panic
gripped the settler community across the Colony in the wake of the 22 January
1879 Isandlwana disaster when the British army lost 1,329 men in its greatest
military catastrophe since the Crimean War (1853-1856). In Pietermaritzburg
colonists were reported “plunged into the deepest mourning;” in Durban all
shipping bound for the Cape was “crammed with women and children”.52
46 J Giles (Resident Magistrate), Supplement to the Blue Book for the Colony of Natal (Killie Campbell Library,
Durban, 1885), p. B40.
47 PAR CSO 268, 14 and 27 March 1867.
48 PAR CSO 337, No. 1778, 27 August 1869; PAR CSO 340 No. 2072, 29 September 1869.
49 PAR CSO 922, No. 3307, 19 August 1883. HT Bru-de-Wold enquired about forming a rifle association. He
was confirmed as Captain of the Umzimkulu Mounted Rifles in February 1884. Natal Mercury, 28 February
1884.
50 HF Fynn jnr. (Resident Magistrate), Supplement to the Blue Book for the Colony of Natal (Killie Campbell
Library, Durban, 1885), p. B56.
51 Natal Mercury, 9 April 1874. The daily reports of the Resident Magistrate for Alexandra County invariably
described the situation as “perfectly quiet.’” PAR CSO 454, No. 2696, 25 November 1873-10 January 1874.
52 A Duminy and C Ballard (eds.), The Anglo-Zulu War: New perspectives (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg,
1981), p. 65; J Laband and PS Thompson, Field guide to the war in Zululand and the defence of Natal, 1879,
(University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1983), p. 57.
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In advance of the outbreak of the war, defence matters had become the
foremost concern of the Government. In terms of a Proclamation issued on
26 November 1878, Natal was divided up into seven defensive districts.53
A defence laager was built at Umzinto, as the chief settlement on the South
Coast.54 A Colony-wide review of arms found that Umzinto had the only
weapons stock south of Durban – a collection of just 50 carbines. The North
Coast was hardly better off: Verulam was found to have only 100 Enfield
rifles.55 Despite the great distance of Alexandra County from Zululand, the
local Commander of Home Defence Corps, Stephen Bent, expressed alarm
at the inadequate preparation of the South Coast to withstand an attack or
an uprising.56
Whilst Bent measured defence in terms of the availability of arms, the real
vulnerability of areas such as the South Coast was a result of the deployment
of settlers to “the front”. Thirty members of the Alexandra Mounted Rifles
were away for ten months on war duty.57 As John Robinson later wrote, the
towns and villages of Natal were “practically defenceless… all the available
forces were across the (Zululand) border.” The vulnerability of the Colony, he
noted, was illustrated by the fact that “there was no British garrison elsewhere
in South Africa to draw help from. No ocean cable existed to bear the tidings
of a menaced Colony’s extremity”.58 Robinson’s observation together with the
general sense of alarm that pervaded colonial society underlined an awareness
amongst colonists that, no matter how distant they were from Cetshwayo’s
impis, their small, scattered settlements rendered them vulnerable to possible
attack. That outlook or mind-set stemmed from the widely-held view,
expressed by Walter Peace, the Natal Government Emigration Agent, in his
book Our colony of Natal, published in 1883: “The kaffirs are termed savages.
I apply that word more particularly to denote the absence of civilization or
religion or the recognition of any authority except what comes before them
through the exhibition or exercise of might”.59

53
54
55
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57
58
59

J Laband and PS Thompson, Kingdom and colony at war (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1990), p. 230.
Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, 1879, p. JJ15.
PAR CSO 685, 8, 7 December 1878.
PAR CSO 684, 621, 29 January 1879.
Natal Colony, Natal Government Gazette, 31(1794), 25 November 1879: Return of colonials.
J Robinson, A life time in South Africa, p. 132.
W Peace, Our colony of Natal (Edward Stanford, London, 1883), p. 53.The title page of the book bears the
words: “Published by permission of the Natal Government”, thereby indicating official endorsement of its
contents.
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But despite that insecurity, settler safety was not endangered. That, as
Governor Henry Bulwer remarked in his address opening the Legislative
Council on 6 November 1879, was due to the “most loyal behaviour of our
Native population (and) the unbroken good order maintained throughout
the Colony”.60 Bulwer’s remarks indicate that whatever the demands and
restrictions to which the African population was subject, such as hut tax and
the prohibition of the sale of liquor, their existence was not one of oppression.
Had that been the case they may well have exploited the vulnerability of
settler communities to stage uprisings or to exact vengeance.
Nonetheless, the experience of the Anglo-Zulu War was that the security
of districts could not be compromised. As the Colonial Commandant of
the Volunteers, Major John George Dartnell told the Alexandra Mounted
Rifles in 1881, “... every able-bodied man would have to bear arms”.61 As
already noted, the potential vulnerability of settlers on the South Coast to
possible attacks or threats from the African population was considerable
given the fragmented nature of the area as a result of the presence of several
mission reserves. It was the subject of settler criticism over the decades. In
1861, Mercury editor John Robinson criticised what he called the “ban” on
white settlement in the reserves on the grounds of their potential “for scores
of prosperous sugar estates”.62 Criticisms were also made in submissions to
the Select Committee on European Immigration in 1876.63 As late as 1890,
the idea of permitting European occupation of the African locations on the
South Coast was debated in the Legislative Council but nothing came of the
proposal despite pressure from settlers.64 But apart from settler covetousness
of that territory for economic reasons, its proximity to them did not prove a
threat to their safety and security.
The proposed return of Cetshwayo from exile served to demonstrate
simultaneously the settlers’ sense of vulnerability and solidarity in such
matters. In August 1882, 100 Alexandra County residents endorsed a petition
against Cetshwayo’s return. John Kirkman, a prominent sugar planter and
member of the Alexandra County Association, denounced the return of
Cetshwayo as “inimical to the peace” in that local Africans would perceive it
as an act of weakness by the colonial authority. As such, the proposed return
60
61
62
63
64

PAR CSO 728, 5190, Encl. 3.
Natal Mercury, 22 August 1881.
Natal Mercury, 25 April 1861.
Natal Colony, Natal Government Gazette, 28(1613), 17 October 1876.
Natal Colony, Debates of the Legislative Council, XIV, 1890, pp. 329-331.
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was “fraught with danger”. The Colonial Secretary subsequently confirmed
that the Alexandra petition was dispatched to the Secretary of State for
Colonies on 8 November 1882.65 Following the British defeat at Isandlwana,
fear and loathing of Cetshwayo was deeply entrenched in the psyche of the
Natal settler community. Petitions were also recorded from other parts of the
Colony, including Durban residents, opposing Cetshwayo’s return.66

Flogging
Indicative of settler preference for harsh punishment for African offenders
was a series of petitions presented to the Legislative Council in1883 calling
for magistrates to be empowered to order whipping as a punishment for
recalcitrant Africans. Two of the petitions were from settlers in Weenen
County. The third petition was submitted by Charles Reynolds and 52 others
of Alexandra County.67 At that time magistrates had to seek the Governor’s
assent for flogging as a punishment. In motivating the petitions, Thomas
Reynolds, South Coast Member of the Legislative Council ( MLC), said
that to do away with flogging was to” show ignorance” in how white people
needed to deal with the “native races.” Significantly John Robinson and James
Liege Hulett were among the prominent politicians of the day who favoured
flogging. Only Harry Escombe, a solicitor by profession, disagreed.68 As S
Pete and A Devenish have stated: “White settlers in colonial Natal seemed to
possess an almost blind faith in the power of corporal punishment to control
black offenders”.69 Not only do the remarks of Thomas Reynolds endorse that
statement; they also reflect the ideology of white supremacy as supported by
novelist Anthony Trollope.70

Food security
One of the ironies of settler society was that despite its domination of the
indigenous Africans, it depended on them for labour and certain foodstuffs.
65 PAR CSO 871, 3375, 24 August 1882.
66 PAR CSO 877, 3964, 16 October 1882; PAR CSO 892, 338, 24 January 1883; Natal Mercury, 2 September
1882.
67 Natal Colony, Natal Legislative Council, Votes and Proceedings, XXXIV, 1883, pp. 298, 311-312.
68 Natal Colony, Debates of the Legislative Council, VI, 1883, pp. 31-36.
69 S Pete and A Devenish, “Flogging, food and fear: Punishment and race in colonial Natal”, Journal of Southern
African Studies, 31(1), March 2005, p. 5.
70 JH Davidson, Trollope’s South Africa..., p. 455.
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Indeed, as John Lambert has pointed out, white agriculture in most of Natal
“until the late 1880s remained backward and unproductive and the Colony’s
towns were to a large extent dependent on produce grown by African
cultivators”.71 In the 1870s and 1880s the food economy of Alexandra and
Alfred Counties was dominated by Africans. This was especially apparent
as regards the cultivation and production of maize. In Alexandra County,
Africans cultivated 4,300 acres of maize in 1875 and realised a harvest of
15,500 muids. White farmers cultivated only 483 acres and produced 2,477
muids. In Alfred County, Africans produced 52,000 muids of maize while
settlers produced only 456 muids.72 The ready market for their produce
meant that few Africans were dependent on cash wages by toiling in the
fields of white settlers.73 As Alexander Brander, Field Cornet of Alexandra
County, stated in 1875 with regard to the need for African labour, “the native
population has almost entirely failed us”.74
That situation began to change by the late 1880s when Africans were
increasingly drawn to the Public Works Department to labour on railway
construction or developments in Durban harbour where wages were much
higher than those offered by white farmers. In 1889, AH Bisset of Lower
Umzimkulu complained that his district was being “denuded of its African
labour chiefly onto the railway extension and harbour works”.75 In the mid1890s the locust and rinderpest plagues drastically reversed flourishing African
agriculture and contributed to the process of labour migration.76 In 1897 the
Commissioner for Agriculture, CB Lloyd, estimated stock losses for Africans
as a result of rinderpest at 90%.77

The Indian presence and role
The introduction of indentured Indian immigrants from 1860 was the result
of the oscillating availability of African labour. Increasingly white farmers came
to rely on indentured Indian labour both on the coast and inland. In 1881,
71 J Lambert, “The undermining of the homestead economy in colonial Natal,” South African Historical Journal,
23, December 1990, p. 61.
72 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Books, 1875, X2-7; 1878, AA4-AA7; 1884, pp. X2-X7. A muid was equivalent to a
large sack in capacity.
73 C Bundy, The rise and fall of the South African peasantry..., p. 112.
74 Natal Mercury, 3 August 1875.
75 PAR SNA 1/1/120, 1207, 7 and 11 November 1889; SNA 1/1/121, 1260, 18 and 22 November 1889.
76 J Lambert, Betrayed trust..., pp. 18, 159; C Bundy, The rise and fall of the South African peasantry..., p. 184.
77 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, 1897, p. H162.
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for example, in the Pietermaritzburg area there were 71 different employers of
Indian labour.78 From the 1880s, in terms of cash crops in Alexandra County,
contract-expired or free Indians played a significant role in the cultivation
of beans, rice, maize and tobacco.79 In 1895 there were 10,000 acres under
maize in Alexandra County of which Indians were the largest producers. 80In
Durban when the daily market opened in 1876, the Mercury acknowledged
that Indians were “the principal vendors”.81 Sir Garnet Wolseley, Natal’s
Administrator in 1875 summed up the role of Indians in the Colony when
he stated that “without them the commerce of Natal would languish and its
revenue would be seriously reduced”.82
The commercial intrusion of Indians into what was hitherto an exclusive
settler domain caused resentment amongst small white storeowners particularly
as the number of Indian-owned stores increased across the Colony and were
underselling whites and cornering the African market.83 By 1894, of the 32
stores in Alexandra County, twenty were Indian-owned.84 This trend added
to the sense of insecurity felt by white settlers and came to be known as the
“coolie curse” or “Indian Question” which resulted in the appointment of a
commission in 1885 known as the Wragg Commission to enquire into Indian
immigration laws and regulations with a view to devising means of bringing
the Indian population under more effective control.85
Regarding the Indian Question, settlers found themselves in a vexed position:
while settler resentment was reaching new levels of intensity simultaneously
the need for Indian labour was reaching new levels of necessity. This was
particularly the case in the sugar industry. In 1895, Reynolds Bros with 752
Indian employees, was the largest employer of indentured labour on the South
Coast.86 The Indian presence thus posed a dual challenge to white settlers. The
less affluent section of the white community was dependent upon Indians for
their daily food supplies delivered by Indian hawkers and itinerant traders
78 Natal Colony, Government Notice, 422, 1881.
79 GA Lucas (Resident Magistrate), Supplements to the Blue Books for the colony of Natal (Killie Campbell Library,
Durban) 1886, p. B12; 1888, p. B9.
80 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, 1894-1895, p. B43.
81 Natal Mercury, 8 January 1876.
82 RA Huttenback, Gandhi in South Africa: British imperialism and the Indian question 1860-1914 (Cornell
University Press, London, 1971), p. 33.
83 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, 1883, GG45; Supplement to the Blue Book for the colony of Natal..., 1885, p. B62.
84 J McLaurin (Resident Magistrate), Supplement to the Blue Book for the colony of Natal (Killie Campbell Library,
Durban) 1893-1894, p. B53.
85 Natal Colony, Debates of the legislative council of the colony of Natal, VII, 1884, p. 277.
86 Natal Colony, Natal Government Gazette, 48(2736), 21 May 1895.
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known as dukawallahs.87 Alexandra County senior Member of the Legislative
Assembly (MLA), Robert Archibald, laid the blame for the proliferation
of Indian traders in the towns and villages on “the working men (meaning
whites) who daily live out of baskets brought round by the Indians”.88 A rift
developed between sugar planters and small white business interests on the
one hand and the white working class on the other. Yet they all opposed the
idea of settler status for Indians.89 Arising out of that insecurity and the fact
that the Indian population, as a result of ongoing immigration, was increasing
at a far more rapid rate than the white population,90 the settler Parliament
resorted to a battery of discriminatory legislative measures intended to
discourage Indian settlement. But their attempts to legislate security from the
“coolie curse” failed to deter Indian immigration and settlement.91 Ironically,
it was the need of the sugar industry in particular which fuelled the ongoing
arrival of indentured Indian labour. As Robert Archibald stated in evidence
to the Clayton Commission in 1909, “stoppage of indenture would mean
absolute ruin” for the sugar industry.92
Socially ostracized, the only threat Indians posed to white settler society was
an economic one. This was aptly expressed by the Natal Advertiser as early as
1 December 1883 when it stated in an editorial: “Has it ever seriously entered
the minds of the inhabitants of Natal that they are being egged out, ousted,
browbeaten and defeated in the labour and trading market by the darkskinned immigrants from India’s coral strands?” Besides the obvious fear on
which that statement was premised, lay an ideological principle which Edward
Said has adduced as follows: “The major component in European culture is
the idea of (it) as a superior one in comparison with all non-European peoples
and cultures”.93 Nonetheless, if there was one white settler on the South Coast
whose view of Indians was at odds with the ideology of his time, it was Edwin
87 V Padayachee and R Morrell, “Indian merchants and Dukawallahs in the Natal economy 1875-1914,”Journal
of Southern African Studies, 17(1), March 1991, pp. 12, 20.
88 Natal Colony, Debates of the legislative assembly, 28, 1899, pp. 553-554.
89 D Du Bois, “The ‘coolie curse’: The evolution of white colonial attitudes towards the Indian question 18601900,” Historia, 57(2), November 2012, pp. 50-51.
90 In 1880 the Indian population was 18,877 to 25,271 whites. In 1897 there were 53,370 Indians to 50,241
whites. By 1907 the Indian population had reached 115,807 while the white population stood at 92,485.
Colony of Natal Statistical Year Book, 1907, p. 3.
91 These measures denied Indians the franchise, taxed those who declined to return to India at the conclusion of
their indenture contracts, tightened regulations relating to quarantine for immigrants and sought to curb the
granting of trading licences. None of them was effective, a factor proven by the continued increase in the Indian
population. D Du Bois, Labourer or settler? Colonial Natal’s Indian dilemma (Just Done Productions, Durban,
2011), pp. 127-148, 171-79.
92 PAR CSO 1878, 5276, pp. 59-60.
93 EW Said, Orientalism..., p. 7.
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Camp, a Port Shepstone resident who was Secretary in the Lower Umzimkulu
Chamber of Commerce. He also had a regular column in the Natal Mercury
titled ‘Ideas from Port Shepstone’. In his column published on 11 July 1900
he stated: “I confess I see no help for this but by accepting the coolie as a
citizen and giving him the help of that position. One thing is certain, whether
we like it or not, he is, and will become even more so an important factor in
our population”.

Pondoland border
Although the southern border of Alfred County was a frontier area, it did
not experience the unrest and hostility which characterised the Cape’s eastern
frontier or the “long-standing Zulu difficulty,” as the Resident Magistrate
for Umvoti County stated in a report or what his counterpart for Weenen
County described in 1878 as an “unsettled state”.94 However, a cause for
concern and insecurity was the “indiscriminate sale of firearms” to Africans
which occurred following the discovery of diamonds in the Northern Cape
and which attracted African labour. The thought of Africans returning home
armed evidently alarmed some settlers, unnecessarily as it turned out.95
But in May 1882 Alfred County Resident Magistrate James Giles, in a
confidential letter to the Colonial Secretary stated that there was a “revival
lately of gun-running” into Pondoland.96 Nothing further came of that issue
as attention then shifted to stock theft. Early in 1885 Giles reported that
stock losses were being incurred by both African and settler farmers with
as many as 50 sheep at a time being plundered and taken across the border
into Pondoland. This persisted into the 1890s when John Rethman MLC
for Alfred County, complained about the “wholesale” theft of livestock by
Pondos.97
Insecurity on the Pondoland border worsened from 1890 as a result of faction
fighting between Paramount Chief Sigcau and Mhlangaso, the Pondo chief
whose people lived near the Alfred County border. As a result the contingent
of Natal Mounted Police was increased from fifteen to fifty.98 By March 1891
94
95
96
97
98

Natal Colony, Magistrates’ Reports, Natal Blue Book, 1878, pp. JJ14; JJ16.
PAR CSO 461, 152, 12 November 1873.
PAR CSO Confidential Minute Papers, 2555C/15/82, 20 and 27 May 1882.
PAR SNA 1/1/162, 1165, 19 October 1892; SNA 1/1/147, 1166, 8 October 1891.
PAR CSO 1268, 4613, 24 and 29 July 1890; Natal Mercury, 12 December 1890.
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the situation was described as having gone from “bad to worse”.99 Addressing
the newly-elected Legislative Assembly in October 1893, Governor HelyHutchinson expressed concern at the state of Natal’s southern boundary
arising from inter-tribal disturbances in Pondoland.100 Essentially, as William
Beinart points out, “the civil war in Pondoland was a struggle for power
between a new paramount and the dominant councillor of old, a struggle over
policy towards the colonial power”.101 Hostilities between the two continued
until 1894 when the Cape annexed Pondoland.

Anglo-Boer War
The outbreak of the Anglo-Boer War was on 11 October 1899 and affected
all parts of Natal in terms of settler manpower and resources. The Border
Mounted Rifles (the BMR was an amalgamation of the Alexandra Mounted
Rifles and the Umzimkulu Mounted Rifles) contributed 286 men to the
Colony’s war effort.102 As Alexandra County Resident Magistrate, James
McLaurin remarked, the war meant that “a good many of the leading residents
had to desert their farms for the front.” Their absence, he noted with relief, did
not engender unrest amongst Africans whom he praised for their “thorough
loyalty to the Crown”.103
Following the capture of the Boer capitals by June 1900 and the change in
the nature of the war, the task of the colonial militia was over. By October
1900 the BMR volunteers returned to their South Coast homes.104 As a
region, the Anglo-Boer War posed no threat to its safety and security. As was
the case during the Anglo- Zulu War, the African population did not exploit
the vulnerability of settler farms and families as a result of the absence of
many of the settler men on military duty elsewhere in the Colony.
One factor which would seem to indicate the extent to which settlers
were consistently aware of their vulnerability was their involvement in the
Rifle Associations. No other civic organization was as prolific as the Rifle
Associations. Despite the vanquishing of the Zulu threat, by 1904 the
99 Natal Mercury, 9 March 1891.
100 Natal Colony, Natal Government Gazette, 45(2642), 19 October 1893. In a report on 10 August 1893, the
Natal Witness referred to Natal’s southern border as ‘the most unsettled in the whole of Natal’.
101 W Beinart, The political economy of Pondoland 1860-1930 (Ravan Press, Johannesburg, 1982), p. 34.
102 EH Brookes and C de B Webb, A history of Natal..., p. 202.
103 Natal Colony, Natal Blue Book, Departmental Report, 1899 p. B91.
104 Natal Mercury, 31 October 1900.
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number of Rifle Associations on record had grown to 62. They submitted
regular reports and many had balance sheets which reflected considerable
privately generated funding.105 Given the relative safety which the scattered
settler communities enjoyed throughout the colonial period, with particular
reference to the South Coast region, suggests that the settler fears as regards
possible African unrest, were exaggerated.

The African unrest of 1906 and the union issue
The backlash from the African community in 1906 against the new £1 poll
tax, which culminated in the Bhambatha rebellion, posed the greatest threat
to settler safety and security since the Anglo-Zulu War. Imposed in addition
to the existing hut and dog taxes, increased rents and debts, the restrictive
pass laws, police aggression and unsympathetic courts, as Jeff Guy argues, the
poll tax exacerbated an already tense situation in which Africans perceived
themselves to be effectively under colonial siege.106
Collection of the new tax began in January 1906. Resentment of it coincided
with confrontation. In February two white police officers were stabbed to
death near Richmond in a clash with an armed impi. The month before, a
white farmer was murdered in the Camperdown district. As a result, settler
women and children in the districts of Richmond, Ixopo, Highflats, St Faiths
and Bulwer were quartered in laagers (buildings encircled with barbed wire
and trenches).107
The response of the colonial militia to the unrest was highhanded. From
12 February Colonel Duncan McKenzie’s Field Force carved a swathe of
destruction as it headed southward towards Umzinto in Alexandra County,
burning kraals and seizing livestock on the grounds that the owners may have
been involved in the killing of the police officers near Richmond. At Umzinto
McKenzie confronted Charlie Fynn and his indunas over their refusal to pay
poll tax. After imposing a fine of 1,200 head of cattle, sentencing 38 of Fynn’s
men to fines, floggings and gaol sentences and imposing the death sentence on
105 Natal Colony, Natal legislative assembly, Votes and proceedings, LXII, 1904, pp. xiv-xvi, xix.
106 J Guy, Remembering the Rebellion: The Zulu uprising of 1906 (University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, Scottsville,
2006), p. 23. The poll tax was imposed as part of the austerity measures the Natal Government took to increase
revenue in the face of economic recession. It was also intended to compel Africans to seek employment on the
mines and in the towns.
107 J Guy, Remembering the Rebellion..., p. 50.
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five of them, McKenzie withdrew his force.108 Despite McKenzie’s excessive
use of force and his provocative and peremptory approach, no further unrest
occurred in the South Coast region. A report in the Mercury on 17 March
noted that peace and quiet had returned to Alexandra County. Subsequent
reports confirmed that trend and remarked that “good humoured” Africans
were paying their taxes.109
That situation was sustained despite the execution of twelve Africans in
Richmond on 2 April convicted by a military court for their part in the killing
of the two white policemen in January. It was also sustained in the wake of
the massacre by colonial troops of an estimated 600 supporters of Bhambatha
in the Mome gorge in the Nkandhla forest on 10 June and the subsequent
destruction of 7,000 huts in the Maphumalo district and the overall loss of
some 3,500 African lives.110 The extent to which settlers were vulnerable to
an African uprising as a result of events in 1906 weighed heavily on their
thinking in the years that followed and proved critical in Natal’s decision to
join the union of South African colonies in 1909. Militarily a united South
Africa promised greater security for settlers and would deter uprisings such as
Natal experienced in 1906.

Conclusion
Although it is not possible to quantify to what extent the military factor
influenced Natal voters to endorse union with the other three colonies in
the June 1909 referendum,111 what is significant is that the country districts
were more supportive of it than the urban communities of Durban and
Pietermaritzburg. The relative isolation of the country districts and the scare
that the unrest of 1906 produced, arguably, may have been more conclusive in
promoting the view that a union dispensation ensured future security. Alfred
and Alexandra Counties, for example, returned resounding votes in support
of union – 83% and 86% respectively.112 That vote expressed the historic
solidarity which South Coast settlers and other rural, settler communities had
108 J Guy, Remembering the Rebellion..., pp. 50, 55. The Governor did not impose the death sentences.
109 Natal Mercury, 10 April and 8 June 1906.
110 J Guy, Remembering the Rebellion..., pp. 44, 170.
111 A union dispensation offered strong central government. Those opposed to it, such as Percy Arthur Silburn, who
represented Alfred County in the Natal Legislative Assembly, believed it would result in Afrikaner domination.
They prioritised culture and local autonomy ahead of the mutual security of union.
112 Natal Mercury, 14 June 1909. Coastal counties. S O’Byrne Spencer, British settlers in Natal – A biographical
register (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1983), p. 123.
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consistently manifested for safety and security.
Ultimately, however, the shield behind which settlers sheltered for security
and applied systematically down the years was that of discriminatory
legislation.113 Although it failed in respect of the Indians and the civic and
commercial challenges which they posed to the dominant white minority,
politically that shield empowered and sustained white supremacy which, as
Anthony Trollope espoused, was the ideology of the time and in the decades
which followed 1910. Economic factors such as the development of the mining
industry, railway construction and port development also played a significant
part in dispersing the African population and thereby reducing the potential
for African unrest. For the South Coast, a new dependence manifested itself.
The Pondo, who had earlier posed a threat to Alfred County’s southern border,
ironically, became the mainstay of labour in the cane fields displacing Indian
labour after the ending of indentured immigration in 1911.114

113 Between 1893 and 1910, 48 laws affecting Africans were passed by the Natal Parliament. J Lambert and R
Morrell, “Domination and subordination in Natal 1890-1920,” R Morrell (ed.), Political economy and identities
in KwaZulu-Natal (Indicator Press, Durban, 1996), p. 69.
114 PM Dickinson , “The South African Sugar Industry 1910-1940”, B Guest and JM Sellers (eds.), Receded tides of
empire (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1994), pp. 168, 171.

20

The Natal Inter-Race Soccer Tournament (1946-1960)

The Natal Inter-Race Soccer Tournament (1946-1960) and
race identities in KwaZulu-Natal
Mphumeleli A Ngidi
Doctoral Student, History
University of KwaZulu-Natal
ngidi.mphumeleli@gmail.com

Abstract
This article focuses on the Natal Inter-Race Soccer Tournament, a littleknown but popular tournament which was held under the auspices of the
Natal-Inter-Race Soccer Board (NISB) between 1946 and 1960. Coloured,
Indian and African teams participated in this competition which was staged
at an important time in “race” relations in the province of Natal. This was a
period of growing tension “on the ground” between Indians and Africans as
they came into competition over housing and jobs in urban centres, but it was
also a period of political co-operation across racial lines amongst the middle
classes mainly through alliances between bodies such as the Natal Indian
Congress (NIC) and African National Congress (ANC). This article provides
a narrative history of the tournament and, as such, makes an important
contribution to the historiography of soccer in South Africa. The article also
provides a glimpse into Afro-Indian relations during the middle decades of the
twentieth century. None of the major works on South African sporting history
focus in any significant way on this tournament. This article discusses some of
the outstanding players and administrators, playing styles, scores of matches,
and reflects on the importance of sport as a source of power and patronage for
Black administrators, which accounts for the reluctance of some to embrace
non-racialism when it was mooted in the 1960s.
Keywords: Soccer; Race; Class; Africans; Indians; Coloured; Apartheid;
Natal; Inter-Race; Tournament.

Introduction
Sport has the power to change the world … It has the power to inspire, it
has the power to unite people in a way that little else does. It speaks to youth
in a language they understand. Sport can create hope, where once there was
only despair. It is more powerful than governments in breaking down racial
barriers. It laughs in the face of all types of discrimination.1
1

Speech by South Africa’s first democratically-elected president, Nelson Mandela, at the Inaugural Laureus
Lifetime Achievement Award, 25 May 2000 in Monaco (available at: http://db.nelsonmandela.org/speeches/
pub_view.asp?pg=item&ItemID=NMS1148, as accessed on 20 June 2013).
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Nelson Mandela, 2000

The little-known Natal Inter-Race Soccer Tournament was played under the
auspices of the Natal Inter-Race Soccer Board (NISB) between 1946 and 1960
against the background of tensions between Africans and Indians. Existing
tensions between Africans and Indians was a victory of the National Party in
1948 in an attempt to rigorously enforce a policy of racial segregation that
was known as apartheid, and the attempt by Black2 political elites to foster
contact across race lines. This tournament, described by one contemporary as
the “most coveted trophy in Natal non-European soccer”’,3 has been largely
ignored in the historiography of South African sport. These games attracted
large multiracial (some would prefer the term “non-racial” as it implies the
non-recognition of race) crowds.4 The term multi-racial is used here because
the Inter-Race Soccer Tournament recognised that race was a key feature
around the composition of teams, hence the name Inter-Race. Not only did
the NISB organise the tournament among Natal teams, but every few years
it selected a non-racial team comprising of Indian, African and Coloured
players to represent Natal against a similarly selected team from the Transvaal.
While most studies of the 1950s focus on politics or the struggles around
education, work and housing, this study on the Inter-Race Tournament
broadens the subject of history and complements existing South African
history. While the focus is on providing a narrative account of the tournament,
given that one of the aims of the tournament was to improve race relations,
one of the concerns of this article is the extent to which, if any, the tournament
succeeded in creating cross-race contact among players, administrators and
spectators.

Formation of the Natal Inter-Race Soccer Board (NISB)
The NISB was formed in 1946, two years before the National Party came to
power and implemented its policy of apartheid. The Natal African Football
2
3
4

The term Black came into usage in the 1960s and 1970s to refer to Africans, Indians and Coloureds in relation
to Whites. Previously, the term “non-White” or non-European was applied.
Anon., “Inter-race soccer begins today”, The Leader, 14 August 1948, p. 11.
For the purpose of this study, the key point is that while there is no agreement on the exact definition of “race”
and while I agree that race does not have a biological significance and should not be essentialised, “race” is a
social category that has meaning and significance in given contexts. Thus, Garner concludes that the object
of study should not be “race” itself, but the process by which it becomes meaningful in a particular context. S
Garner, Racisms. An introduction (London, Sage, 2010), p. 18.
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Association (NAFA), Natal Indian Football Association (NIFA) and the Natal
Coloured Football Association (NCFA) were equal partners in the NISB. The
two key promoters of Inter-Race soccer in Natal were the Reverend Bernard
Sigamoney, a Natal-born Indian Anglican pastor and trade union organiser
from Johannesburg and Inkosi (Chief ) Albert Luthuli.5
Luthuli is the better known of the two. He is a South African icon and a
Nobel Peace Prize winner.6 His involvement in the NISB appears to have been
his last major contribution to sport as he became more and more involved in
the ANC and spearheaded the anti-apartheid struggle. He did not disappear
completely from soccer but continued to hold ceremonial posts as “patron” of
organisations such as the Durban and District African Football Association
(DDAFA), the South African Football Association (SAFA) and the South
African Soccer Federation (SASF).
Aside from Luthuli, the other individual whose name is synonymous with
the NISB formation, Reverend Bernard Lazarus Emmanuel (BLE) Sigamoney
(1888-1963), was a political activist, Christian minister, champion of nonracial sport, trade unionist, and educator who to this day is regarded as
“Durban’s most significant socialist and Indian trade unionist”. Sigamoney,
a grandson of indentured migrants, taught at Estcourt Indian High School
and St Aidan’s School in Durban. He served as the first secretary of the Indian
Workers Industrial Union in 1917 and was also a sports administrator and a
prominent boxing promoter in Durban until 1922 when he “retired” from
politics and studied for four years to become an Anglican pastor in Lincolnshire,
England.7 Sigamoney was instrumental in forming the Transvaal Inter-Race
Soccer Board in 1935 where he worked with the likes of Dr Williamson
Godfrey, Dr Ray E Phillips, Dr Dexter Taylor, Dr Xuma, PS Joshi, KH
Tavaria, and Solomon Sonoane to organise “friendly” soccer matches between
Africans, Indians, and Coloureds - one such being the annual Inter-Race
Soccer Tournament competing for the “Reverend Sigamoney Trophy”.8
5

6
7
8

See Inkosi Albert Luthuli Museum’s website. A Luthuli, president of the ANC 1952 to 1967 and Nobel Peace
Prize winner, was a key figure in soccer during the 1930s. He was elected as the vice-presidency of the Durban
and District Native Football Association in 1929 and served as secretary and treasurer of the South African
Football Association (SAFA) in 1932.
For a critical biography of Luthuli, see S Couper, Albert Luthuli: Bound by faith (Scottsville, University of
KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2010).
A Desai and G Vahed, Inside Indian indenture. A South African story, 1860-1914 (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2010),
pp. 69-77, pp. 110-115.
TISB officials were G Ballendin (president), W Ernest (vice-president), Dr R Phillips (treasurer) and S Sonoane
(secretary). W Ernest, “Inter-Race soccer in the Transvaal”, South African Soccer Federation, Souvenir Brochure
(Durban, 1952), p. 51.
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Others who played an integral part in the formation of the NISB such as
Eddie Rooks, president of NCFA, CW Nxumalo who was elected NISB
president in 1949, played secondary fiddle to Luthuli and Sigamoney. The
NISB held its first Annual General Meeting (AGM) in April 1946. This
meeting emphasised that the NISB was “responsible for the promotion of
inter-race soccer matches between the various Non-European”, race groups.9
The meeting was also attended by George Singh, EP Naidoo and SL Singh of
NIFA,10 CG Montgomery, EG Rooks and AF Woods of NCFA, while NAFA
was represented by LB Msimang, AC Maseko and EE Ntombela.11 Alfred
James Abraham was also active in the formation of the NISB.12

Broader context
According to Alegi, sport administrators from Natal played an important
role in “transforming sport into a potent force for racial integration,
equality, and human rights”.13 The attempts by sporting political figures
to forge race unity preceded similar attempts of politicians. For example,
cricketers undertook negotiations from 1945 to 1947 that culminated in
the formation of a national body that organised matches between Africans,
Indians and Coloureds during the 1950s for the Christopher Trophy.14 As
far as soccer is concerned, an Inter-Race Soccer Board was formed in 1935.
In the Transvaal, Indian, African, and Coloured football teams competed for
the Godfrey Trophy and from 1952 to 1966 a biennial national Inter-Race
tournament called the AI Kajee Cup was organised under the aegis of the
non-racial South African Soccer Federation (SASF).15 Apartheid became the
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Anon., “Inter-Race Soccer board meeting”, The Leader, 20 April 1946, p. 6. The first NISB officials were Eddie
G Rooks (president), AC Maseko (vice-president), George Singh (secretary / treasurer), Wolpert and Abrahams
(auditors) and Dr DDT Jabavu (patron).
At the NIFA’s AGM in March 1946, R Kallie (president), M Govender (treasurer), and AC Naidoo (secretary)
were elected, while SL Singh, G Singh and EP Naidoo were NISB delegates. Anon., “Soccer coaches needed”,
The Leader, 16 March 1946, p. 6.
Anon., “Inter-Race Soccer board meeting”, The Leader, 20 April 1946, p. 6.
Anon., “Inter-Race Soccer official dies’”, The Graphic, 16 January 1953, p. 2. “Alf ”, as he was affectionately
known, was the NCFA treasurer and was vice-president of the organisation at the time of his death on 31
December 1952.
P Alegi, “The Football Heritage Complex: History, tourism, and development in South Africa”, Africa Spectrum,
41(3), 2006, pp. 415-426.
A Desai, K Reddy, V Padayachee, and G Vahed, Blacks in Whites: A Century of Sporting Struggles in Kwazulu
Natal, 1880–2002 (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 2002), pp. 206-210.
P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics and society in South Africa (Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press,
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driving factor towards the establishment of inter-racial organisations such as
SASF which was formed by African, Coloured and Indian soccer officials in
Durban on 30 September 1951. Alegi observes that the formation of SASF
“formalised ties” and hence “strengthened different segments of black sport”.16
Industrialisation, urbanisation, and racial segregation contributed to soccer’s
growth as a popular pastime and to the particular form it took.
Soccer also became a means to bridge the class divide. Most sport was controlled
by elites. In fact, there was a strong link between elites and the organisation
of sport. Class was central to the way in which sport and other recreational
activities developed in Natal as there were alliances which linked “teachers,
political leaders, business people, clerics, petty bourgeoisie and workers”.17
An alliance existed between teachers, political leaders, businesspeople, clerics,
petty bourgeoisie and workers. In important matches sport administrators
often led their teams onto the field in proud parade.18 Luthuli saw soccer
as a form of popular culture that cut across class, regional, and generational
lines, and an activity that could assist to “build political alliances between
Durban’s mostly Zulu urban workers, rural migrants and mission-educated
elites”.19 Luthuli in his autobiography, Let my people go, stated “I think what
has attracted me as much as the game has been the opportunity to meet all
sorts of people, from the loftiest to the most disreputable”.20
The NISB emerged at the same time as Black political movements assumed
national prominence and membership often overlapped. In fact, the NISB,
which aimed to bridge the racial divide in sport between Africans, Indians
and Coloureds in Natal, was ahead of the political movements which followed
separate trajectories until Dr Monty Naicker gained control of the NIC in
1945 and Dr Yusuf Dadoo took control of the TIC. Naicker and Dadoo
actively sought to work with the ANC and in a joint declaration issued on
9 March 1947, Dr AB Xuma, president-general of the ANC, together with
Naicker and Dadoo committed themselves to “working out a practical basis of
co-operation between national organisations of the non-European peoples”.21
2004), pp. 108-109.
16 P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics..., p. 88.
17 B Magubane, Sports and politics in an urban African community: A case study of African voluntary organizations
(Master of Social Science [Sociology], University of Natal, 1963), p. 53.
18 B Magubane, Sports and politics in an urban African community..., p. 53.
19 P Alegi, “Sport, race and liberation before apartheid…”, Africa Spectrum, 41(3), 2006, p. 419.
20 A Laverty, “Sports diplomacy and apartheid South Africa” (available at: http://theafricanfile.com/politicshistory/
sports-diplomacy-and-apartheid-south-africa/, as accessed on15 July 2012).
21 A Desai, and G Vahed, Monty Naicker. Between reason and treason (Scottsville, Shuter and Shooter, 2010), pp.
240-268.

25

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

This paved the way for the non-racial struggles of the 1950s.
Soccer in Natal: A brief history pre-1946
Soccer was an integral part of African lives in Natal and “came to be a
mainstay of black sporting experience” in urban areas. The ‘famous’” Bush
Bucks Football Club was formed at Ifafa mission, south of Durban, in 1902.22
The sport’s popularity increased and as the numbers of Africans staying in
the city grew, so did the demand for facilities. CP Layman, manager of the
Native Affairs Department (NAD) wrote to the Town Clerk in 1929 that
there was an “increasing demand for additional facilities for sport … amongst
the Natives of the Borough”. He added that soccer was the most popular
sport amongst Africans. Twenty clubs were affiliated to the Durban and
District Native Football Association (DDNFA) which had been formed in
1907 (formally constituted in 1916).23 The DDNFA was South Africa’s first
major African urban football organisation.24 In the 1920s and 1930s educated
Africans such as Charles and William Dube, who were the brothers of the first
ANC President and founder of the Ilanga newspaper, John Dube, as well as
Nkosi Albert Luthuli, played important roles in the organisation of soccer in
Natal.25 NAFA was formed in 1920. By 1933, the DDNFA had three subunions: Central (30 teams), North Coast (eight) and South Coast (seven).
The association catered for players covering the area between the coast and
Inchanga and from Tugela to Umtavuna, including Zululand.26 The games
drew around 5000 spectators each week. A rival Durban Bantu Football
Association (DBFA) came into being in 1932.27
Soccer was popular amongst Indians from the 1890s. A Natal Indian
Football Association (NIFA) was formed in 1886 with four members, namely.
Union Jacks, Eastern Stars, Yorkshire and Western Stars.28 The Durban and
22 P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics..., p. 1.
23 CP Layman, Manager, Native Affairs Department, to Town Clerk, 30 January 1929. NA, 3/DBN, 4/1/2/1165,
352. G Vahed, “The control of African leisure time in Durban during the 1930s”, Journal of Natal and Zulu History,
18, 1998, pp. 67-123, p. 80.
24 P Alegi, “The Football Heritage Complex…,” Africa Spectrum, 41(3), 2006, p. 420.
25 J Nauright, Sport, cultures and identities in South Africa (Cape Town, David Philip, 1997), p. 106.
26 PD Mashao, General-Secretary, Durban and Districts Football Association, to Manager, Municipal native
Affairs Department, 11 December 1933. NA, 3/DBN, 4/1/2/1165, 352. G Vahed, “The control of African
leisure time”, p. 85.
27 NA, 3/DBN, 4/1/3/1606, 352(1), D Evans to Councillor JL Farrell, Chairman, Native Administration
Committee, 31 January 1935. G Vahed, “The control of African leisure time”, Journal of Natal and Zulu History,
18, 1998, pp. 67-123.
28 CG Henning, Indentured Indians in Natal, 1860 – 1917 (New Delhi, Promilla and Company Publishers, 1993), p.
136.
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District Indian Football Association (DDIFA) was formed in 1892, while
Mayville (1902) and South Coast (1914) formed separate associations. There
were around 40 clubs and1000 members in Durban by 1912.29 The Indian
political leader Mohandas K. Gandhi even organised soccer teams in Indian
“communities, or ashrams, which he set up”.30 In 1910 a historic match was
staged on a barren surface at the Johannesburg Rangers Mayfair ground
between a “team of Passive Resisters” from Pretoria and their Johannesburg
counterparts.31 Educated and business elites such as Albert Christopher, BLE
Sigamoney, EM Paruk and S Emammally were prominent in a number of
organisations and were influential in shaping sports associations.
There was an ongoing struggle for better facilities amongst Indian sportsmen.
Indian elites formed the Durban United Indian Sports Association in 1911
to coordinate this struggle. In May 1912 lawyer Joseph Royeppen wrote to
the Town Council requesting a ground. The Town Council replied in June
that it had allocated a site.32 Nothing transpired until 1924 when the Council
agreed to lease a ground to the Durban Indian Soccer Ground Association
(DISGA) for a period of 25 years, provided that the association laid out and
equipped the grounds.33 Traders and educated elites such as Parsee Rustomjee,
EM Paruk, BM Singh, and VSC Pather took leadership and drove the project
which eventually led to the opening of Curries Fountain.34
The organisation of soccer reinforced race identities as Indians and Africans
played separately in Durban and in outlying towns such as Greytown,
Pietermaritzburg, Dundee, Stanger and Ladysmith.35 In 1903, Sam China
of Kimberley, who had come to Natal as an indentured migrant to Natal,
sponsored a trophy for an annual inter-provincial tournament known as the
Sam China Cup. This tournament, which was played until the 1970s, further
reinforced race identities.36
29 Indian Opinion, 5 October 1912.
30 P Raath, “Fifa World Cup 2010: Kicking out apartheid” (available at: http://www.dnaindia.com/sport/ report_
fifa-world-cup-2010-kicking-out-apartheid_1392420-all, as accessed on 23 January 2013).
31 P Raath, “Fifa World Cup 2010: Kicking out apartheid”, 2010.
32 Indian Opinion, 13 July 1912.
33 NA, 3/DBN, 4/1/2/1165, 15/31, Minutes of the Town Council meeting, 6 March 1924. See G Vahed,
“Deconstructing ‘Indianness’: Cricket and the articulation of Indian identities in Durban, c.1900-32”, Culture,
Sport, Society, 6, 2/3, 2003, pp. 144-166, pp. 148-152 for a full discussion of these struggles.
34 Curries Fountain Sport Ground is located in Durban in close proximity to the Durban University of Technology
ML Sultan campus (formerly Natal Tecknikon). Curries Fountain was a site of non-racial sport, cultural,
political, entertainment and other important gatherings. See L Rosenberg, S Moodley, and G Vahed, Curries
fountain. sport, politics, identity (Durban, DUT, 2013).
35 Indian Opinion, 3 March 1915.
36 A Desai and G Vahed, Inside Indian indenture..., pp. 323-328.
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Afro-Indian contact and tensions
From the time Indians arrived in Natal as indentured workers in 1860, contact
between them and Africans was mainly negative. On the sugar plantations
where the indentured workers were employed, Africans were often placed in
supervisory positions and used by the white “master” to administer corporal
punishment. Given their small numbers, Indians came to see themselves as “a
vulnerable ethnic minority” subjected to repatriation and labelled as “aliens in
the country of their birth”.37 When Indians and Africans moved to the cities
from the 1920s and 1930s they competed for houses and jobs; Africans were
also tenants of Indian landlords, customers in their shops, and passengers
on Indian-owned buses. During the industrial expansion around the time
of World War II, a “fear of competition” led to the “intensification of the
colour bar” rather than its reduction. This economic competition became
racialised over time, and led to conflict in the form of the January 1949 race
riots in Durban.38 These coincided with an attempt by the ANC, Natal Indian
Congress (NIC) and Transvaal Indian Congress (TIC) to cooperate politically.
The period from the late 1940s to the end of the 1950s was a “busy” one
as the ANC organised non-racial, non-violent protests against apartheid
policies. While Indians arrived as indentured workers from various parts of
India they became “Indian” in South Africa as they coalesced in a “process
still very shadowily understood, into an ethnic group identified” as “Indian”
regardless of any internal differences.39 This formation of Indian identity
together with the differential incorporation of Indians and Africans into the
colonial economy triggered tensions and antagonism between them. Africans
believed that they were sitting in the “auditorium watching Indians gain more
‘privileges’ while gradually reinforcing exclusivist tendencies”.40 Given the fact
that Africans and Indians, by and large, developed along different trajectories,
it is not surprising that soccer developed along racially segregated lines.
This reflected the broader society where the lives of Indians and Africans
were mostly racially segregated; when they did interact, it was mostly in
37 B Maharaj, “Ethnicity, class, state and conflict: The ‘Indian Question’ in Natal South Africa, in Kadekar, Laxmi
Marayan, Sahoo, Ajaya Kumar and Bhattacharya, Gauri, eds, The Indian Diaspora: Historical and Contemporary
Context (Jaipur, New Delhi, Rawat Publications, 2009), p. 70.
38 A Desai and G Vahed, Monty Naicker. Between reason and treason..., pp. 173-205.
39 B Freund, Insiders and outsiders: The Indian working class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Portsmouth, NH, Heinemann,
1995), p. 10.
40 L Kirk, “The 1949 Durban riots: A community in conflict” (Masters diss. [history], University of Natal, 1983),
pp. 44-45.
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competition for work, housing and other services. This was a potent mix that
could, and did explode in 1949. In October 1932 a member of the white
Durban Rotary Club organised an Indo-African “Goodwill” soccer match
“to bring about reciprocal understanding between the Indian and native
communities of Durban”.41 The Town Clerk noted that the response of
Africans was poor.42
Sport was, as a rule, not a medium for cross-racial contact. In this context,
could the NISB help to break down these racial barriers?

Crossing boundaries: NISB (1946-1951)
The inaugural NISB tournament kicked off with a match watched by 3000
spectators between the Natal Indians and Natal Coloureds on 24 June 1946 at
Curries Fountain, Durban. The Leader43 reported that Bulla scored the Indians’
first goal.44 Josephs of the Coloureds equalised “following a clever through
pass from Norkie”45 before Montgomery’s free-kick won the Coloureds the
match with a 2-1score. On 18 August the Natal Africans and Natal Indians,
in a match played before the “largest crowd of the season, estimated at over
5,000”.46 The Africans and Coloureds played at the Somtseu Road African
ground on 20 July 1946. The Africans won the first ever triple-tie tournament
in a 3-0 win, courtesy of A Mthimkhulu’s hat-trick.
The teams were competing for the Singh Trophy which was co-sponsored by
George Singh, a trade union and NIC activist and first secretary/treasurer of
NISB and another prominent sport administrator, SL Singh. George Singh was
an active sports administrator from the 1940s to the 1970s.47 Affectionately
known as “Geo” in football circles, Singh made an immense contribution to
41 4/1/2/1166 3/DBN 352, Letter, A Peters / Town Clerk, 12 October 1932.
42 3/DBN 4/1/2/1166 352, Letter, Town Clerk / Native Welfare Officer, 13 October 1932.
43 Coloured players who featured in this match included Jack Starkey, Mohamet, Eksteen, Oliver James, Joseph,
Richen, Norkie and Montgomery. Indians included Hansa the goalkeeper, Fishy, Bulla, “Lightie” Chinniah at
centre forward, Ganas at back and Chin and Naidoo, both at full-back.
44 Anon., “3000 Thrilled at Soccer Game. Coloureds XI’s Spectacular win over Indians”, The Leader, 29 June
1946, p. 6.
45 Anon., “3000 Thrilled at Soccer Game”, The Leader, 29 June 1946, p. 6.
46 Anon., “Africans Snatch Thrilling 3 – 2 Victory in Last Stages”, The Leader, 21 August 1946, p. 10.
47 Durban-born George Singh was also a trade unionist who studied law at the University of the Witwatersrand as
the University of Natal did not admit Blacks in its law faculty. He was active in politics and served as an official
of the Durban Indian Municipal Employees Society (DIMES) and was one of the members of the Natal Indian
Congress (NIC) who volunteered for arrest during the 1946-1948 passive resistance campaign. A Desai and G
Vahed, Monty Naicker. Between reason and treason..., pp. 88-92.

29

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

non-racial soccer in South Africa and supported the international boycott of
South African sport during the apartheid era. His contribution was officially
acknowledged in 2006 when he was posthumously awarded the “Order of
Ikhamanga” in the silver category. He was inducted into the South African
Sport and Arts Hall of Fame (SASAHOF) in 2007.
The NISB held its AGM in April 1947 at Curries Fountain.48 In the first
match of the season the Indians beat the Coloureds by 5-1. The second match
between Africans and Coloureds took place on 26 June at Somtseu Road
Grounds. The Africans were shocked when they were defeated 4-2 on their
home ground. Following this defeat, there was an avalanche of letters to Ilanga
in which fans voiced anger and disappointment at the selection of the African
team. The main complaint was the non-selection of seasoned campaigners
such as captain “Seven Days” and “Phemla”.49
The 1948 season was opened by the Coloureds’ 2-0 win over the Africans
at Curries Fountain on 14 August. The African team included three Dundee
players A Sibisi, E Molife, and F Skhosana. Soccer was popular among Africans
not only in major urban like Durban and Pietermaritzburg but throughout
Natal, including the mining area of Dundee. There was one player, J Ziqubu,
from Weenen, while the rest of the team comprised of players from Durban
and District. The Coloureds played the Indians on 5 September at Curries
Fountain.50 It was reported that “after 5 minutes of play, the Indians changed
into red jerseys owing to the clash of colours”.51 This reflects the amateurism
of the time as things like jersey colours do not appear to have been decided
beforehand. The Indians won by a whopping 4 goals to one. On 3 October
the Indians and Africans played each other at Curries Fountain before an
estimated 7 500 spectators, netting approximately £452 from gate takings.52
Within 30 minutes, the score was 5-1 in favour of the Indians and “the large
crowd (presumably mostly? Africans) began moving out” in disappointment.53
The Indians won 6 -1 to win the 1948 tournament.

48 The NISB officials were EG Rooks (President), AC Maseko (Vice-President), G Singh (Secretary / Treasurer),
Wolpert and Abrahams (Auditors) and Dr DDT Jabavu (Patron).
49 Anon., “Where are ‘Seven Days’ and ‘Phemla’ and ‘Fix wheel’? We are watching nothing here. ‘Ngebhola
LangeSonto’”, Ilanga Lase Natali, 16 August 1947, p. 3.
50 The Leader, 4 September 1948, p. 10
51 Anon., “Coloureds Beaten By Indians”, The Leader, 11 September, 1948, p. 10.
52 Anon., “Africans beaten 6 – 1”, The Leader, 9 October 1948, p. 10.
53 Anon., “Africans beaten 6 – 1”, The Leader, 9 October 1948, p. 10.
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Sport was not immune from politics. The Afro-Indian riots in Durban in
January 1949 resulted in the NISB cancelling the tournament that year.54
The 1949 riots have a large historiography the details of which will not be
repeated. In light of the riots and general tension that was still in the air, it was
decided by officials not to hold the tournament. At the 1950 NISB meeting
George Singh, the secretary, explained why the tournament was cancelled:
“The annual report for season 1949 must be necessarily brief owing to the
unfortunate racial riots that occurred during January 1949 and owing to a
certain amount of tension that existed, it was generally felt that Inter-Race
soccer matches should not be held for the 1949 season.”
The fourth NISB tournament was held in 1950. The first match was between
the Africans and Coloureds. One of the features of this period was that race
did not automatically mean that players and officials were united. The Leader
noted that, “it is understood that there was some hitch in regard to the
selection of the team with the Maritzburg officials”, hence such “well-known
players such as Dutlow and Woods did not make an appearance” for this
match. The Coloured team was not representative of Natal as it featured only
Durban players who were picked at the last minute. “In the name of sport,
it is hoped that the Coloured Association will settle their dispute as soon
as possible”, The Leader appealed. What happened was that when officials
clashed, players were often the victims in selection debacles.55 On 16 July at
Curries Fountain the fourth tournament was held.56 The Coloureds won 5-3
against the Africans. On July 29 the Indians IX beat the Coloureds 2-1in the
presence of 5000 spectators. A notable feature of the Indian team was the
selection of players from out of Durban: PM “Spider” Pillay of South Coast,
Reuben Pillay (captain) of Pietermaritzburg, Manni Naidoo (vice-captain)
of South Coast, T Rampath (Pietermaritzburg), Billy Reddy (County),
Gopal Maistry (Northern Districts), AM Govender (South Coast), S Marie
(Weenen County) and Sundray Pillay (Pietermaritzburg). One feature of
the games was the innovative nicknames of Indian players, such as “Spider”,
“Lightie”, “Kondiah”, and “Scores”.57 The Indo-African deciding encounter,
played on 13 August before an estimated crowd of “7,000 people who paid
54
55
56
57

Anon., “Inter-Race Soccer Board”, The Leader, May 20, 1950, p. 14.
The Leader, 22 July 1950, p. 10.
The Leader, 15 July 1950, p. 10.
Natal selectors, R Loganatham, R Bijon and SB David chose the following Indian team: PM “Spider” Pillay
of South Coast, VC Moodley (Durban), K Mariemuthoo (Durban), R Pillay (captain) of Pietermaritzburg, M
Naidoo (vice-captain) of South Coast, T Rampath (Pietermaritzburg), R “Lightie” Chinniah, J Oliver (Durban),
B Reddy (County), “Kondiah” Somalingam (Durban), G Maistry (Northern Districts), AM Govender (South
Coast), S Marie (Weenen County), P “Scores” Naidoo (Durban) and S Pillay (Pietermaritzburg).
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£350” in total, ended in a 1-1 stalemate resulting in Indians clinching a third
successive Singh Trophy. During the pre-match festivities both teams were
introduced to the African American “Negro” (as the paper termed them)
actors Canada Lee and Charles McRae, together with Lionel Nkunkwane
of Johannesburg. These actors were in South Africa performing in Alan
Paton’s Cry the Beloved Country. Councillor Farrel of Durban and Captain
Keyselringh of the South African Police were also introduced before the start
of the match. Cry the Beloved Country was filmed by Zoltan Korda at Ixopo in
the Southern Midlands of Natal. The Leader wrote: “Actors were brought to
the grounds by Ashwin Chondree who met them during his stay in America
while attending sessions of the United Nations at Lake Success”. Durban’s
Counsellor Farrel presented the trophy to Reuben Pillay, captain of the Indian
team. This reflects the fact that whilst Black sportsmen opposed apartheid for
various reasons, including the need for facilities and funding, they often relied
on the paternalism of white officials.58
The year 1951 saw the change of fortunes. The thrilling Indo-African
encounter on 8 July ended 3-2 in favour of the Africans. The Indians played
the Coloureds on 17 August to a 4-4 thriller. The two teams took to the
field “with almost the same colour all-green jerseys and white knickers” hence
the Indians had to leave the field and change their kit to avoid confusion.59
This was a repeat of a previous fiasco and reflects poor coordination. The
Coloureds and Africans played at Curries Fountain on 9 September. Albert
Luthuli handed the Singh Trophy to the African captain after their 3-0 victory.
Amongst those present at the match was Professor DDT Jabavu. 60

Indians rule: 1952-1954
The federal soccer structure was well and truly ensconced by 1952. Soccer
enjoyed wide popularity among urban Africans. This was the period when
apartheid legislation sought to define and segregate people according to race
through such legislation as the Group Areas Act of 1950 which was designed
to segregate residential areas; the Population Registration Act of 1950 which
classified people according to race; and the Bantu Authorities Act of 1951
58 Anon., “Natal Indians win for third successive year”, The Leader, 19 August 1950, p. 14.
59 Anon., “Indians fall out of Natal inter-race series”, The Leader, 17 August 1951, p. 10.
60 A win for the Coloureds would have secured them the Singh Trophy whilst a draw for the Africans would have
been enough to clinch them the title.
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Natives Laws Amendment Act of 1952, and Natives Act of 1952 (ironically
named the Abolition of Passes) to regulate the presence of Africans in urban
areas. The Suppression of Communism Act of 1950 gave the NP government
widespread powers to suppress any opposition to apartheid. Political leaders
were also striving for cross-racial collaboration and mass mobilisation.61
It is in the context of this charged political atmosphere and attempts to
move away from race-based resistance that developments in soccer should be
viewed. The Inter-Race tournament reflected attempts to promote contact on
the sports field, albeit ephemeral. In the mid-1950s Indians dominated the
tournament before the tide shifted in favour of Africans. The 1952 tournament
kicked off with a match between the Indians and Coloureds on 3 August. The
Indians won 3-1. The Africans beat the Coloureds 2-1 in the second match.
Reflecting the multi-talented sportsmen of an era before professionalism,
Coloured footballer, L McKenzie, was also a boxer who “fully exhibited his
prowess as a footballer of merit”, a newspaper reported.62 On 7 September the
Indians played Africans to a 2-2 draw at Curries Fountain in the midst of the
Defiance Campaign. A replay was scheduled on 11 October and was won by
the Indians 1-0.
The Indians beat the Africans 2-1 in the first Inter-Race tournament match
of 1953 at Curries Fountain on 5 July. The Coloureds beat the Africans 5 – 3
on 19 July and on 2 August, the Indians played the Coloureds. The Africans
lost their second match 5-3. The Indians won the Singh Trophy through a 6-4
win over the Coloureds.
The Coloured-African encounter, which kicked off the 1954 season,
was played at Curries Fountain on 9 May with the Africans winning 5-2.
The tournament commenced earlier than usual in the calendar year to
accommodate the national provincial inter-race tournament organised under
the auspices of the SASF for the A.I. Kajee Cup. On 23 May the Coloureds
suffered a 3-2 loss at the hands of the Indians at Curries Fountain. Players
and spectators showed their ‘softer’ side by holding a two-minute silence in
memory of brothers Rajgopal and Mariemuthoo’s father who had died a few
days before the match. The final match at Curries Fountain on 4 July was
played before an estimated 9000 strong non-racial crowd. As was routine,
the Ilanga published only the African starting eleven, possibly believing that
61 A Desai and G Vahed, Monty Naicker. Between reason and treason..., pp. 256-273.
62 Anon., “Last minute victory for Africans”, The Leader, 22 August 1952, p. 10.
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only the African names were of interest to its readers.63 The Indians won
the final 3-2 in a match that was officiated by a white referee. The Indian
victories, according to some elders whom I interviewed, came as a shock to
Africans who did not believe that Indians, whom they always saw as weaker
than themselves, could actually defeat them on the football field. This led to
deep self-reflection in African soccer about discipline and whether their style
of play was relevant to the period.
African Dominance: 1955-1959
Soccer developments at local level were marked by important changes on
the African continent and globally. This period was marked by attempts by
the non-racial South African Soccer Federation (SASF), formed in 1951, to
give non-racial soccer international status. The white South African Football
Association (SAFA) was accepted into the world body, FIFA, at the 1952
Helsinki Congress where just four countries, namely Egypt, Ethiopia, Sudan
and South Africa, represented Africa. SAFA only represented 18 per cent of
registered soccer players in the country.64 The primary interest of Africans
was to ensure that Africa had its own continental organisation. They were
initially brusquely rebuffed by FIFA’s European majority. The conception
of the presidents of the world body, Sir Jules Rimet (1921-54), Rudolfe
Seeldrayers (1954-56) and Arthur Drewry (1956-61) “followed a paternal
and neo-colonial view of global development in which economic and cultural
hegemony radiated from a ‘modern’ European centre to a ‘pre-modern’ third
world periphery”.65
Confederation of African Football (CAF) was formed in Khartoum in 1957,
with the first edition of the Cup of Nations held in Sudan in February of
that year? South Africa was excluded from the three-team tournament won
by Egypt, because of its racial policies. The exclusion was as a result of the
NP regime which signalled its intention to either send an all-white or a Black
South African team to the Cup of Nations, but not a non-racial team. This was
in keeping with the philosophy of the white-dominated Football Association
of South Africa (FASA) which had sent an exclusively white delegation to
63 R Mthembu, T Zondi, O Nazo, A Ndimande, D Dhlomo, A Luthuli, I Mabaso, W Ndimane, G Moeketsi, M
Mvuni, and captain, H Shongwe.
64 P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics..., p. 112.
65 P Darby, “Stanley Rous’s ‘own goal’ football politics, South Africa and the contest for the FIFA presidency in
1974”, Soccer and Society, 9(2), 2008, pp. 259-272.
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the 1953 FIFA Congress. 66 Apartheid South Africa and its handmaidens in
soccer faced a continent inspired by an insurgent pan-Africanism buoyed by
struggles for national liberation.
Inside South Africa, the anti-apartheid struggle had spread through the
Defiance Campaign of 1952. Many of these movements, led by the ANC,
rallied around a common programme, the Freedom Charter adopted at
Kliptown in 1955, to present united opposition to apartheid.67 These
developments placed apartheid strongly in the public imagination of Africans
across the continent, especially in the newly formed independent states. None
symbolised the drive for pan-Africanism more than Kwame Nkrumah who
became Prime Minister of the Gold Coast in 1951 and leader of independent
Ghana in 1957. Ghana immediately joined the CAF. The Ghanaian national
team was called the “‘Black Stars’, a reference to Marcus Garvey’s chartered
ship of 1922, The Black Star, in which he hoped to take Africans back to Africa
from the Caribbean and the Americas. Ghana was a key player in the launch
of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) in Addis Abba in 1963”.68 Please
check the beginning and ending of the quote whether they are in the correct
places
South Africa was duly barred from participation in the Cup of Nations.
The issue of South Africa continued to dominate the activities of the CAF
and FIFA. The non-racial SASF applied three times to take FASA’s place at
FIFA. While it did not succeed, persistent protests by the SASF led to FIFA’s
adoption of the Rome Resolution, an anti-discriminatory measure that was
to lead to FASA’s suspension in 1961 for failing to operate as a non-racial
association.69 Meanwhile, the number of African countries affiliating to FIFA
continued to grow through the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Returning to the NISB tournament, the Africans emerged victorious in
1955 to clinch the Singh Trophy after beating the Indians 5-0. However, the
Africans poor performance in 1954 did not go unnoticed by soccer fans. The
popularity of the game amongst Africans in Natal symbolised more than the
66 D Goldblatt, The ball is round: A global history of football (London, Viking, 2006), p. 493.
67 See G Vahed, “Gagged and trussed rather securely by the law”: The 1952 Defiance Campaign in Natal, Journal
of Natal and Zulu History, 31(2), 2013, pp. 68-89.
68 Reflecting on this period when he was still of school-going age, former South African President, Thabo Mbeki
said that he and other freedom fighters “saw the black star rise on the firmament…. We knew then that the
promise we had inherited would be honoured. The African giant was awakening!” M Gevisser, The dream
deferred: Thabo Mbeki (Johannesburg and Cape Town, Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2007), p. xxxii.
69 P Darby, “Stanley Rous’s ‘own goal’ football politics..., Soccer and Society, 9(2), 2008 p. 263.
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actual match on the field. Victory implied Zulus, African superiority over
other race groups. Defeat implied succumbing to the authority of others,
especially Indians, which did not go down well. For example, in a letter to
Ilanga, an African fan named Stompie, asked whether the Natal African team
was ever going to regain its lost laurels. He was furious that the Africans had
experienced defeat at the hands of Indians year after year. He blamed the poor
performance on team selection and biased refereeing. Natal selectors were
“either prejudiced against certain areas or clubs or they just don’t care very
much about the interest of the game for the Africans”.70
The Coloureds succumbed to a 3-2 defeat at the hands of the Indians for the
first match of 1955 at Curries Fountain, on 3 July. The change in the fortunes
of the African team was linked to the appointment by NAFA of coach EC
“Topper” Brown, a former professional footballer of Arsenal in England.
It was the visionary HPG Ngwenya, a local administrator, who took the
decision to hire Brown, who mixed English discipline and organisation with
natural African flair. As president, Henry Posselt Gagu Ngwenya built the
Durban and District African Football Association into a soccer powerhouse
and became president of SAFA. According to Alegi, he “seemed less interested
in helping the national organisation than in using his new role as the head of
the largest African sporting institution in the country to boost his personal
power”. There was no doubt that others disliked him and they resisted the
adoption of non-racialism because it threatened their hegemonic positions.
Kuper observed that unity among Black sports players and administrators …
“is complicated by internal divisions. In much the same way that certain chiefs
support the Government’s policy, so too there are non-Whites willing to serve
in paternalistic associations, directly or by affiliation under white control….
Whites can offer attractive incentives to non-White affiliates and conversely
they can exert pressure against non-affiliated associations, as indeed they have
done in some cities, through municipal control over sports facilities….” The
result is “antagonism by the more militant non-White sportsmen towards
those of their fellows they regard as “selling out” to Whites, an antagonism
analogous to that between the militants and the collaborators in the political
field, though less intense”.71 The Golden City Post acknowledged that under
Brown, “Natal soccer is now the country’s show-piece”.72 Prior to the
70 Anon., “Will D & D and Natal soccer teams regain lost laurels?”, Ilanga LaseNatali, 7 May 1955, p. 16.
71 L Kuper, African Bourgeoisie. Race, class and politics in South Africa (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1965),
p. 360.
72 Golden City Post, 17 July 1955. P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics..., p. 103.
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tournament, New Age commented that the “wisest thing Natal Africans have
done so far is to engage a professional coach, ‘Topper’ Brown, to improve
their soccer”.73 Brown instilled discipline in the undoubted natural talent of
African players.
1956 was an important year for Black soccer in South Africa as Stephen
Mokone and David Julius became South Africa’s first Black players to sign
professional contracts with Coventry City in England and Sporting Lisbon
in Portugal, respectively. Johannesburg-born Mokone, better known as
“Kalamazoo” or “Black Meteor” in football circles, was reputedly the first
Black player in Africa to sign a professional contract overseas. Almost all
the newspapers reported about the “big news”. Ilanga reported: “Stephen
Mokone … will be sailing to England to join an English team and play as a
professional footballer … Stephen is unmarried and stays with his parents at
Lady Selbourne in Pretoria … His name became prominent in the highlights
of soccer fame when he was in Natal and played for the Shooting Stars of
Adams College in 1950”.74 Mokone had a remarkable soccer journey. He
played for Heracles Almelo in Holland, Cardiff City in Wales, was in the
books of Barcelona in Spain, Marseille in France, Torino in Italy, Valencia
in Spain and Sunshine George Cross in Australia. Often referred to as South
Africa’s best-ever export, Mokone, who schooled at Ohlange High, founded
by Ilanga founder Langalibalele Dube in Inanda, Durban, has a street named
after him in Amsterdam, Holland.75 The year 1956 was also important as the
apartheid government, through TE Donges, its Minister of Interior Affairs,
articulated its first apartheid sports policy. The “Donges Declaration” declared
mixed-race sport illegal. The inter-race tournament challenged this ideology.76
The movement of African players to Europe underscored the potential among
Black sportsmen and exposed the hollowness of this apartheid policy.
The 1956 tourney witnessed Indians beating Coloureds 3-2 at the Stamford
Hill Coloured Sports Ground on 10 June. Somtseu Road Ground hosted a
thrilling 7-4 victory for the Africans win over the Coloureds on 19 August.
Somtseu Road was used for inter-race matches after it was renovated in the
mid-1950s. From being a ground with three fields and a little “sitting room”,
73 J Dorasamy, “Natal Africans get coach”, New Age, 25 July 1955, p. 8.
74 Anon., “African footballer for overseas”, Ilanga Lase Natali, 21 January 1956, p. 4.
75 Anon., “Soccer greats. Kalamazoo: SA’s soccer ‘Maserati’” (available at: http://www.southafrica.info/about/
sport/greats/kalamazoo.htm, as accessed on 10 September 2013).
76 Parliamentary Monitoring Group, “Sport and Recreation: Debate on Budget Vote17” (available at: http://www.
pmg.org.za/hansard/20080527-sport-and-recreation-debate-budget-vote-17-appropriation-bill, as accessed on
20 September 2013).
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the renovated sports arena had eight fields, with the main ground able to
accommodate 15000 spectators, with raised banks, tiered seating for 6000
people, and a grandstand for 500 people. For the first time, most fans had
a clear view of matches. It also had a fence around the playing area while a
brick wall enclosed the main ground.77 The Africans came into this match
confident after their 5-0 triumph over the Indians in the Kajee Trophy for the
national SASF tournament in what was reported as the “best-ever match” in
the history of the competition. The Africans “started to indulge in individual
showmanship of their artistry with the ball and took pot-shots and were
skidding around on banana-skins of their own creation” when they were
leading.78 Five goals were scored in eight minutes. The final match, watched
by 15000 spectators, between the Indians and Africans on 30 September 1956
at Somtseu Road, saw the Africans defend the trophy through a hard fought
3-2 win. George Singh, secretary of the NISB, released the advertising poster
for the final two weeks before the match. Tickets were priced at 2/s for the
open stands, while the “VIP” section in the main Pavilion cost an extra 1/s.
The year 1957 would see a shift in the balance of power that assumed a
sense of permanency. The date for the NISB match between the Indians and
Africans at Somtseu Road was set for 7 July 1957. 79 The crowd exceeded the
ground’s capacity- 25 000 people entered through the turnstiles. The Africans
won 7-2. The loss meant that for the first time in a decade the Indians were
not in contention for the trophy. One writer vehemently asked - “What is
happening to Indian Soccer These Days?”80 At Somtseu Road grounds on 22
September the Africans won the Singh Trophy by defeating the Coloureds
5-4.
The first match in 1958 saw the Indians win 2-1 against the Coloureds.
Somtseu Road hosted the African-Coloured encounter on 3 August. The
match was said to have attracted the interest of two scouts from Europe.81
The Africans won 4 -3.
Non-racial soccer was headed for new heights as its iconic Curries Fountain
stadium was refurbished. The NISB organised a match for the official reopening of Curries Fountain, the “headquarters” of Inter-Race matches since
77
78
79
80
81

P Alegi, Laduma! Soccer, politics..., p. 90.
Anon., “Record 12 goals registered: Coloureds lose to Africans”, The Graphic, 25 August 1956, p. 7.
The match officials for the day were referee R Richen, and linesmen OK Crewell and J Starky of the NCFA.
Anon., “Coloureds triumph”, The Graphic, 9 August 1957, p. 10.
Anon., “Coloureds vs. Africans on Sunday. A grand match is expected”, The Leader, 1 August 1958, p. 16.

38

The Natal Inter-Race Soccer Tournament (1946-1960)

1946. The local press described Curries Fountain as “the first international
stadium for non-Whites in South Africa”.82 The stadium was officially reopened on 24 August 1958 in a match between combined (non-racial) Natal
and Transvaal teams. Ilanga described the match as an “epoch-making event
in Natal’s soccer history”.83 Seating capacity was increased and the “new”
stadium had embankments, ablution blocks, showers, a tea room, servants’
quarters, and a new playing surface.
The stadium was scheduled to be opened by the Mayor of Durban, Councilor
HW Jackson, but the sudden death of Prime Minister, JG Strijdom forced
Jackson to cancel at the last minute.84 While the match went ahead, the
opening ceremony was postponed to 7 September when the Indians played
the Africans for the Singh Trophy.85 The Africans stamped their inter-race
dominance when they narrowly defeated the Indians 2-1 at Curries on 7
September.
In 1959 the matches were all scheduled for the newly-revamped Curries
Fountain. The Indians defeated the Coloureds 5-1 on 7 June. Prior to the
match, the visiting English first division team, Bolton Wanderers, who were
guests of honour, were introduced to the players and the 10 000 strong
crowd. Ironically, Bolton was in the country to play against all-white Natal
and South African teams. Bolton captain Nat Lofthouse, a football legend,
and the team coach, addressed the crowd before the match. Ronnie Govender
interviewed Lofthouse at half-time. When he asked him about the standard
of play, Lotfhouse said that he was particularly impressed with Bob Pillay,
Jamalooden, Rampath, and P Minnie: “I think the standard of play is very
good, especially taking into the fact that these boys didn’t receive much
coaching”. Many in the crowd sought the autographs of Wanderers’ players
at half-time and after the match. Roy Parry, a Bolton legend, was singled out
for special attention.86 The “wounded lions”, the Coloureds, again fell victim
as goals by Sono, Zulu and Gama gave the Africans a 3-0 upper hand. The
Africans missed the services of star left-winger, Dairus Dhlomo, who had
signed a contract with a club in Holland but they still fielded a very strong
82 Rayraj, “Natal-Transvaal inter-race teams meet at Curries Fountain. 20 000 expected at stadium opening”, The
Leader, 22 August 1958, p. 16.
83 “Combined Natal IX to play Tvl. At opening of Curries Fountain”, Ilanga LaseNatali, 23 August 1958, p. 12.
84 Rayraj, “Natal-Transvaal inter-race teams meet at Curries Fountain. 20 000 expected at stadium opening”, The
Leader, 22 August 1958, p. 16.
85 Ilanga referred to Natal’s keeper, VC Moodley as ugoalkeeper weNdiya (the Indian goalkeeper); “Yehlulwe Kabi
ngo 6-1 iNatal Ngomdlalo Oshisayo Ihlulwa YiTransvaal”, Ilanga LaseNatali, 30 August, 1958, p. 13.
86 R Govender, “Ronnie Govender has a chat and finds Nat a ‘Great Guy’”, The Leader, 12 June 1959, p. 16.

39

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

team with many familiar faces. The Indians won the 1959 Singh Trophy 5-1
over the Africans on 2 August.87
Ronnie Govender, a schoolteacher and later an award winning playwright,
was, at this time, also a well-acclaimed, “no-nonsense” and respected sports
journalist with The Leader. Govender offered strong criticism of nepotism,
corrupt officials and Inter-Race sports and irked many officials in the process.
His reputation was underscored by letters to newspapers.88 Govender strongly
criticised the system of race-based soccer, suggesting that this was reinforcing
race identities and that Indian soccer should “throw open their doors
wholeheartedly to other races”.89
The clamour for non-racial soccer grew louder in 1960.

1960: A triple-tie finale
1960 saw an end to Inter-Race soccer. Pressure for non-racialism came from
many quarters. While the question of professional soccer and non-racialism
was being debated, the 1960 NISB tournament went ahead as scheduled.
Defending champions, the Indians, defeated the Coloureds 2-0 at Curries
Fountain on 29 May. The Inter-Race matches took a break to allow the
national SASF tournament which was hosted in Durban. That match was
cancelled at the last minute due to inclement weather and a re-match was
rescheduled for 31 July. Fans were irate as many had travelled long distances
to get to the match.
The earlier lockout and crowd anger probably had something to do with the
events on the day as a capacity crowd of 28 000 participated in riots which
suggested racial connotations.90 This was a record crowd for a ‘non-white’
soccer match and generated £2 542 pounds in gate takings- also a new record.
However, the crowd exceeded the ground’s capacity and many spectators
broke through the barriers and moved onto the field long before the match
started. The Leader’s eyewitness reporter wrote that “despite repeated appeals
from the officials’ stand, supporters jumped over the crush barriers and seated
87 R Govender, “This is a soccer bonanza”, The Leader, 31 July 1959, p. 16.
88 See VD Padayachee, “Congratulations”, The Leader, 19 June 1959, p. 14; “No-hater, ‘Venom’”, The Leader, 19
June 1959, p. 14.
89 R Govender, “An open letter to SAIFA”, The Leader, 29 May 1959, p. 16.
90 For an analysis of the riots see M Ngidi, “Inter-race Soccer and the 1960 Riots in Durban, South Africa”,
Historia, Forthcoming, pp. 326-343.
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themselves on the ground”. The police took no action against them.
A fracas was triggered when the African team scored; this at a time when
“a section of the crowd was angered by the robust tactics of some of the
players”.91 The violence became unstoppable as stones and bottles were flung
at the players and police. Attempts by officials to calm the scenes proved
fruitless. Calm was restored but reignited when play resumed and an African
player was hit by a bottle. Though many factors, including overcrowding were
at the heart of the dispute, critics felt that racial differentiation was the trigger
of the fracas to an extent that Ronnie Govender vehemently demanded that
“racial football had to go” because it was a “recipe for racial conflict”. 92
Despite the violence at Curries Fountain, the NISB went ahead with the
match on 28 August 1960 at Somtseu Road between the Coloureds and
Africans, which the Coloureds won. The last ever match of the tournament
was played on 30 October between the Indians and Africans. The Coloureds
were watching eagerly as there was a possibility of a three-way tie as the
Coloureds and Indians were both on two points, the Coloureds having beaten
the Africans but lost to the Indians. The match was won 1-0 by the Africans
and for the first and only time the Singh Trophy tournament ended all square
in terms of points.
It was, perhaps, the perfect way to end the tournament – a three way tie.

Conclusion
The majority of urban Indians and Africans lived in Durban and
Pietermaritzburg it was these centres that sport flourished though it was played
elsewhere as well, a fact reflected in the selection of players from outlying
areas in the Natal teams. The important themes that emerge from this article
are that the leisure time activities of Indians, Africans and Coloureds were
primarily male institutional forms of leisure. The state played a significant
role in providing for and seeking to control African sport; elites dominated
sports administration and sports activities were largely racially segregated.
This reflected the broader society where the lives of Indians, Africans and
Coloureds were mostly racially segregated. When they did interact, it was
mostly in competition for work, housing and other services. This was a potent
91 Anon., “What Sparked Off Ugly Soccer Riot”, The Leader, 5 August 1960, pp. 1, 4.
92 R Govender, In the manure. Memories and reflections (Cape Town, David Philip, 2008), p. 139.
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mix that could, and sometimes erupted into violence in 1949.
The parallel sport structures meant that the citizens of Natal did not socialise
across racial lines. The NISB tournament was meant to challenge this but it
could be argued that tournaments and games that were organised between
same-race teams fortified race identities. The attempt by Indians, Africans and
Coloureds to forge links that transcended racial identities and segregation was
nevertheless a noble, yet flawed endeavour.
The inter-race matches drew spectators from all walks of life. Although
the matches involved African, Coloured and Indian players, they attracted
some white spectators. The colour bar was not part of the stadium’s entry
requirements. Fans shared seats and standing space regardless of race. At first
glance, the design of the matches was not a desirable solution. Old folk that
I spoke with informally say that Coloured supporters mostly supported the
Coloured team, Indians patronised the Natal Indians and Africans supported
“their” team. This perpetuated racial identities. Local newspapers also peddled
an “us” against “them” mentality. Although the riot only occurred 15 years
after the inception of the tournament, the racial friction at Curries Fountain
remains one of the darkest days in the history of South African soccer, not
only because of the violence but also because of the racial implications of the
fracas.
Whatever the underlying reasons for the conflict, and even though violence
occurred frequently at soccer matches, this incident had racial undertones.
It is contended that the “mixed teams” organised by both the Transvaal and
Natal Inter-Race Boards were a healthier idea than matches between racebased teams. Mixed-team matches were not a frequent occurrence, but did
pave the way for non-racial soccer in the 1960s.
In retrospect, it can be argued that the move towards non-racial soccer,
however noble the motive, was based on a faulty logic because it reinforced
the consciousness of racial identities. Nevertheless, the NISB matches were
the most anticipated and eagerly followed and the most talked-about soccer
games in Natal in the 1950s. Despite the failures and successes of Inter-Race
matches the organisers were forced to blow the final whistle as the matches
failed to serve the purpose of improving racial relations between the relevant
racial groups. This ushered in a period of non-racial soccer in the 1960s which
will form the subject of a future study.
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Abstract
In 1985 the United Democratic Front (UDF) was at the centre of country
wide protests against the apartheid state. In Durban community protests
were sparked by the assassination of UDF leader Victoria Mxenge. Across
the African townships from Umlazi to KwaMashu the symbols and agents
of apartheid were confronted. In Inanda these protests took a different turn
when Indian residents and traders were turned on which led to a large exodus
of Indians into the neighbouring township of Phoenix. Inanda then became
a battleground between Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) aligned warlords and
those associated with the UDF. This article looks at those events by seeking to
discern the different phases of the violence in Inanda, the participants in the
violence and the differing objectives. Through this analysis the article seeks
to offer both fresh insights as well as more directly addressing whether the
violence in Inanda was anti-apartheid or anti-Indian. The conclusion uses this
analysis to consider the present state of Indo-African relations.
Keywords: Inanda; Indian/African riots; Violence; Anti-apartheid protests;
Anti-Indianism.

Introduction
Throughout 1985, there were mass protests across South Africa. Student
and consumer boycotts of white-owned shops and joint worker/community
protests spread from major urban centres, deep into the small rural towns of
the Eastern Cape. Durban was relatively quiet. But in early August, this was
to change.1
The spark for the upsurge was the assassination on 1 August 1985, of a
prominent United Democratic Front (UDF) leader, Victoria Mxenge, outside
her house in Umlazi. Protesting the assassination, a school strike and boycott
1

J Seekings, The UDF: A History of the United Democratic Front in South Africa, 1983-1991 (Claremont, SA and
Oxford, David Phillip Publishers and James Currey Publishers, 2000), pp. 280-290.
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spread out of Umlazi and engulfed KwaMashu, Clermont, Lamontville and
Inanda in quick succession.
While the spark that set off the spiral of violence was the assassination,
the form that the violence took displayed a significant degree of specificity
in different areas. In Inanda, gangs of youths began threatening Indian
shopkeepers, landlords and residents. The threats gave rise to mass panic.
When on 6 August, two Indian-owned shops and houses were looted and
burned; hundreds of Indians left Inanda and sought refuge in the adjoining
Indian township of Phoenix. By the end of the week, 42 Indian owned shops
and businesses and many houses were destroyed, while 2,000 Indian refugees
pondered their future in Phoenix.
While there are a few studies on the violence,2 they were written in the
immediate aftermath of the riots and in a context when it was politically
correct to underplay racial tensions, or at least to blame it on the apartheid
state, and rather focus on points of cooperation. The violence came as a
shock to political activists who had invested considerable time and energy
in improving Afro-Indian relations in the years following the racial riots of
1949.3
The formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF) in 1984 was seen as
the culmination of several decades of striving for non-racialism since the heady
days of the Congress Alliance in the 1950s. For Fatima Meer, it was during
these years that Indians acquired a Black identity and for Julie Frederickse, it
represented “the unbreakable thread” of non-racialism that flowed through
the Congress movement.4
It is not surprising then that for Meer, the hand of the white government was
behind the 1985 Inanda violence:5
Inanda has been earmarked for “release” to Africans in terms of the 1936
Land Act, but... the Government (has not) enough money to buy off privately
owned land. How better to short-circuit the whole process than... through a
racial attack?
2
3
4
5

A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985: Where wealth and power and blood reign worshipped gods”, South African
Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1987, pp. 85-119; H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda, August 1985”, Journal of Southern
African Studies, 13(3), pp. 331-354.
A Desai & G Vahed, Monty Naicker. Between reason and treason (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter, 2010), pp. 173-205,
for a discussion of the causes, course and consequences of the riots.
F Meer, “Indentured labour and group formation in apartheid society”, Race & Class, XXVI(4), 1985, pp. 45-60; J
Frederickse, The unbreakable thread: Non-racialism in South Africa (Bloomington, Indiana Press, 1990).
F Meer, Resistance in the townships (Durban, Madiba Publications, 1989), p. 36.
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In trying to avoid directing attention to Indian/African tension, Meer
considered that a theory of conspiracy existed. In critiquing conspiracy
theories of urban violence, Lupsha argues that even if the theory contains a
seed of truth:6
one still has difficulty explaining the obvious mass support given riots
without admitting that some more fundamental basis of unrest exists. For
if people were content, the best organised conspiracy should fail for lack of
support.

It is noteworthy that in her study of the 1949 Indian/African riots, Meer
had reached similar conclusions, holding that it was part of a white vendetta
against Indians, manipulating African frustrations for this purpose.7 Meer does
not explore why the 1949 and 1985 riots received such widespread support
from the African populace, and concludes by characterising the African
participants in the 1949 riots as basically “disembodied abstract things” and
the 1985 participants as mobs of criminals and opportunists.8
In her study of the violence in Inanda, Hughes painstakingly sets out the
deteriorating socio-economic conditions in the 1980s under which the African
people in Inanda had to labour, but largely neglects the non-material factors
such as culture, ethnicity, ideology, and individual or group psychologies
which acted to reinforce and reinterpret particular aspects of this material
environment. These non-material elements act as windows through which the
actors concerned view the world and their place within it. As Byerley reminds
us:9
While an analysis of the prevailing material and political conditions should
form the basis for any serious analysis of contemporary violence in South Africa
this precondition should not be substituted for the analysis itself. Central to
such an analysis is the question of how identities and alliances are constructed
in particular localities and the role of ethnicity (and indeed other lines of social
differentiation) in this construction.

Hughes argues that the reason Africans singled out Indians should be seen as a
result of the way in which apartheid state policies manipulated racial divisions
over a long period, but more thoroughly so in the five years preceding the
6
7
8
9

P Lupsha, “On theories of urban violence”, Urban Affairs Quarterly, 4(3), 1969, pp. 273-296.
F Meer, Resistance in the townships..., p. 36.
E Webster, “The 1949 Durban riots: A case study in race and class”, P Bonner (ed.), Working papers in Southern
African studies (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1978), p. 22.
M Byerley, “Ethnicity, violence and social differentiation: A case study of conflict in number 5 – A squatter
settlement south of Durban”, (Unpublished paper, University of Durban-Westville, 1992), p. 3.
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violence.10 Ethnic mobilisation cannot simply be seen as something foisted
upon people by the state. The possible impulses from below emanating from
the lived reality also need to be researched and cannot simply be discounted.
Hughes was writing at a time when there was great emphasis on class in
South African historiography. This was in response to the dominant pluralist
school of the 1960s and early 70s, which was critiqued by Marxists as being
race reductionist.11 However, the Marxists tended to assume that economic
relations immediately and directly defined the interests of class entities. No
space is allowed for the contribution of non-economic conditions to the
formation of class interests.12 When sections of the working class coalesce
around ethnic labels and turn on each other, for example, Indian and African
workers, this approach has limited explanatory value. The state is blamed
for fomenting division, or divisions are blamed on treacherous leadership
(usually the villainous petit-bourgeoisie) or are said to be an example of false
consciousness.
In attempting to bend the stick from race to class, there was often an
underplaying of race and ethnicity in analyses of South African society. This
partly explains why Hughes’ study does not recognise that the riots were a
complex and differentiated phenomena. Hughes tells us that Meer’s account
of events in Inanda should be treated as a useful “source book rather than
a sustained analysis”.13 Her own neglect of an engagement with theories of
civil violence means that Hughes’ analysis also falls short. In fact, despite
protestations to the contrary, Hughes, like Meer, sees the state as a manipulator
of the Africans’ attack on Indians.
A more meaningful approach to issues of class and ethnicity is provided by
Ekekwe who argues that one has to appreciate its dialectical interconnectedness
rather than emphasising one or the other.14
It is against this background of existing work that this paper revisits the
Inanda violence three decades after its occurrence with the benefit of
hindsight, and twenty years of living in a post-apartheid democracy. It asks
the following questions in a systematic way: Who were the participants in the
riot?; Were the riots spontaneous or planned, and if spontaneous, did certain
10
11
12
13
14

H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987, p. 353.
H Wolpe, Race, class and the apartheid state (London, James Currey, 1988), pp. 14-15.
H Wolpe, Race, class and the apartheid state..., pp.14-15.
H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987, p. 332.
E Ekekwe, H Om, Burning issues in Jammu and Kashmir politics (Michigan, Jay Kay Book House, 1999), p. 9.
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groups subsequently provide the riots with leadership and organisation?;
Was the violence anti-Indian, or were Indians conveniently available targets
symbolising privilege?; Was the riot an irrational outburst directed against all
authority or a purposeful anti-apartheid struggle?
This article seeks to use existing literature on the crowd in history to explore
the violence in Inanda. It also uses middleman minority theory to attempt to
explain why Indians were attacked.

The crowd in History
There have been two broad perspectives to literature on the crowd. On the
one hand, there are those who see the crowd as irrational, impulsive and
barbaric15 and, on the other, those who see the crowd as essentially normal
people responding in a violent way against those they see as responsible in
some way for their grievances.16
The approach adopted in this article avoids seeing crowds as rational or
irrational. Rather, it follows the approach of Dunning et al. who suggest that
the terms “rational” and “irrational” are misleading and argue that:17
... it might be more fruitful to see crowds not as ‘rational’ or ‘irrational’, but
rather to explore the changing balance over time between what one may call
the ‘expressive’ and the ‘instrumental’ aspects of different types of disorders...

... “expressive” violence being the cathartic release of aggression, and
“instrumental” violence being protest to redress grievances.
By focusing on collective violence, it also allows us to focus on the composition
of those participating in the riots, giving us deeper insights into the possible
different phases of collective violence and motivations for participation.
In this context, this article takes the notion of locale seriously, because it is
held that the actual form that violence takes is largely influenced by issues
specific to the locale in which the violence occurs. Gaskell and Bennewick,
amongst others, argue that when one looks for the flashpoints of violence,
15 G Le Bon, The crowd: A study of the popular mind (London, Fisher Unwin, 1895/1960), p. 12.
16 EJ Hobsbawm, Primitive rebels: Studies in archaic forms of social movement in the 19th and 20th centuries
(Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1971), pp. 11-18.
17 E Dunning et.al, “Violent disorders in twentieth century Britain”, G Gaskell & R Bennewick (eds.), The crowd
in contemporary Britain (London, Sage, 1987), p. 24.
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locale is a critical element in the search for explanation.18 They argue that
the local context in which the events occur needs to be examined along with
amongst other things the national context-political change, economic recession
and the material deprivation experienced by subjugated communities. This is
usefully elaborated by Parry, Moyser and Wagstaff:19
Locality may be a crucially important factor in crowd mobilization
and in understanding the aftermath of disturbances. National trends in
unemployment and economic recession are refracted through the prism of
locality into conditions in which the individual functions. However mobile
our society, the local spatial dimension is a necessary and major part of our
experience.

The middleman minority
In trying to analyse the relationship between African and Indian, the idea of
middleman minority is useful. As Blalock points out, that which distinguished
these “middlemen” groups is the economic role they play. Unlike most ethnic
minorities, they occupy an intermediate rather than a low-status position.
They are generally found in certain occupations, mainly trade and commerce,
but also as labour contractor, rent collector, money lender, and broker. They
play the role of middleman between producer and consumer, employer and
employee, owner and renter, elite and masses.20
Rinder argues that middleman minorities arise in societies where there is
a “status gap”, defining this as “the discontinuity, the yawning social void
which occurs when superior and subordinate positions are not bridged by
continuous, immediate degrees of status.” The “status gap” produces an
economic gap because elites fear that through direct trade relationships “their
prestige, their ‘face’, their aura of superiority could be reduced”.21
Rinder points out that the middleman minorities or people in the status gap
are scapegoats “par excellence”. Scapegoats, according to Rinder, often deflect
hostility away from the superior status group.

18 G Gaskell & R Bennewick, “The crowd in context”, G Gaskell & R Bennewick (eds.), The crowd in contemporary
Britain..., p. 17.
19 G Parry, G Moyser & M Wagstaff, “The crowd and the community: Context, content and aftermath”, G
Gaskell & R Bennewick (eds.), The crowd in contemporary Britain..., p. 213.
20 H Blalock, Toward a theory of minority group relations (New York, John Wiley, 1967), pp. 79-84.
21 I Rinder, “Strangers in the land: Social relations in the status gap”, Social Problems, 6, 1958-1959, pp. 253-260.
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“This is the classic function of the scapegoat, to attract and drain off in
lightning-rod fashion, the hostility which might otherwise be more accurately
directed toward different targets”. 22

This deflection of hostility onto the people in the gap is facilitated by the fact
that they are more accessible. These people, unlike those of superior status,
live in close proximity to their clientele.

Inanda - August 1985
On the night of the 5th August, a group of youths besieged the house of a
policeman in Ntuzuma, a township adjacent to Inanda and the policeman
fatally shot one of the youths. “The following day, the ‘rolling strike’ now
enraged, reached Inanda”.23 That afternoon, the looting of Indian-owned
shops began, the pattern of which was to continue through Wednesday and
Thursday.
As over a thousand refugees made their way into the apartheid created Indian
township of Phoenix, tensions and anger heightened. On Friday 9th August,
armed groups massed on both sides of the Inanda/Phoenix divide, spoiling
for a fight. It was during this stand-off that the Gandhi Phoenix settlement, a
shrine of peace, was ransacked and destroyed.
While the drama unfolded at the Gandhi settlement, a new factor had
entered the fray. A resident in Ntuzuma reported on Friday 9th August that
Inkatha supporters armed with sticks were going from house to house, trying
to persuade people to join them. “They are taking anybody. They say there are
people they want to kill”.24 Inkatha impis armed with spears began to engage
UDF-aligned youth in KwaMashu and Umlazi. By Saturday, they had seized
control of both townships.
The Lindelani impi which had tamed KwaMashu now turned their attention
to Inanda. However, they met with sustained resistance. A series of attacks
were beaten off by Inanda residents and many residents in Inanda turned
against Inkatha since the attacks were carried out in its name.

22 I Rinder, “Strangers in the…”, Social Problems, 6, 1958-9, pp. 253-260.
23 H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987, p. 348.
24 Daily News, 9 August 1985.
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On Sunday 11th August, Inkatha called a meeting to try and establish
peace in the Phoenix and Inanda areas. About 5000 Inkatha supporters and
approximately 100 Indians attended the meeting. Oscar Dhlomo, General
Secretary of Inkatha, told the meeting that Inkatha had taken control of the
township in order to put an end to the violence, and to protect property,
public buildings and businesses.25 The last incident of violence in Inanda,
identifiable as part of the August upsurge, occurred exactly a week after it
had all begun. On Tuesday 13th August, the burnt bodies of three Indian
men were found on the Phoenix/Inanda border. They were all from the same
family: a father, his son, and his brother-in-law.26

Analysis of the 1985 violence
South Africa’s black townships were engulfed in mass action and political
violence throughout 1985. Durban’s townships were relatively quiet,
seemingly “out of sync” with the patterns of conflict in the rest of the country.
The singular explanation touted by the media for this situation was the
moderating influence of the Inkatha movement.27 In August, all this changed.
Durban’s townships exploded, leaving some 70 dead and over 1000 people
injured. The violence in Inanda needs to be understood in the context of the
general conflict in Durban’s townships.
There were two broad phases to the violence. The first phase, involving
mainly students, was a direct response to Victoria Mxenge’s assassination. The
second was a violent response to the protests from within Inkatha ranks.
In the first phase, beginning on Monday 5th August, schoolchildren, mainly
in KwaMashu, Umlazi, Clermont and Lamontville, began moving from school
to school recruiting pupils to join the protest. This initial phase displayed
both anger and euphoria. Sections of these vast processions were visibly angry
about the assassination and were defiant towards the police presence; sections
were also chanting and in good humour and were inviting everyone to join
them.28

25 A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985...”, South African Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1986, pp. 85-119.
26 H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987, p. 351; S Jacobs, Durban
unrest (Durban, Memorandum South African Council of Churches, 1985), p. 6.
27 A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985...”, South African Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1986, p. 86.
28 A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985…”, South African Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1986, p. 105.
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The focus of the protests was homeland government or other quasi-political
targets. In Umlazi, the Administration Building of the KwaZulu government
was burnt. Numerous attempts were made to burn down policemen’s homes
and many of the dominant trader/councillor businesses were also attacked.
Leading Inkatha member, Wellington Sabelo’s shop was attacked in Umlazi
and the local post office was also destroyed.
In KwaMashu, a crowd of between 2000 and 3000 tried to attack the
KwaMashu shopping complex, where many of the major township interests
(and big business chain stores) resided, but were dispersed by police. A
shopping centre in Ntuzuma was razed to the ground. Schools and school
principals were attacked; cars that were too posh and vehicles with business
logos were hijacked and often burnt.
By Thursday afternoon, Inkatha began to mobilize to gain control of the
townships. Students, already in some disarray from the vicious response of
the police, were no match for Inkatha’s impis. In the larger townships of
KwaMashu and Umlazi, Inkatha was quickly able to assume control.
In Inanda, events were somewhat different. Protesting pupils were joined
by gangs of youths who began threatening Indian shopkeepers and residents
that they would burn their property and houses. Some 1000 Indians, out of
fear, left their homes and sought refuge in the Indian township of Phoenix.
Many of the shops and houses, after their abandonment, were looted and
burnt. Inkatha found Inanda very difficult to subdue. Numerous attacks were
repulsed through Thursday, Friday and Saturday. It was only on Sunday that
Inkatha impis were able to march into Inanda.29

Composition of the rioters
Central to the 1985 violence were the youth (later known as the comrades’
movement) and the impis, led by warlords, who attempted to return law and
order to the townships.
Sociologist Ari Sitas points out that through the influence of the media, the
picture was one of hungry, unemployed black youth with no future, no hope,

29 H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987.
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busy destroying everything in their way.30 Ranged against this according to
the media was Inkatha based on more traditional precepts, seeking to return
order and stability to the townships.
Sitas argues that one cannot equate comrades with unemployed black youth.
His interviews with more than 200 members of the comrades’ movement in
Natal revealed a more complex picture. While most were young (under 35
years of age) and came from struggling working-class households, comrades
consisted of wage-earners, hawkers, university graduates, political activists,
schoolchildren, shop stewards, petty criminals, and lumpen proletarians.
As Sitas points out the comrades’ movement possessed a diversity of
constituents that ranged from a 14 year old who grew up in difficult
circumstances and survived as a petty criminal to a union shop steward and a
Fort Hare Fine Arts graduate.
The 1985 violence saw the comrades’ movement pitted against Chief
Buthelezi’s Inkatha, the KwaZulu homeland structure, and the central state.

Warlords and impis
Impis allied to Inkatha were central to the attempt to turn back the comrades’
movement sweeping across the townships. The most conspicuous of the impis
were from Lindelani, led by Thomas Shabalala who was typical of the warlords
who controlled the informal squatter areas around Durban.
Warlords arose in the absence of any formal structure in the squatter camps,
organising their own vigilantes to curb crime in their area. To pay their
vigilantes, they created a tax base from rents or a household levy. Minnaar
points out that, eventually, such an urban warlord needed either to protect
himself from rivals or keep the KwaZulu government from interfering in
his activities, so he opted for some sort of recognition by formally joining
Inkatha.31 The various warlords tended to join Inkatha mainly because in
KwaZulu, this relationship was based on a quid pro quo – as a reward for
being left alone, they undertook to deliver a certain number of men for
Inkatha rallies and also provide soldiers for any fighting that needed to be
30 A Sitas, “The making of the Comrades’ Movement in Natal” (Unpublished manuscript, University of Natal,
Durban, 1991), p. 1.
31 A Minnaar, “The political economy of the ‘warlords’ in the informal settlements around Durban” (Paper, The
Biennial Conference of the Economic History Society of Southern Africa, Durban, March 1992), p. 3.
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carried out. They sometimes bussed vigilantes to other warlords who might
need assistance or for vigilante attacks on UDF/ANC strongholds.
Shabalala was elected spokesman for the people of Lindelani in 1984.
He also became Chairman of the local Inkatha branch and later KwaZulu
Legislative Assembly (KLA) MP for Lindelani, and eventually, an Inkatha
Central Committee member. When, in 1983, he moved into the area that
later became known as Lindelani, he formed what he called his “community
guard force” since there were no street lights or police stations in the area.
Residents of Lindelani claimed they had to pay R20 a month for living under
the protection of Shabalala’s private army. Young people were “asked” to
attend meetings on a regular basis for the purpose of securing the “correct
social and moral behaviour of the children”.32
It was Shabalala’s impis who led the counter-reaction to the comrades,
taming KwaMashu and attacking Inanda.
Both sides of the political spectrum had similar ideas on the composition
of the rioters. The NIC/UDF, which invested much in non-racial political
alliances, blamed the violence on “thugs and hooligans”.33 Oscar Dhlomo,
then General Secretary of Inanda, saw the violence as the work of “faceless
criminal agents and as examples of hooliganism and lawlessness”.34
While it is true that criminal elements had their day in the violence, the core
of the protestors was the youth who were later to coalesce into the comrades’
movement. Their targets were specific: homeland government buildings and
its leadership, business interests, agents of the system such as policemen,
and rich people made conspicuous by their consumption patterns in areas
of widespread poverty and squalor. One sees the parallels between Dhlomo’s
characterisation of the protestors as “faceless criminal agents” and the media
picture of young, hungry men with the irrational position of seeing the
crowds as being criminal by nature, and as an “evil force, a terrible serpent
whose segments are composed of subjugated beaten-down men”.35
Sitas, in his research, found that comrades were bound together by a levelling
idea of belonging to the “have-nots” and the militarised culture of resistance.
32
33
34
35

A Minnaar, “The political economy…” (Paper, Biennial Conference Economic History Society, 1992), p. 12.
Sunday Tribune Herald, 18 August 1985.
Natal Post, 14-17 August 1985.
E Applebaum & GR McGuire, “Models of suggestion, influence and the disqualification of the crowd”, CF
Graumann & S Moscovici (eds.), Changing conceptions of crowd mind and behavior (New York, Springer-Verlag,
1986), p. 32.
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Among the comrades were not only fighters - there were also strategists
and resource people. Leaders ranged from worker leaders to ex-Robben
Island prisoners, student militants, university graduates, and hundreds of
unemployed youth. Resource people included church workers and criminals.
While the protestors of 1985 had many faces, it is incorrect to categorize
them as “faceless criminals”. 36
Similarly, one cannot simply label the impis as “thugs and hooligans” or
another example of the “smouldering passion inhabiting the Zulu soul which
the veneer of civilization has barely dampened”.37 The impis were acting at the
behest of the warlords. Warlord intervention in the 1985 violence was driven
by two objectives: putting down the challenge to Inkatha and extending its
sphere of influence.
In Inanda, it was only after most of the Indians had left that the burning
and looting took place and in the initial violence, only Indians were targeted.
There were powerful interests that would have liked the Indians evicted from
Inanda – the central government and the KLA. African landowners and
shacklords were also keen to buy out Indian property. However, there is no
evidence that the initial threats made by youth were done at the behest of
any organised interests. Indian shop owners were probably seen as the most
vulnerable sector in the community. Once they responded to the threats by
fleeing, the looting and burning took on a momentum of its’ own. Unguarded
shops in a context where the forces of law and order were non-existent were
difficult to resist.
Many commentators have argued against seeing the violence as being antiIndian. Sutcliffe and Wellings argued that:38
Prior to the unrest, no deep-seated racist or anti-landlord sentiments existed
in the Inanda area. Thus, we believe one cannot build a model of the unrest
which paints it as an African-Indian confrontation. Such simplistic analysis
only lends credence to the racist explanations provided by the South African
government and its mouthpiece, the South African Broadcasting Corporation.

However, many factors do point in the direction of anti-Indian sentiment.
These include the simple observation that Indian property was largely targeted
36 A Sitas, “The making of the Comrades Movement in Natal” (Unpublished manuscript, University of Natal,
Durban, 1991), pp. 6-8.
37 The Natal Witness, 20 January 1949.
38 M Sutcliffe & S Wellings, “Attitudes and living conditions in Inanda: The context for unrest?” (Unpublished
manuscript, University of Natal, Durban, 1985), p. 40.
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in Inanda while that of African businessmen was not; this compares to the
situation in the rest of Durban’s settlements at the time where African-owned
businesses bore the brunt of the attacks; the attack on the Gandhi settlement;
the battle lines which formed between Phoenix and Inanda, with Indian
vigilantes arming themselves in preparation for an attack on Phoenix; and the
fact that African warlords rapidly moved in to take control of Indian-owned
land, and that there was never any attempt to reinstate Indian landowners.
However, one cannot argue that the rioters were similarly imbued with an
anti-Indian consciousness. In Inanda, while there were Indian and African
landlords, Indians dominated the commercial enterprises. These were the
immediate symbols of privilege that were attacked. When the students were
routed by the police, they lost control of the situation. It was then that the
lumpen youth from Inanda moved in.
Prior to the violence, levels of crime were very high. Most shops were heavily
encased in iron grilles at night, and a few of the larger Indian homes enclosed
by high barbed wire fencing and, after dark, in glaring spotlight. Gangs had
moved into the area and cornered areas of influence for themselves. 39 The
abandoned Indian shops and homes became easy targets of opportunity.
Unexpected opportunities also arose for ordinary residents. Meer describes
one such event:
We spoke to Beatrice, who has taken over the Govender house - six very dark
rooms with a veranda. She had rented from them for the last fifteen years.
That she had been close to them was evident in her distinctly Indian-accented
English. She said she was a member of Inkatha. “When they came to attack,
I hid the Indians and I told them that this was my house. After the mob left,
the Indians took what they could carry and went away. She says she will buy
the house now because the Govenders will not come back”.40

Many unemployed adults, old people and workers joined in the looting.
The Inkatha counter attack was planned and Buthelezi made his intentions
clear: “There was no way in which they would accept being terrorised by
other blacks aided and abetted by misguided children and their thugs”.41 The
real organised violence came from Inkatha impis. On Thursday 8th August,
Inkatha began to mobilize and hundreds of impis began scattering groups of
youth and conducting house-to-house searches for stolen goods. KwaMashu,
39 H Hughes, “Violence in Inanda…”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 13(3), 1987, p. 343.
40 F Meer, Resistance in the townships..., p. 50.
41 A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985...”, South African Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1986, p. 109.
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Ntuzuma and Umlazi were brought under control. In Inanda, Inkatha
warlords subdued the youth and criminal elements and began to replace
absent Indian landlords.
The interests of the warlords and Inkatha coalesced. The warlords were
attracted by the possibility of pecuniary gain and personal power. Inkatha was
keen to extend its influence into Inanda and see off Indian landlords as this
would facilitate the consolidation of Inanda into KwaZulu.
While African merchants/landlords clearly had a stake in the removal of
their Indian counterparts, they did not take an active part in the violence.
The African landlords were, of course, in an invidious position. They had
not wholeheartedly supported incorporation into KwaZulu because they
were worried that their own land would be threatened in a consolidation
programme.
Once warlords had settled in, they began to move against those interests
that were opposed to incorporation. African landlords were forced to flee
or support Inkatha. Youth, civic and church organisations were violently
repressed. According to Makhatini:42
Warlords present themselves as Inkatha representatives to people. They
recruited and collected Inkatha subscriptions. They were said to be lobbying
the KwaZulu government to negotiate with the central government for the
incorporation of those areas into KwaZulu, which would ensure permanence
of the squatters and their own perpetual power. They travelled to Ulundi and
returned with promises of aid from KwaZulu if enough people joined the
Inkatha organization.

In spite of the existence of criminal gangs who looted, the behaviour of
the majority of looters lends itself to sociological explanation in terms of
theories of collective behaviour in riot situations. It has been suggested by
Quarantelli and Dynes that looting can be seen as a rather violent beginning
to a process of collective bargaining concerning rights and responsibilities of
certain communities. Looting, they argue, is an index of social change. It is
also an instrument of societal change. They suggest that the pattern of looting
passes through approximately three stages in a rioting situation. Firstly, there
is a primarily symbolic looting stage where destruction rather than plunder
appears to be the intention. Then a stage of conscious and deliberate looting
42 M Makhatini, “The fate of the African landowner: A case study of Inanda, 1991” (Unpublished manuscript,
University of Durban-Westville, 1991), p. 8.
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begins. Finally, there is a stage when plundering becomes the normal socially
supportive thing to do, and property rights are redefined to achieve some kind
of transfer of material goods.43
If we consider the violence in Inanda, we can see a similar pattern revealed,
especially if we see stages one and two as merging. The most widespread form
of looting was during stage three, when it became the normal supportive thing
to do. It can also be argued that the riots were the rather violent beginning
to a process of collective bargaining concerning rights and responsibilities of
certain communities. The warlords took advantage of the absence of Indian
landlords and traders to initiate a process of “collective bargaining” via the
KLA with the central state for incorporation into KwaZulu.
The African community was not homogenous, but it was united in fighting
off any outside authority that would jeopardize its already precarious existence
close to central Durban. This is seen by Inanda’s determined resistance to
attempts to Inkatha’s impis to control the area. On Thursday, a heavily armed
impi from the Lindelani squatter camp arrived at the Inanda settlements of
Bambayi and Amaouti, attacking everyone in sight.44
They had seriously miscalculated the situation because the crowds set upon
them and sent them off with a few killed and many injured... The impis
returned at 2am for a surprise attack, and again, the community was ready
and they repulsed the impi. It returned twice more the next evening and was
again repulsed. In the process everybody turned against Inkatha, because
the attacks were carried out in its name. The second largest concentration of
deaths occurred in this conflict.

However, as the collusion with Inkatha hastened Inanda’s incorporation into
KwaZulu, the community led by the youth began to confront the warlords.
By early 1989, violent confrontation had become more organised:45
... and the first warlord areas to fall were used as springboards for attack on
further areas. Inkatha came under seige. Some warlords fled their areas. Others
and their followers were killed. By the end of the year most of Inanda had
been liberated and youth and civic organizations were gaining support... This
situation saw the landlords gain control of their land and new relationships
formed with them.
43 L Quarantelli & R Dynes, “Looting in civil disorders: An index of social change”, American Behavioral Scientist,
11(4), 1968, pp. 7-10.
44 A Sitas, “Inanda, August 1985...”, South African Labour Bulletin, 11(4), 1986, p. 111.
45 M Makhatini, “The fate of the African landowner: A case study of Inanda, 1991” (Unpublished manuscript,
University of Durban-Westville, 1991), p. 4.
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Inkatha’s determination to restore order in 1985 reveals the upsurge as
developing into a broader people’s revolt. In the 1940s, when the Cato Manor
riots took place, the struggles were of a more limited nature. For one, the
number of Africans in the urban areas was limited and communication at
local and national levels was limited which meant that resistance was often
isolated and easily contained.
By the 1970s, much of this had changed. South Africa’s transition to
monopoly capitalism created the objective conditions for a broad based union
movement with national linkages. The expansion of secondary schooling
and tertiary education created the conditions for student organisations.
The youth, many of whom had lived all their lives in the urban areas, began
to be organised. Localized struggles were replaced by struggles that spread
countrywide and resistance was much more intense and prolonged. A broad
spectrum of black intellectuals began to play a pronounced role in the extraparliamentary movement and a number of white academics lent their skills and
resources to the union movement. The shop stewards of the 1970s emerged as
highly experienced working class leaders with significant constituencies in the
early 1980s. After a few false starts, workers and youth organisations began to
synchronize their struggles.46
When the struggle for Durban’s township began in August 1985, most of
the African townships in the other major urban centres were in turmoil.
Many townships of the Eastern Cape resembled liberated zones, with street
committees performing civic functions. The 1985 Durban upsurge cannot be
seen in isolation from those national developments. It was part of a broadbased, people’s revolt by people who had no political rights in the urban areas
and in different regions the struggle took different forms. In most cases, those
regarded as “aliens” within the communities were expelled. In the Eastern
Cape, these were identified as community councillors and black policemen
however in Durban, these aliens were identified as the rich and wealthy.47

Racial tensions as an explanatory factor
During the early 1980s, significant divisions had emerged between Indian/
landlords/traders and their African counterparts. African landlords/traders
46 M Murray, South Africa; Time of agony, time of destiny (London, Verso, 1987), pp. 195-238.
47 M Murray, South Africa; Time of agony, time of destiny..., pp. 307-352.
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wanted to make Inanda their exclusive preserve. Because Indians were their
immediate competitors, this struggle often translated into anti-Indianism.
In juxtaposition to this, the absence of administrative or legal mechanisms
for the extraction of rent often produced a particularly volatile relationship
between landlord and tenant. This was exacerbated by the policies of the local
and national state.
The local state argued that Inanda was an illegal settlement and therefore it
was not prepared to allocate resources to the area. The central state presented
Indian landlords with a choice: evict the tenants or provide essential services.
Uncertain about their future in Inanda, some landlords opted for eviction,
adding to the already volatile relationship with African tenants. The fact that
the state did not make similar demands on African landlords meant that
eviction was seen in racial terms.
For the state, the removal of Indians would allow incorporation of Inanda
into KwaZulu, facilitating the objective of balkanizing South Africa into
different homelands. Inkatha had similar objectives since this would have led
to an extension of their influence in the region. What was clear by the 1980s
is that significant players both within and outside Inanda were opposed to
Indian presence in the area, albeit for diverse reasons.
Can the 1985 violence in Inanda be seen as simply an outbreak of racially
motivated anti-Indian rioting? It had its anti-Indian dimensions as Indian
shops and houses were targeted and no attempt was made to reinstate Indian
landowners. Warlords justified their occupation of Indian-owned land on the
basis that Indians were aliens. This aspect to the violence is crucial and must
be understood.
However, to simply see the violence as anti-Indian is not to see the full
story. The youth challenged the authority of Inkatha in all African townships,
an organisation perceived by them to be a surrogate of the South African
state. This gelled with resistance struggles in townships across South Africa.
In Inanda, the violence went beyond the looting and burning of shops and
houses as the community rose up to defend Inanda against the incursions of
Inkatha-aligned warlords. To see the riots as simply anti-Indian would be to
render invisible the anti-apartheid dimensions and vice-versa.
This understanding was facilitated by breaking the violence into different
phases, allowing for the perception that the riots had both spontaneous and
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planned aspects. For example, in Inanda, the violence transcended the looting
and burning of shops and houses to an uprising against attempts by Inkathaaligned warlords to move into the area. Contrary to statements by some social
scientists and political organisations, the rioters did not simply consist of
young, hungry men, but rather represented a broad spectrum of people who
resided in the shack settlements.
Why would an indigenous majority strike out at a disenfranchised minority
rather than at a white ruling class which, after all, set the rules of the game?
This has much to with the structural location of the middleman minority,
with an immediate relation to the indigenous population as buyer and seller,
renter and landlord, client and professional. In the struggle for scarce resources
of land and housing, jobs, and opportunities for capital accumulation, it is
the middleman minority that the indigenous majority faces, the former are
visible, accessible, and vulnerable because of the immediacy of their spatial
location and the lack of a security force to protect their interests.
Contemporary surveys pointed to social distance between Indians and
Africans. A mid-1980s survey of African townships in Durban found that the
social distance of Africans was greatest from Indians.48 An April 1987 study by
Markinor found that 53 per cent of Indians worried “really often” or “quite
often” while 27 per cent worried sometimes that Africans would again riot
against Indians while 53 per cent “strongly disagreed” that Indians would be
safe under African rule.49 These findings are understandable.50
Caught between the economically and then politically dominant whites
and numerically powerful Africans, many Indians felt that they were more
vulnerable than those of whites. Working class Indians also feared that just
as apartheid had denied them opportunities they would be side-lined by
affirmative action in a non-racial democracy.
On the other hand, Whites, unlike the middleman Indians, were one step
removed. They lived and traded apart from the indigenous population and
were protected by a repressive apparatus. However, this does not mean that
white power remained unchallenged. Rule points out how militant success in
one setting “may succeed in getting people to think about what was previously
48 DL Horowitz, Ethnic groups in conflict (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1985), p. 82.
49 A Jeffrey, “Survey evidence”, Durban functional regions - Planning for the 21st century. Report 1: The current situation:
Appendices, Appendix 26 (Durban, Tongaat-Hulett Properties Limited, 1989), p. 6.
50 DL Horowitz, Ethnic groups in conflic…, p. 82.
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unthinkable about possibilities for social change”.51 In this context, we see
how 1985 broadened into a challenge to the white power structure.
As the deeper study of Inanda indicates, by considering both the broader
upsurge in Durban townships while paying close attention to the particular
social relations in one specific locale, allows us to dig deeper into nonmaterial factors such as culture, ethnicity, ideology, and individual or group
psychologies which act to reinforce and reinterpret particular aspects of this
material environment.

The present as History
Through the long twentieth century, there were two major conflagrations
between Africans and Indians. The first was in 194952 where the epicentre
was Cato Manor. Here too, Indian landlords and traders came under attack,
as Africans felt that Indians were a threat both to their economic well-being as
well as to their foothold on the edge of central Durban. Many lives were lost
on both sides of these riots, and for Indians, it became an abiding memory of
fear and sense of vulnerability. The 1985 riots, while not leading to the same
violence, immediately raised the spectre of 1949.
The 1949 and 1985 riots occurred in conditions that displayed many
similarities. In both cases, society was experiencing a phase of economic crisis.
The African working class was particularly hard hit. The gains made during
the boom years of the Second World War and the 1960s started to be clawed
back. The African middle classes felt that their upward mobility was curbed
by Indian dominance.
In present day KwaZulu-Natal, one sees the re-emergence of anti-Indianism.
The stereotype of the exploitative trader remains strong. In a Sunday Times
column, Fred Khumalo portrayed Indians as dishonest cheats. In response to
allegations that President Zuma’s son, Duduzane, had cut a shady deal with
Indian businessmen, Khumalo wrote:53
The media should be commending poor Duduzane for being a fast learner:
he realised that his good father became quite a comfortable man thanks to
51 J Rule, Theories of civil violence (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988), p. 242.
52 E Webster, “The 1949 Durban riots...”, P Bonner (ed.), Working papers in Southern African studies..., p. 22.
53 Sunday Times, 24 October 2010.
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his friendship with Schabir Shaik, who just so happens to be an Indian and
a businessman. So Duduzane figured: ah, let me get myself my own Indian
as well. This was nothing new, an Indian businessman finding a politically
powerful darkie or vice versa. Nelson Mandela had his own Indians. You
remember those chaps who started selling some pieces of paper with doodles
on them to the art galleries under the pretext that the Old Man was the
original artist? If such a powerful, reputable darkie-with-political-power could
have his Indians, why couldn’t a Zuma have his own Indian?

Duma Pewa in his column “Pewa to the People” in the Natal Witness, wrote:54
Like the issue of land redistribution and the redistribution of wealth, it
irks me that the issues and tensions between Africans and Indians have been
ignored. When renowned playwright and producer Mbongeni Ngema wrote
the song AmaNdiya, he was crucified in the court of public opinion and his
case was one of the people “shooting the messenger”, instead of decoding the
message and dealing with its truths, however bitter they may be. Ngema was
called a racist while his only fault was being an artist who merely reflected
the society within which he lives. Former president Nelson Mandela was the
architect of the plan to make sure that Ngema was gagged.... It’s now many
years since Ngema’s “AmaNdiya” saga and 150 years since Indians first sailed
into this country, yet the issues that Ngema raised remain...

South Africa has much baggage to deal with and the failure to do so has
resulted in a ticking time bomb in a context of high unemployment and poor
service delivery levels.
Pewa’s parallel with genocide was particularly disconcerting to many Indians
and relations between Indians and Africans remain delicately balanced.
Interaction between Indians and Africans in the post-apartheid moment
remains largely restricted to parent bodies at private schools and some
coalescing around economic and political issues, but is largely superficial at
the levels of day-to-day interaction and socialisation.55
More recently, anti-Indianism emerged in 2013 in a more organised form
in the name of the Mazibuye Forum. Here, once more the Indian role of
taking tenders from government and dominating small business in KwaZuluNatal, as well as exploitative practices were highlighted. As in 1949 and
1985, it is a time in which the great expectations of democracy in 1994 have
not materialised for the vast majority of South Africans. An insular Indian
54 Natal Witness, 20 November 2010.
55 For a deeper exploration of these issues see A Desai & G Vahed, “Identity and belonging in post-apartheid
South Africa: The case of Indian South Africans”, S Patel & T Uys (eds.), Exclusion, social capital and citizenship.
Contested transitions in South Africa and India (New Delhi, Routledge, 2012), pp. 488-508.
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community meets a resurgent racial nationalism with tribal overtones. It is in
this context that the middleman thesis of scapegoating and vulnerability has
great resonance.
Much has been made of South Africa fracturing along class lines 20 years
into the democratic transition.56 This analysis should not be at the expense of
understanding the power of ethnicity. As Bell contends, ethnicity can be more
salient than class “because it can combine an interest with an affective tie”.57
Apartheid has cast a long shadow. Most South Africans still live in racially
segregated areas, with social mixing confined to elites and mixed marriages
uncommon. In a context where African aspirations have not been met, there
are some amongst the majority indigenous population who are prone to
venting their frustrations on Indians, especially in Durban where Indians and
Africans are juxtaposed.
We might do well to remember Mbongeni Ngema’s 2002 song in Zulu,
“AmaNdiya” (“Indian”), attacked Indians for their alleged unwillingness to
accept Africans as equals, for resisting change, being interested only in making
money, and being exploitative. He protested the presence of post-1994
migrants from India and Pakistan and urged the “strong men” of the Zulu
nation to stand up to Indians. Lyrics such as “we are faced with hardship and
poverty because everything was taken by the Indians, but they turn around
and exploit us” and “Indians are abusive to Black people, being more racist
than Whites”, sounded a clear warning to Indians.

56 P Bond, Elite transition: From apartheid to neoliberalism (Pietermaritzburg, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press,
2005), pp. 47-56.
57 D Bell, cited in C Young, The rising tide of cultural pluralism: The nation-state at bay? (Madison, University of
Wisconsin Press, 1993), p. 22.
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Abstract
Indo-African relations in KwaZulu-Natal are about competition and rivalry
for limited resources and privileges not only between these two segments,
but by all four categories1 that make up South African society. It has been
conditioned by White hegemony and the politics of divide-and-rule among
the four classified racial groups who were stratified along a line of differentiated
privileges. With Whites always on the top, Coloureds and Indians oscillated
between 2nd and 3rd positions according to imputed criteria for the purposes
of analysis by researchers, and Africans were always considered the least
privileged. Ever since their arrival in 1860, Indians moved from being most
welcomed and appreciated to most detested and unwanted among their
White forbears. The reasons for this lay in the juxtaposition of their labour
significantly and appreciatively boosting productivity in the colonial economy
within a short space of time, and the unwanted challenges that post-indentured
Indians provided to the nascent White entrepreneurial class who struggled
to keep pace with their competence in petty trading. Similar situations of
unwelcome politics of competition have bedevilled Indo-African relations in
the 20th century and have filtered into the 21st century in ways that do require
constructive analysis to contemporary conditions. This paper analyses three
periods of anti-Indianism since 1860 viz. the latter period of the 19th century
when Whites turned against Indians, the 1949 African-Indian clashes, and
recent anti-Indian sentiments by a small segment of Africans in KwaZuluNatal. This paper argues that if South Africans do not rise to challenge such
sentiments, they will rise to dangerously engulf us.
Keywords: Indian; African; Kwazulu-Natal, Riots; Whites; India.

Introduction
Any analysis of Indo-African relations in post-apartheid South Africa,
particularly in KwaZulu-Natal, must be viewed against the historical and
1

Whites, Coloureds, Indians and Africans made up the four classified groups during apartheid, sanctioned under
the 1950 Group Areas Act. The categories are still used for statistical purposes by the post-apartheid state to
gauge patterns of transformation in various sectors of the economy.
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contemporary complexities that characterise the Indian presence not only
in this province but also in the entire African continent. While there is a
widespread belief that India’s contact with Africa predates European colonial
expansionism,2 the presence of Indians as settled segments in Africa only
really began with the colonial need for their labour.3 This requirement was
spearheaded by the need for indentured labour after the abolition of slavery.
Differences between slavery and indentured labour lay in the former being
a purchase and sale agreement which permitted indefinite ownership once
the transaction was concluded, while the latter was on a contractual basis
that forbade permanent ownership of the labourers. Indian indentured labour
in the Natal colony began in 1860 with three-year contracts, but was later
changed to five years when three years was considered too short a period.
The value of indentured labour was almost instantly witnessed when sugar
production in the colony increased four-fold within the first few years of
indentured labour being introduced - from 25000 pounds in 1863 to100 000
pounds in 1864.4 In order to encourage Indians to remain in Natal, the
colonists offered them land in lieu of their return fares to India. Many had
preferred to return but others accepted and began building a permanent
segment of an Indian population amidst a growing diversity of racial and
ethnic groups in the colony. While the “Natal colony” is often associated
with British colonialism, others classified as “Whites”, such as Afrikaners and
Portuguese, as well as African people from the Eastern Cape such as Xhosas
and Sotho from in and around kingdom of Lesotho, began trickling into the
colony.5
A common denominator between slavery and indentured labour however was
the violent and harsh conditions that both slaves and indentured labourers had
to endure. Violence against Indian labourers was both physical and structural.
The physical violence was often seen in the lashings that they received for
misdemeanours or for not succumbing to colonists’ demands, often meted
2
3

4
5

A Biswas, “India’s growing trade and investments with East African countries”, M Mwagiru and A Biswas (eds),
East Africa-India security relations (Nairobi, IDIS/PRIASA, 2012), pp. 139-148.
V Pathak, “India-Ethiopia relations in the 21st Century”, M Mwagiru and A Biswas (eds), East Africa-India
security relations (Nairobi, IDIS/PRIASA, 2012), pp. 161-170; N Ray, “India and East Africa: Development
cooperation”, M Mwagiru and A Biswas (eds), East Africa-India security relations (Nairobi, IDIS/PRIASA,
2012), pp. 149-160; M Sahu, “Emerging hydrocarbon resources in East Africa and India”, M Mwagiru and A
Biswas (eds), East Africa-India security relations (Nairobi, IDIS/PRIASA, 2012), pp. 171-182; S Sudhakaran,
“India’s footprints in East African community: Trade and foreign investment”, M Mwagiru and A Biswas (eds),
East Africa-India security relations (Nairobi, IDIS/PRIASA, 2012), pp. 183-192.
F Meer, Portrait of South African Indians (Durban, Avon House, 1969), p. 24.
G L’ange, The white Africans: From colonisation to liberation (Johannesburg, Jonathan Ball Publications, 2005).
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out by the use of African males.6 The structural violence came in the form of
sustained attacks against them by local Whites who had the privilege of being
backed by the official colonial structures. Ever since the completion of their
contracts the success among post-indentured Indians in their entrepreneurial
drives created significant consternation among many White entrepreneurs. At
least two magisterial reports in the nineteenth century reveal this:7
A few more Indian stores have been opened in the town of Verulem during
the year, and two European stores have been closed for want of support, the
Indians having entirely absorbed the petty trade with Indians and Natives”;
and
Complaints continue to be made of the increasing number of Indian traders
and hawkers… these people render it impossible for small European store
keepers to make a living.

Among the Indian indentured labourers there were two spheres of violence
through which they had to persevere in order to claim their spaces in the
colonies that they had settled in viz. the violence by their colonial masters
against them, and the organised ethnic violence in most of the countries
after independence in the twentieth century. In East Africa for instance,
particularly Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania, there were state assisted processes
that mobilised against Indians in abusive and violent attacks until they either
fled or were expelled en-masse. But further away from Africa, in places such
as Fiji, Sri Lanka, Guyana, Trinidad and Surinam, the violence against Indians
was both physical as well as covert in that their opportunities for unhindered
participation in political and economic processes was continuously blocked.8
As colonialism was dismantled in each of these countries and White
settlers began emigrating, vulnerability of the Indian settlers became more
evident through their increased visibility, especially in the work previously
done by Whites. Their occupation of key positions in the civil services, in
professions and in commerce, as managers, professionals and as successful
entrepreneurs, made them the next set of targets after the upholders of
European colonialism left these states.9 In several of these instances such as
6
7
8
9

F Meer, “African and Indian in Durban” (available at: http://www.vl.sahistory.org.za/pages/library-resources/
articles_papers/1960-african-indian-in-Durban, as accessed on 1 October 2014).
E Pahad, The development of Indian political movements in South Africa, 1924-1946 (Ph.D, University of Sussex,
1972), p. 16.
M Klaas, Indians in Trinidad: A study of cultural persistence (New York, Columbia University Press, 1961); IM
Cumpston, Indians overseas: British territories, 1834-1854 (London, Dryden Press, 1969); H Tinker, Separate
and unequal: India and the Indians in the British commonwealth (London, C Hurst, 1976).
P Bhatia, Indian ordeal in Africa (Delhi, Vikas, Vikas Publishing House, PvT. Ltd, 1973), pp. 3-5.
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in Fiji, Sri Lanka and Guyana, the annoyance of their visibility arose from
their increased engagement in political structures and aspirations towards the
highest political offices. These situations were often encouraged by the fact
that racial or ethnic makeup of the populations was not overly skewed in
favour of just one population group. The almost equal numbers of people
of Indian origin to the other numerically larger groups, especially of African
origin, created contestations for power that often violently precluded the
former’s total participation in political processes. Despite the inhibitions in
places such as British Guiana, Trinidad-Tobago and Fiji, there emerged from
the ranks of people of Indian origin (PIOs) Presidents and Prime Ministers,
such as Cheddi Jagan in British Guiana, Basdeo Panday in Trinidad-Tobago
and Mahendra Chaudhry in Fiji.
In South Africa it is unlikely that a person of Indian origin may ever ascend
to the highest political office in the country, although several from among
this category of people have varyingly occupied national and provincial
Ministerial positions. One of the core reasons for this is that PIOs constitute
no more than 2.5 per cent of South Africa’s population. There is a widespread
misconception in South Africa that most if not all Indians are middle to upper
class. This misperception was often used by people bent upon driving wedges
between Africans and Indians in order to distract attention from the atrocities
for which they themselves have been responsible. The utterances for instance
that were recorded during the 1949 African-Indian riots bear testimony to
this. The 1940s was indeed the most boisterous decade of White settlement in
South Africa. Convinced of their ability to sustain their hegemonic position,
White rule in South Africa was consolidated by the rise of segregationist
policies that kept the classified racial and ethnic groups apart from each other.
Allowing them to share common residential spaces and to see themselves as
equals to one another would have been toxic to the policies of separation. The
intention among White legislators was to justify their separation of the racial
and ethnic categories that they created through the perceived differences and
hostilities that they showed towards one another. Meer for instance rightly
pointed out that:10
Whatever the Africans’ perceptions of the Indian in 1860, included in it
must have been the sense, if not knowledge that he been brought by the White
colonists to replace him and to be used against him in ways that he did not
immediately understand. Hostility must have been one of the components
10 F Meer, “African and Indian in Durban” (available at: http://www.vl.sahistory.org.za/pages/library-resources/
articles_papers/1960-african-indian-in-Durban, accessed on 3 August 2014).
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in his approach to the new black stranger. It was in the interest of the White
colonist to fan this hostility for any consolidation of interest between the
two labour contingents would have been fatal in a situation where the ratio
between White and African was in the region of 1:10. If the African bonded
with the Indian, the ratio between and black would rise in the vicinity of 1:20.
Apart from this, the African was perceived as an innocent if not noble savage:
the Indian was perceived as conniving, artful, wily. He could not but spoil
the African….

Keeping Indians and Africans separate from each other was a strategy that
often worked in favour of White hegemony at that time. In every aspect
of their governance the purpose was to demonstrate differences rather than
similarities among the varying racial and ethnic groups. Keeping them
separated was alleged to be an effective way of minimising conflict and
maintaining law and order. But the real reason behind such segregation often
came in unequivocal declarations by successive generations of White leaders
such as Jan Smuts, Hendrik Verwoerd, John Vorster and PW Botha, that
separation of the races was the best possible solution to a conflict-free existence
in multi-racial societies. There is a history to the consolidated legislation of
the Group Areas Act of 1950 and the Population Registration Act of 1950
that were used to enforce separation by race and ethnic group. It was through
the laisser-faire acts of racial discrimination over several decades that brought
Calpin11 to point out that “The problem had passed in sixty years from how to
attract Indians to Natal to the dilemma of how to get rid of them”.12 The basis
of this behaviour was rooted in the fear among White entrepreneurs that their
monopoly in business was being threatened by post-indentured labourers and
passenger Indians. In 1885 the setting up of the Wragg Commission by the
Natal Government was mandated to inquire into White complaints. At least
two significant findings emerged from this inquiry viz. Whites fears against
Indians were unjustified, and an acknowledgement of a prevalence of antiIndian sentiment. It however recommended restrictions for free trading in the
Transvaal province which translated into Indians being severely constrained
in trade, residence and ownership of property. But the situation was saved
by the Protector of Indian Immigrants in 1901 when he pointed out after
an official survey that employers of indentured labour confessed to their
indispensability, and if they were to be withdrawn: “The country would at
once be simply paralysed”. However, the continuation of White agitation
11 GH Calpin, Indians in South Africa (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter and Shuter, 1949), p. 7?.
12 D Bugwandeen, “Historical perspectives”, AJ Arkin et al (eds), The Indian South Africans (Pinetown, Owen
Burgess Publishers, 1989), p. 8.
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against Indians brought significant people like sugar baron Sir Leigh Hullet
out of the woodwork and imploring upon him to state that: “… Durban was
absolutely built by the Indians”.13
While evidence of the Indian contribution to the Natal colony’s economy
appeared obvious through such statements discriminatory behaviour against
them did not wane. The 1913 Immigration Regulation Act was especially
introduced to stop further recruitment of indentured labour or permission
for passenger Indians to work in Durban. MK Gandhi’s legacy of agitation
against repressive laws in Natal and in other neighbouring colonies had stirred
sufficient trouble for the Union government (set up in 1910) to be wary of
an increasing number of Indians in what is now South Africa. After Gandhi
had returned to India there was constant representation between the Indian
and South African governments on the “Indian question”. By 1927 the
controversial Cape Town Agreement had encrypted within it an imposition
that should Indians wish to remain in South Africa they must adopt western
lifestyles, but implicit within this condition was a notion that they would
not be permitted free participation in the political processes. Legislation was
still in a state of evolution on how to deal with the rising levels of upward
economic mobility among Indians. As they acquired more residential
land and commercial property in areas dominated by White occupation,
another replica of the 1885 Wragg Commission became evident through
the appointment of the Indian Penetration Commission, which produced its
report in 1941. Its major finding centred upon the allegation of an accelerated
acquisition of property by Indians. To curb this “growing infiltration” the
Union government had introduced The Trading and Occupation of Land
Restriction Bill for the Transvaal and Natal. This served as a compromise to
the compulsory segregation that was being demanded by Whites in the 1930s
and early 1940s, pegging the positions in which Indians had already bought.
The process of pegging became formalised as the Pegging Act of 1943, by the
then United Party. Its aim was to try and contain the rising White agitation
against Indians by legislatively restraining Indians from further acquisition
of property, but permitted the maintenance of the status quo. The more
right wing National Party capitalised upon the mood of White segregationist
sentiment and fought the 1948 election on the basis of completely separating
racial and ethnic groups from one another, giving it a resounding victory in
the election. Their mandate allowed them to introduce the infamous Group
13 E Pahad, The development of Indian political movements in South Africa..., p. 13.

70

Anti-Indianism in Kwazulu-Natal

Areas Act and Population Registration Act in 1950, thereby setting the scene
for a more tumultuous 43 years in South African history, but which induced
greater collaboration between Africans and Indians from African National
Congress (ANC) and Natal Indian Congress (NIC). Despite legislation
barring inter-racial political campaigns numerous events occurred during the
1940s that set the scene for mass non-racial mobilisation against legislated
forms of discrimination. While the ANC rejuvenated itself during this
decade increased contact between NIC and ANC began through support of
each other in mass meetings, with Dr Yusuf Dadoo and Dr Monty Naicker
often being among ANC leaders. In the 1950s there was increased IndoAfrican collaborative action in the context of the formation of non-racial
organizations. For instance, the Durban and District’s Women’s League was
formed at the Bantu Social Centre on October 4 1952, by a group of about 70
women with an organizing committee that comprised of the likes of Bertha
Mkhize, Dr Ansuya Singh, Marie Naicker and Fatima Meer. But this was not
the first example of collaboration between African and Indian women. In
the first decade of the twentieth century Indian women publically supported
African women who opposed the pass laws that restricted their movements.
On 26 June 1955 the Congress Alliance was formed in Kliptown where the
Freedom Charter was adopted and the future for a non-racial South Africa was
mapped out. These examples are important because they exemplify nuances
of cordiality in Indian-African relations at a time when the White minority
government forcibly restricted inter-racial collaboration.

The 1949 “African-Indian Riots”
It was hardly a coincidence that soon after the National Party victory in
1948, a violent confrontation between the two disenfranchised segments
of Natal’s population manifested,14 which was essentially African anger
against an exploitative and racially divisive Durban Municipality. However
the clashes that occurred between Africans and Indians in January 1949 is
widely viewed through generally divisive language among the uninformed
as: entrenched hatred between Africans and Indians, an African victory over
14 F Meer, “African and Indian in Durban”...; T Nuttal, “The Durban Riots of 1949 and the struggle for the city”
(Paper presented at Critical Perspectives on Southern Africa Seminar, University of Natal, Durban, 1989); J
Kindra, “Riots that shocked KZN”, The Natal Witness, 1999 (available at: http://www.pmbhistory.co.za/portal/
witnesshistory/custom_modules/TheWayWeWere/Riots%20that%20shocked%20KZN%2020.01.1999.pdf,
as accessed on 10 July 2014).
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Indian privileges, proof of incompatibility between two distinct race groups
living together, and the need for White control over South Africa’s multiracial population to avoid further clashes either between other classified
race or ethnic groups. The province of Natal, especially in its major port
city of Durban, provided an ideal platform for the divisive politics of White
political parties in the twentieth century to manifest. With differentiated
access to land as well as economic and political opportunities, Africans and
Indians were inevitably going to clash over artificially created scarcities that
were racially based. Africans were restricted to unskilled labour, but most
working class Indians were only just acquiring access to semi-skilled and
clerical employment. While Indians were becoming increasingly urbanised,
Africans were seen as no more than temporary sojourners in South Africa’s
growing urban-industrial-commercial complexes. The possibility of Africans
owning land in urban South Africa was virtually impossible throughout the
twentieth century. DF Malan and Hendrik Verwoerd were the chief architects
of apartheid – South Africa’s system of legislated racism. Both men were
emphatic about their view that Africans could not be a part of their vision for
South Africa – a mobilising factor that won them majority White support in
the 1948 election. When Verwoerd became Prime Minister in 1958 after the
death of JG Strijdom, he realised his dream two years later of turning South
Africa in to a republic. Having being brutally open about his feelings during
the 1948 election campaign that Africans were inferior, he tried to recast
apartheid through a more humane mould by claiming that Black people owed
their loyalties to tribal affiliations and would therefore not easily assimilate
into broader South African society. He unconvincingly emphasised his point
that Blacks were not inferior but only different, and therefore needed to
be among their own ethnic groups in order to achieve their drive towards
independent nationhood.15
But Indians were not exempt from such provocative and patronising diatribes
either. The 1949 clashes between Africans and Indians where the latter were
the worse off for a range of reasons brought out some of the most racialised
utterances against them. The racism against Indians during the 1949 riots
had a (then) recent history to it. By 1946 leaders of the African National
Congress and the Natal Indian Congress had begun working closer together
to confront White racism. On the Indian side Doctors Naicker and Dadoo,
and on the African side Messrs Xuma, AW Champion, Mismang, Oliver
15 Anon., “Overcoming Apartheid”, (available at: http://overcomingaprtheid.msu.edu/people.php?id, as accessed
on 3 July 2014).
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Tambo and Moses Kotane, initiated a joint council of the two Congresses,
pledging support for Indo-African unity, and the issuing of a statement to
fight racial discrimination. Two incidents in 1946 provided an apt illustration
of organisational capacity among the ranks of Indian political leadership
viz. the Indian Passive Resistance campaign, and the resoundingly successful
presentation in the United Nations (UN) about racism against South African
Indians, lodged by the Government of India. It was not so much the issue
being put on the very first agenda in the UN in 1946 as much as it was the
humiliation that the South African government suffered in trying to have
the complaint withdrawn. It was the South African Government’s contention
that the issue was within their jurisdiction and that the United Nations was
not competent to deal with the matter. Not only was the South African
Government humiliated by its failure to have the issue removed from the
agenda, but it gave prominence to those who initiated the campaign when the
UN decided to make racism a matter of international concern.16
By this time the cumulative effects of MK Gandhi’s agitation against British
imperialism and the resurgence of Indian led agitation against the Union,
brought about a White-led hysteria against Indians. Such acts of respite fuelled
anti-Indian sentiment to the point of giving carte blanche to politicians on
public platforms to say what they wished and encouraging the media as well
to support them. Meer17 recounted this period:
Political speeches at all levels tended to violate the provisions of the Riotous
Assemblies Act, and among those who indulged in such racialism were two
future Governors-General, Dr E.G. Jansen and Mr C.R. Swart. The white
press virulently supported this trend and took a leading part in creating and
maintaining anti-Indian passions. They published high-pitched stories about
Indian land-grabbing and the seduction of white girls in brothels run by
Indians in white areas.

Even though the riots had taken a horrendous toll on poorer Indians,
anti-Indian sentiments did not abate. Political propaganda and the White
press harped upon differences between Africans and Indians in tones that
were antithetical to the euphoria created by the architects of apartheid. It
appeared obvious to many that Africans were being further incited to attack
Indians. The now defunct United Party for instance produced a pamphlet
denigrating Indians as “unassimilable and distasteful to all races in South
16 Anon., “Apartheid timeline” (available at: www.sahistory.org.za/topic/united-nations-and-aprtheid timeline-1946-1994,
as accessed on 3 July 2014).
17 Meer, “African and Indian in Durban.”..
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Africa”. In an about turn towards Africans, everything appeared positive
about them while there was little if any praise at all for Indians. It did not
matter that almost 20 per cent of the Indian population in Durban became
temporary refugees, or that many had lost their lives or everything that they
owned. The media harped upon the apparently exemplary behaviour of
Africans in refugee camps, but painted a picture of Indians as dishonest, as
people lacking in civic sense and generally uncooperative, who despite being
given free rations refused to assist officials and pilfered food when possible
for resale. A leading media article criticised Indians for failing to rise to the
aftermath of the riots and for depending upon White welfare organisations
for assistance. One of the articles described Indians as “crafty fellows, innately
dishonest in business and confirmed perjurers”. Several prominent White
citizens created an impression of Indians being almost entirely parasitic upon
the state by making public statements that they received free education and
that the municipality provided seventy-five per cent of housing for Indians.
Yet evidence had revealed that Indians were among the first to organise their
own relief. In the first recorded amount of 13472 pounds donated to the Riot
Relief Fund, it was shown that local Indians contributed 8114 pounds and the
Government of India 3750 pounds. Indians had built at least 17 per cent of
their own schools and had an established record in the organisation, building
and supervision of numerous welfare organisations. Only a year prior to
the riots, in 1948, about 800 placard carrying Indians marched through the
streets of Durban highlighting the fact that 30 000 children were without
schools and 75 per cent were illiterate. A Durban Housing Survey in 1949
had highlighted several important statistics with respect to housing: that up
to 1949 while the Durban Municipality had built 662 houses for Indians and
had made available 90 building loans, the Municipality had estimated that
3210 houses were needed to alleviate overcrowding in housing, and 1380
houses were needed for Africans.18
There were explicit and implicit tendencies among Whites to identify with
the African rioters. Reports were made of Whites being caught on camera
enjoying the attacks against Indians, while others assisted in the actual rioting.
Yet others tried to instigate a boycott by Africans of Indian trade and transport.
The Municipality was quick to capitalise upon attempts to marginalise Indians
by providing alternative transport for Africans, and government food depots
were arranged for Africans as a way of deflecting support away from Indian
18 F Meer, “African and Indian in Durban”, (available at: http://www.vl.sahistory.org.za/pages/library-resources/
articles_papers/1960-african-indian-in-Durban, as accessed on 4 September 2014), p. 5.
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shops. Media reports carried statements such as: “Africans will never buy from
Indian shops again”, “Africans will never travel in Indian buses again” – made
by municipal officials themselves. Police too were complicit in the spreading
rumours about the allegedly imminent attacks by Africans against Indians,
although their behaviour was being closely monitored by the Natal Indian
Congress. Meer19 cited an instance of bold support by a White woman, whose
response to an African reporter somewhat confirmed the mood at that time.
The reporter had observed how a European woman jumped out of a twoseater car and urged on the rioters, saying: “Fix up the bloody Coolies. The
Government is with you.” He apparently asked: “Is that so missus?” to which
she responded: “Yes of course, don’t you see what the police are doing? They
are not shooting you!” Strangely though, although Indians were outnumbered
by Africans and had the White dominated state against them it is alleged that
only 50 Indians against 87 Africans had died in the violence.20
Statements from White members of the public, from politicians, municipal
officials and politicians, were made with impunity. Such possibilities prevailed
because circumstances favoured White privilege to a point of immunity against
proffered racialist abuses. Judicial decisions in favour of Whites abound
during apartheid when Whites clearly transgressed laws, Meer’s reference to
violations of the Riotous Assemblies Act being a case in point.

Post-apartheid African “Anti-Indian” rhetoric
Soon after the announcement by FW de Klerk on 2 February 1990 that
all banned political organisations and their imprisoned leaders were to be
granted their freedom, Nelson Mandela, the biggest among the political
struggle icons, made a convincingly conciliatory speech immediately after his
release, about nation building and the challenges that lay ahead of this task.
Mandela appealed to all racial and ethnic groups to work towards peace and
stability in South Africa and he had paid tribute to leaders from all of the four
major classified racial groups in the country viz. Whites, Indians, Coloureds
and Africans. While imploring people of South Africa to stand united against
racism with the words: “We must be one people across the whole of South
19 F Meer, “African and Indian in Durban”, (available at: http://www.vl.sahistory.org.za/pages/library-resources/
articles_papers/1960-african-indian-in-Durban, as accessed on 4 September 2014), p. 2.
20 “Group Areas Act”, (available at: http://articles.philly.com.1990-06-16/news/25910668_1_indians-groupareas-act-apartheid, as accessed on 4 September 2014); J Kindra, “Riots that shocked KZN”, The Natal Witness,
1999....
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Africa”, he commended the partnership between Africans and Indians in Natal
for working together in a spirit of non-racialism. The Natal Indian Congress
(NIC), formed in 1894 was hailed as the first Black political organisation in
the African continent and was praised for its fight against British imperialism
as well as racism in South Africa.21 Despite the often glaring acts of racism and
the prevalent perceptions of it across the racial categories, Mandela and the
African National Congress were resolute in their approach to deal with such
problems with sensitivity.
But this did not prevent the media from harping upon issues that fanned
the flames of ethnic and racial mistrust. Neither are Indians free from implicit
or explicit attacks by Africans who are not especially inclined towards them.
Barely a few weeks into the era of political freedom a mugging of a few
Indians by Africans in the notorious Warwick area in central Durban was
reported as an African mob attack against Indians. News travelled swiftly
within the Indian population and within hours rumour spread as though
an attack against them was imminent. While word began to spread in some
areas about preparing to defend against the attack, some had already armed
themselves and were claiming to be in a state of readiness. Political leaders
however from the ANC and the NIC were quick to quell fears about the issue
not being a race based provocation to start another 1949 type of AfricanIndian riot. Whatever happened on that evening was deemed to be over and
no further issue emerged thereafter.
A more subtle and veiled reference from a parliamentarian soon after the first
general election occurred when alleged reference was made about the belief
that too many Indians were in Parliament. The comment came from the late
Deputy Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, who was also Chairman
of the ANC’s Youth League, Peter Mokaba. Mokaba became infamous for
singing racially charged songs such as “Kill the boer, kill the farmer” and for
passing a comment in 1995 that Indians were disproportionately represented
in Parliament, in that they constituted less than 3 per cent of the South
Africa’s population, but had too many in Parliament. This issue played out in
the media as an anti-Indian statement, and once again was being understood
among Indians as a drive towards marginalising them. In an interview with
ANC stalwart who served the same amount of time as a political prisoner
with Nelson Mandela on Robben Island, the question was put to Kathrada
21 Anon., “Mandela speeches” (available at: http://www.mandela.gov.za/mandela_speeches/1990/900225_dbn.
htm, as accessed on 7 September 2014).
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about being uneasy in an organisation that is secretively gerrymandering the
removal of Indians from political participation within the ANC. Kathrada’s
reply was with depth and effective enough to force the interviewer away from
pushing the issue any further. The crux of the reply was about the fact that
Makoba clarified his statement that put the matter to rest immediately within
the ANC; and that among the Indians who were elected to senior positions
within the ANC had the support of more than 3000 members who elected
them. Kathrada’s contention was that the matter was laid to rest within the
ANC and that it was no longer an issue, but that it was remiss of the media
not to focus upon these aspects of the ANC dynamics.22
Two more bold statements emerged after soon after this incident. The first
was by the late Minister of Correctional Services Sipho Mzemela, whose
annoyance with complaints from several Indians caused him to make a public
statement that “If Indians are not happy they should go back to Bombay”.
Once again senior colleagues in the ANC ensured that he withdrew the
statement. More explicit references to Indians surfaced soon after Makoba’s
and Mzimela’s insinuations that stirred greater controversy into the issue of
over-representation of Indians in the South African parliament. In June 2002
celebrated stage writer Mbongeni Ngema’s song “Amandiya”, disappointed
the Indian population because it painted a picture of Indians being racist
and exploitative. The issue caught the attention of the entire world and
was broadcast, among other world renowned stations, by CNN and BBC.
Fatima Meer referred to the sing as “a disgusting piece of diatribe… I never
realised Ngema had so much rancour in his heart. With one song he has
wiped away whatever glory he had earned over the years.”23 Ngema agreed to
an East Coast Radio radio discussion with political activist (Ashwin Desai),
but failed to appear. The South African Broadcasting Corporation acceded to
the Human Rights Commission to ban Ngema’s song as part of hate speech
racial incitement. Ngema too accepted that his song overgeneralised the point
about Indians being racist and exploitative, but he refused to withdraw it
despite an appeal by the ANC itself asking him to do so in good faith, until
the “watchdog” institutions had acted upon it.
There was thereafter a lull in anti-Indian, bar a few careless statements that
were refrained from immediately after they were made public. On June 18
22 Anon., “Nelson Mandela” (available at: http://www.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/cis/omalley/OMalleyWeb/03l
v00017/04lv00344/05lv01183/06lv01217.htm, as accessed on 1 November 2014).
23 Anon., “Mbongeni Ngema” (available at: http://www1.durban.gov.za/durban/discover/history/history/arts/
ngema, as accessed on 1 November 2014).
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2007 a statement by ANCYL President Fikile Mbalula that the University of
KwaZulu-Natal’s Durban campuses were “looking too much like Bombay”
because there was allegedly too many staff and students who were Indian, was
met with a huge outcry after it was established that there was a balance in
racial quotas with respect to staff, and that African students comprised 53 per
cent of the student body while Indian students comprised 31 per cent.24 He
was later rewarded with a deputy Ministerial position and rose to become the
government’s Minister of Sport. But the sentiment still prevails and rears itself
each time Durban has an episode that appears to induce racialised statements
against Indians. Some of the most abrasive statements emerged in 2009,
a year prior to South Africa’s hosting of the world cup. Several Municipal
officials planned to radically renovate a famous tourist and Indian stall holders
and farmers’ landmark popularly known as the “Indian Market”, in order
to increase the tourism potential for the imminent international soccer fans
that were to travel to Durban for the soccer matches. If implemented, the
move might have created spaces for small businesses for mainly African petty
entrepreneurs. But numerous activists from the Indian segment of Durban’s
population opposed the move because of its historical significance. Apart
from sentimental value, the “Indian Market” has become a virtual non-entity
in post-apartheid South Africa for at least three reasons. Firstly, shopping
in Durban’s central business district has been transformed significantly since
1994 (after the first general election) in that most shoppers have evidently
become African. Most White and Indian residents in Durban have resorted
to shopping in mid-town shopping districts and malls, effectively eroding the
attraction of the “Indian Market” as a place of choice for their fresh vegetables
and fruit. Secondly, the Africanisation of Durban’s central business district has
also led to changes in the types of items for sale that are unlikely to have appeal
to White and Indian consumers. And thirdly, there are prevalent perceptions
that it is no longer a safe place to enter into because of the antisocial elements
that have crept into the area and who are making a living out of theft and
mugging. While renovations to the “Indian Market” were abandoned by the
Municipality because of the huge costs involved, it was a red herring on both
sides. But it elicited some of the most vitriolic statements that have emerged
since the dismantling of apartheid. A translation of a speech in isiZulu by
the Chairperson of the eThekwini Business Market Committee, Faso Majola,
read as: “Indians only want to protect their interests in the Warwick area and
24 R Naidoo, “Mbalula’s comments angers UKZN staff”, 2007 (available at: http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/
mbalula-s-comment-angers-ukzn-staff-1.358081, as accessed on 1 November 2014).
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they don’t want township people moving in.” The statement was supported by
Majola’s colleague, Phillip Sithole when he boldly said: “Let us take the food
from the mouths of Indians! Now is the time for Africans to be in power! We
will remove them and replace them with blacks!” Jimmy Manyi, the Former
Head of South Africa’s Communication and Information Services and also
President of the Black Management Forum, stated that there are too many
Indians in Natal and that Indians tend to buy their way to the top. More
vociferous than the three quoted above was Julius Malema, whose reference
to “amakula”, a pejorative term used among Africans to refer to Indians, in a
protest meeting in Thembilihle, decrying the government’s alleged favouritism
of Indians over poor Africans. For the appeal that Julius Malema enjoys with
African youth in South Africa, his statements were considered exceptionally
provocative by the largest circulated newspaper in the country, the Sunday
Times. The paper warned that such reckless statements could have the effect
of another Rwandan style genocide, and that he should be prevented from
repeating such statements.
Despite such reprimands, more individuals purporting to be from mass
based organisations, continued to make such anti-Indian statements, but
with even greater brevity than the others. The fact that the authorities
treated such offenders lightly has encouraged others to continue with such
statements, but with apparently even greater immunity. On 3rd May 2013
in Newcastle, a town in northern KwaZulu-Natal, a person of Indian origin,
Afzul Rahman, was allegedly unduly provoked by a Road Traffic Inspectorate
officer, Zakele Mbatha in the following words: “Hey Gupta, what are you
doing here?” When Mr Rahman replied that his comments were racist and
offensive, Mr Mbatha retorted: “You can go back to India and take offense.
Here in South Africa the country belongs to us”. While Rahman reported
the issue, the matter did not end there. Support for Mr Mbatha came from
a Mazibuye African Forum member, Phumlani Mfeka, who threateningly
warned Rahman, but simultaneously passing a veiled threat to people of
Indian origin: “Do not grandstand an African person… in the way you did
to the traffic official… First and foremost, you are an Indian… Africans in
the province do not regard Indians as their brethren and thus the ticking time
bomb of a deadly confrontation between the two communities is inevitable…
India is your home and you should perhaps begin to embrace India as your
home”. Mazibuye Africa’s grouse has been directed mainly at the fact that
a number of government tenders for financially rewarding work is going to
Indian entrepreneurs. In raising the issue they have engaged in a generalised
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rhetoric that depicts all Indians as wealthy and insensitive to African needs.
Employment too has become a crucial issue in Mazibuye Africa’s attempts to
side-line Indians. Their voices did acquire some ground with the political elite
of the country. In an attempt to appease the African electorate prior to the 2014
general elections the Department of Labour proposed an amendment to the
Employment Equity Act – that all firms with more than 150 employees follow
the national population demographics in order to ensure representivity. The
gesture was understood at grassroots level as gerrymandering by the ANC, but
also recognition that the state’s attempts to create more employment remained
unimpressive. This has become the source of enormous disappointment and
discontent among African youth which has translated into significant levels
of frustration, country-wide demonstrations against lack of social service
delivery and as the above statements, reveal, significant racial abuse against
Indians.
While the last five issues have been widely read by the public and have become
major issues in perceived attempts by Africans to induce fear among Indians
Brij Maharaj had covered them in a mainly Indian circulated newspaper, The
Post. His conclusion was that South Africa should turn to constituency based
politics where local representatives contain such outbursts and deal with them
locally. These ominous warnings however, have been addressed by the state,
particularly by senior Indian members of the ANC such as the provincial
Minister of Human Settlements and Public Works Ravi Pillay, and former
Minister of Finance (presently Minister of Local Government and Traditional
Affairs), Pravin Gordhan. Ravi Pillay for instance made an emphatic
response through a newspaper column and a personal interview, and was
supported by his colleagues at provincial and national levels, simultaneously
addressing the issues pertaining proposals for the Equity Bill. Pillay’s proposal
was to encourage the Department of Labour not to lose sight of regional
demographics, because in Natal it would seriously affect Indians chances of
fair access to employment.25 But significantly, it was not just the Indians in
KwaZulu-Natal who have been objecting to the Employment Equity Bill,
but Coloureds in the Western Cape also felt the same. Suggestions for the
Equity Act to work out racial mixes in workplaces occurred after the issue was

25 SAPA, “Letters” (available at: http://www.ehowzit.co.za/news/comments-letters-columns/da-dirty-misleadingemployment-equity-actbill/, as accessed on 1 November 2014).
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challenged in the Western Cape with the decision favouring the 10 applicants
who were employees (Coloured) of the Department of Correctional Services.26
The judge had ruled that the Department of Correctional Services application
of the Equity Act was unfair because Coloureds, like Indians and Africans,
are classified “Black”, and that they should have taken both regional and
national demographics into consideration. The issue was especially about
promotions in the Department of Correctional Services. After the ANC won
a significant majority in the 7 May 2014 election proposals to the Equity Act
were withdrawn. But there is a prevalent understanding that the proposal had
entrenched different perceptions in the minds among lay people of the public.
Among Indians, it was another instance of being used as political footballs in
a situation where the governing party is unable to deliver nationally on its
promises for job creation; but to Africans it still remains as a situation of
Indians and Coloureds taking their jobs.

Conclusion
Much of the evidence that appears here is a matter of public record. While no
overt public statement matches the vitriol that is mentioned in the foregoing
discussion, it was not the intention here to deny likely prevalence of either
overt or covert racism by Indians against other race groups in South Africa.
However, at least two common denominators emerge viz. the misperception
that Indians tend to dominate in both business and paid employment; at times
of hardship in business and acquisition of employment they were taunted to
return to India. But the discriminatory practices in Natal by Whites against
Indians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries arose out of significantly
different socio-political and material circumstances than those that prevail in
the second decade of the twentieth-first century by Africans. In the nineteenth
century the African voice was virtually irrelevant and it was for the first time
that Whites faced entrepreneurial competition in Natal from another racial
category. By the twentieth century White domination had consolidated to a
point that seemingly made the African ability to challenge them unthinkable.
And with Indians being a dismal minority of no more than 3 per cent of
the population, the chances of them becoming a formidable threat were nil.
Not too long after the first general democratic elections the first signs of
26 SAPA, “Judgment reserved in warders equity case” (available at: http://www.iol.co.za/news/crime-courts/
judgment-reserved-in-warders-equity-case-1.1640301#.VC6sc01xnIU, as accessed on 1 November 2014).
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anti-Indian sentiment by Africans began to emerge. The statement by Peter
Mokaba that Indians were over-represented in Parliament persisted with
numerous other statements such as that by then President of the ANCYL
(now Minister of Sport), Fikile Mbalula, that the University of KwaZuluNatal’s Durban campuses “looked too much like Bombay”, and a range of
others that evidently grew increasingly vicious over the years. Ngema’s song
that Indians are exploiters of Africans still has the potential to ignite a race
war in KwaZulu-Natal. But when people from organisations such as the
Ethekwini Municipality talk about pulling bread out of the mouths of Indians,
and when Mazibuye Africa representatives make statements that a race war is
inevitable between Africans and Indians, then the likelihood of there being
a more dangerous ominous sign about future. Indo-African relations should
not be taken too lightly. These are not only evidently explosive statements
but they have been made by people from different areas in the province with
virtual impunity. And the responses from the state have been generally tardy.
When viewed against the High Court decision to rule in favour of Coloured
employees in the Department of Correctional Services and the Department
of Labour wanting to take issues of employment on a national demographic
level with employers that have more than 150 employees so that Africans
may have the advantage, it demonstrated how ANC politicians can engage
in gerrymandering when votes are needed to win an election. The plot was
so easily discernable when it was abandoned after a few high-level objections
and the fact that ANC won the general election with a comfortable majority.
It will only take one popular but troubled leader in the province to call for
an ethnic attack against Indians in KwaZulu-Natal (or against Coloureds in
the Western Cape) only to deflect attention away from his/her woes. And
the possibilities are that it can happen. While there has been an admirable
position taken by senior Indian politicians within the ANC to abandon
the national demographics approach on employment, to date there is little
evidence to convince the country that the state is adequately prepared to act
with the speed that would be critical to quell a genocidal attack, if Mazibuye
Africa’s words are to manifest in the future.
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Abstract
The role and contributions of women in war, and anti-colonial and
nationalistic struggles have become the subject of intense research and analysis
over the past two decades. In South Africa, the nationalistic struggle against
the apartheid regime was a collective effort by men and women. Yet, to a
very large extent, anti-apartheid discourses are male centred, focusing on
well-known heroes of the struggle, their life in exile and their contributions.
Women’s activism is still at the periphery of nationalistic discourses; the impact
of the struggle on the wives of political activists is even less visible. This article
examines the daily survival and experiences of the wives of political activists in
the anti-apartheid struggle who resided in Natal between the 1950s and 1980s,
at the height of the anti-apartheid movement. Wives bore the heaviest burdens
of the struggle, in the context of social ostracism, depression, stigmatisation,
financial hardships, and violations of their human rights and coping with an
“absentee husband”. In this article I argue that the perennial absence of their
spouses from the home and women’s lives had multiple effects on families, and
that family dynamics and gender relations were negotiated and re-structured.
Regional socio-economic and political conditions shaped women’s personal
and political identities. New theoretical frameworks emerging from this article
will add to the regional histories of the nationalistic movement in South Africa
in the context of gender roles and family dynamics.
Keywords: Indians; Gender; Struggle activists; Wife; Mother; Apartheid;
Natal.

Introduction
JW Scott’s pioneering study, “Gender: a Useful Category of Historical
Analysis” has played an influential role in steering feminists, academics and
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scholars to challenge traditional historical writing.1 Scott argues that the use of
the concept of gender and its theoretical framework enables a more complex
examination of history and understanding of different times and societies.
Gender, Scott argues, offers the opportunity to reveal the power relations and
power structures that create both the hierarchy between men and women and
the justification for the social structure. Over the past two decades several
studies have used Scott’s methodological framework to offer new and fresh
perspectives on the gendering of wars, and nationalistic/anticolonial and
racial/ethnic protests in the context of masculinity, femininity, gender roles
and relations and sexual divisions of labour.2 In many parts of Africa, such
as Algeria, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Mozambique and
Namibia, women contributed to the war effort through intelligence work,
raising soldiers’ morale, cooking, providing medical services, and serving as
porters, disseminators of propaganda and combat trainers. Many wives had
the support of their spouses, whilst others had to contend with the prejudices
of their families and communities.3 In India, familial support led to women
picketing cloth shops and selling khaddar on the streets in defiance of the
government ban on political activities and political demonstrations. Women’s
contributions in these colonised regions of India and Africa have shown that
they were far from docile and passive, but were active political agents.
More recent studies have sought to frame gender and political conflict in the
context of family dynamics, highlighting the lived realities of wives, mothers
and children and thus providing newer insights and conceptual frameworks
in these neglected areas of research.4 For example, in her doctoral dissertation,
1

2

3
4

This paper was presented at the: The Lady Doth Protest: Mapping feminist movements, moments, and mobilisations,
Biennial FWSA Conference, 21-23 June 2013, University of Nottingham, United Kingdom. My sincere thanks
for the constructive comments and suggestions received at this panel session. JW Scott, “Gender: A useful
category of historical analysis”, The American Historical Review, 91(5), 1986, pp. 1053-1075.
S Arnfred, “Women in Mozambique: Gender struggle and gender politics”, Review of African Political Economy,
41, 1988, pp. 5-16; M Turshen, “Algerian women in the liberation struggle and the civil war: From active
participants to passive victims?”, Social Research, 69(3), 2002, pp. 889-911; AM White, “All the men are
fighting for freedom, all the women are mourning their men, but some of us carried guns: A raced-gendered
analysis of Fanon’s psychological perspectives on war”, Signs, 32(4), 2007, pp. 857-884.
G Geisler, Women and the remaking of politics in Southern Africa – negotiating autonomy, incorporation and
representation (Uppsala, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2004), pp. 17-35.
S Fishman, We will wait: Wives of French prisoners of war, 1940-1945 (New Haven, Yale UP, 1992); J Breen,
“Prisoners’ families and the ripple effects of imprisonment”, Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review, 97(385), Spring
2008, pp. 59-71; K McEvoy, D O’Mahony, C Horner and O Lyner, “The home front: The families of politically
motivated prisoners in Northern Ireland”, The British Journal of Criminology, 39 (2), Spring 1999, pp. 175197; R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison”: The triple captivity of wives and mothers of Palestinian
political prisoners”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, pp. 54-80; L Buch, “Uncanny affect
– The ordinary relations and enduring absence in families of detainees in the occupied Palestinian territory”
(Ph.D, University of Copenhagen, 2010); C Coulter, Web of punishment: An investigation (Dublin, Attic Press,
1991).
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anthropologist Buch explores the lives of Palestinian wives whose spouses were
detained indefinitely in Israel and shows how suffering is an almost everyday
manifestation in their lives. Women live in a kind of indefinite limbo, with
their husbands both simultaneously present and absent; suffering becomes
part of their everyday life.5 Similarly Giacaman and Johnson focus on the
narratives of Palestinian political prisoners’ wives and mothers and show that
their lives were ones of “triple captivity”, that of the Israeli colonial system,
the Israeli prison, and the post-Oslo Palestinian political landscape. The
women perceived their lives as a “continuum between prison and Palestinian
life outside”; in other words, their “...life is prison”.6 Fishman highlights the
personal experiences of a group of French Prisoners’ of War (POW) wives
between 1940 and 1945. She highlights their social and material conditions;
women assuming the roles of their absent husbands within the family, which
was far from a heady experience. Many also engaged in collective activity,
forming associations for their mutual benefit and support, and occasionally
lobbied the state on pertinent issues.7 Studies of the families of political
prisoners in Ireland have shown that prisoners’ families were entrapped in a
“web of punishment” as wives and mothers suffered a high emotional toll,8
“security force” harassment, victimisation by the state upon release, and the
impact on marital relations after years of separation.9 They also found that
Irish political prisoners’ family ties were stronger than those of non-political
prisoners.10
This article seeks to follow a similar trajectorial path. It examines the everyday
lives and personal experiences of the wives of anti-apartheid struggle activists,
whose spouses were active in the anti-apartheid movement in Natal between
1950s and 1980s. Natal was the hub of political activity particularly in the
1970s and 1980s when trade union activity and student activism sought to
destabilise the apartheid state. The state responded by introducing repressive
measures and several political activists were detained, banned and sentenced
to life imprisonment. During this period it was their wives who bore the
brunt of the struggle in not only sustaining family income but also nurturing
5
6

L Buch, “Uncanny affect...”.
R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison...”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, pp.
54-55.
7 S Fishman, We will wait...
8 C Coulter, Web of punishment: An investigation...
9 K McEvoy, D O’Mahony, C Horner and O Lyner, “The home front...”, The British Journal of Criminology, 39
(2), Spring 1999.
10 J Borland, RD King and K McDermott, “The Irish in prison: A tighter nick for the ‘The Micks’?”, The British
Journal of Sociology, 46, pp. 371-394.
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the liberation struggle through their own acts of defiance. These women are
the forgotten and invisible survivors of the anti-apartheid struggle. Their
experiences are the untold narratives which urgently need to be documented.
Since 1994, scholarship on the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa has
to a very large extent, been dominated by masculine narratives of nationalism.
Recent publications in the context of post-apartheid “herstories” have sought
to capture women’s voices and their political roles in this struggle. Whilst
this is commendable, these are the histories of well-known, popular women
who came from politically connected families.11 Whilst the history of the
anti-apartheid struggle is well known globally, the suffering of the families –
wives, mothers, sisters, children, brothers, and fathers – of political activists
is relatively unknown, unexplored, highly under-theorised and underproblematised. In addition regional histories of the anti-apartheid movement
have also been marginalised.
Mothers, wives and children played a pivotal role in the political struggle
in South Africa. On his release in 1990, Nelson Mandela, the first president
of the democratic South Africa, acknowledged their contribution: “mothers,
wives and sisters of our nation” were “the foundation of our struggle”.12 In
this article I examine the lives of five women of Indian origin who married
political activists of Indian origin – Marie Naicker, Rabia Motala, Saravathie
Chetty, Devikie Venkatrathnam and Elsie Nair – who came from diverse
social and cultural realities in the context of age, class, and religious and
linguistic affiliation, thereby exploring the heterogeneity of their experiences.
I chose Natal as the focus of my study because the greater majority of Indian
political activists came from this region and it also has the greater density
of the Indian population than any other region in South Africa. Secondly,
Natal was the hub of labour activism in the 1970s and 1980s. Many people
were involved in boycotts, protests, sit-ins and stay-aways. Their wives bore
the heaviest burdens of the struggle, in the context of social ostracism,
depression, stigmatisation, financial and personal hardships, and violations
of their human rights and coping with an “absentee husband”. This article is
11 Z Jaffer, Our generation (Cape Town, Kwela, 2003); P Govender, Love and courage: A story of insubordination
(Johannesburg, Jacana, 2007); M Ramphele, A life (Cape Town, David Philip, 1996); A Cachalia, When hope
and history rhyme (Johannesburg, Picador Africa, 2013); E Mashinini, Strikes have followed me all my life – A
South African autobiography (Johannesburg, Picador Africa, 2012); L Ngcobo, Prodigal daughters stories of South
African women in exile (Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2012); B Govinden, ‘Sister outsiders’ –
the representation of identity and difference in selected writings by South African Indian women (Pretoria, University
of South Africa Press, 2008); H Haasbroek, “An absolute pillar of strength for her husband and the struggle”,
Molly Fischer (1908-1964) – wife, mother and struggle activist, New Contree, 65, December 2012, pp. 87-110.
12 G West and RL Blumberg (eds.), Women and social protest (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 16.
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a historical turn in the South African nationalist narrative in that it examines
the daily survival and experiences of the wives of political activists during
the anti-apartheid struggle that lived in Natal at a particular period in South
African history. I argue that the perennial absence of their spouses from
home had multiple effects on families and that family dynamics and gender
relations were negotiated and re-structured. This paper by documenting the
narratives of the wives of political activists also highlights the complexities
and nuances of political conflict in the context of race, gender and class in the
Natal region. New theoretical frameworks emerging from this article will add
to the regional histories of the nationalistic movement in South Africa in the
context of gender roles and family dynamics.
I chose “Indian” women largely because firstly, during my research on the antiapartheid movement I became painstakingly aware that, while the involvement
of South Africans of Indian origin is an under-researched area, rarer still is the
unstinting contributions of women of Indian origin. Studies focusing on the
spouses of anti-activists (there are very few) have largely focused on African
and White women. For example, Arianna Lissoni and Maria Suriano’s,
article “Married to the ANC: Tanzanian Women’s Entanglement in South
Africa’ Liberation Struggle” examines the transnational character of the antiapartheid struggle, particularly the relationships between ANC/MK cadres
in exile and Tanzanian women. They argue that many Tanzanian women
became entangled with the South African liberation struggle, “Relationships
and marriages between South African exiles and Tanzanian women were not
only a significant aspect of everyday life in exile, but also key components of
an ANC family hood, linked in turn to expressions of masculinity in MK and
to the making of a national community and imaginary”.13 Hannes Haasbroek,
focuses on Afrikaner activist Molly Fischer wife of the renowned Communist
and struggle-activist Bram Fischer. Molly was a wife, mother, and a fervent
Communist activist who supported her husband Bram in the anti-apartheid
struggle. She was a “pillar of strength for her husband” and “Her contribution
remained rather obscured to the general public when compared with that
of her famous husband”.14 Similar studies of wives of Indian anti-apartheid
activists are absent. Secondly, women of Indian origin embraced multiple
identities and oppressions during apartheid in the context of race, class and
13 A Lissoni and M Suriano, “Married to the ANC: Tanzanian women’s entanglement in South Africa’s liberation
struggle, Journal of Southern African Studies, 40(1), 2014, pp. 129-150. H Haasbroek, “An absolute pillar of
strength for her husband and the struggle...”, New Contree, 65, December 2012, pp. 87-110.
14 H Haasbroek, “An absolute pillar of strength for her husband and the struggle...”, New Contree, 65, December
2012, pp. 87-110.
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gender. Whilst this is not peculiar to women of Indian origin, an examination
of these aspects will provide nuanced understandings of how women of Indian
origin engaged in the politics of resistance,15 and the “… more commonplace
stories of how ‘race’ and ‘gender’ played out in racist patriarchal South Africa
have ... not been interrogated in much depth”.16 Thirdly, in recent years,
an incipient anti-Indianism has infiltrated South African society. This has
manifested in racial slurs and the inflammatory anti-Indian song, AmaiNiya,
which calls for “strong and brave men to confront Indians” who “do not
want to change”.17 South Africans of Indian descent are perceived by some as
exploiters and racists who have done little for their country. There appears to
be an “ignorance of the history of the South Africans, both in terms of their
suffering from the time of indenture and the complete lack of knowledge of
their struggles for freedom...”18 South Africans of Indian origin, both men
and women, contributed significantly to the anti-apartheid movement. They
fought bravely alongside other racial groups. They did not embrace an ethnic
(Indian) identity but a broader South African identity. They supported, fought
and sacrificed their lives for a multiracial and democratic South Africa. Only
as a collective group did they perceive constructive change to be possible. The
narratives of the wives in this article bear testimony to this fact. Finally, these
narratives also reveal that women of Indian origin were far from docile and
subservient; their stoic and steadfast support provided the catalyst for their
spouses’ political activity.

Indians in Natal and resistance to apartheid
The contributions of the wives to the anti-apartheid struggle must be viewed
against the overall anti-apartheid movement in South Africa. Colonialism and
imperialism advocated the racial superiority of the coloniser and the dependency
and underdevelopment of the colonised, and played an important role in the
formulation of racial ideology and policy formulation.19 In 1910 the Union of
South Africa government sought to perpetuate racial and gender hierarchies
both through ideology and policy implementation. In 1913, Indian marriages
15 B Govinden, ‘Sister outsiders’..., pp. 35-38.
16 T Shefer, “Intersections of ‘race’, sex and gender in narratives on apartheid”, G Stevens, N Duncan and D Hook
(eds.), Race, memory and the apartheid archive – towards a psychosocial praxis (Johannesburg, Wits University
Press, 2001), p. 170.
17 Sunday Tribune, 31 August 2014, Post, 3-7 September 2014.
18 Post, 3-7 September 2014.
19 M Davies, “Women in struggle: An overview”, Third World Quarterly, 5(4), 1983, pp. 875-876.
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were declared invalid by the Cape Town Supreme Court and African women’s
mobility was restricted through the introduction of passes in the Orange
Free State. Both events gave rise to women’s protest marches.20 During the
1920s and 1930s South African Indians educated abroad were imbued with
ideas of equality and non-racialism and criticised the “accommodationist”
policies of the leading Indian political organisation in Natal, such as the Natal
Indian Congress (NIC). Political activists such as Dr Monty Naicker, George
Singh and HA Naidoo challenged the NIC in 1945 and took leadership of
the organisation. In the 1940s the NIC embraced radical strategies of mass
mobilisation and opposed the government’s Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian
Representation Act which sought to restrict Indian purchases of land in white
controlled areas. Non-racialism was further reinforced through the “Doctors
Pact” in 1947 between Drs Monty Naicker, Yusuf Dadoo (President of the
Transvaal Indian Congress, TIC) and Alfred Xuma (President General of
the ANC).21 In the 1950s the apartheid state enforced residential, trading
and recreational segregation through legislation and the Coloured People’s
Organisation (CPO), ANC, TIC and NIC, jointly launched the Defiance
Campaign. The first group of resisters in Natal consisted of 21 leading activists
amongst them Dr GM Naicker, Billy Nair; PH (Stalwart) Simelane; Zakariah
Gumede; Mrs Fatima Augustine Malinga and others. In Natal in the 1950s
non-racialism was further reinforced through women’s organisations. In
October 1952 the Durban and District’s Women’s League was formed at the
Bantu Social Centre. An organising committee was established comprising
of Bertha Mkhize, Dr Ansuya Singh, Marie Naicker, Fatima Meer, V Ponen
and RI Arenstein. The League was at the forefront of women’s rights in Natal
seeking to fight for free and compulsory education for all South African
children, adequate and modern social welfare conditions, hospitalization,
and all discriminatory laws. Chief Albert Luthuli commended the women on
this great achievement and highlighted the necessity of inter-racial collective
action, towards a common goal which would lead ultimately to the creation
of a truly democratic South Africa. The Leader, the local Natal newspaper,
reported on the work of the League: “While Cato Manor continues to be
a subject for all and sundry – the large majority of whom are theorists and
planners on paper – a silent band of women social workers, in keeping
with their progressive go-ahead policy, are grappling with the problem of
20 Indian Opinion, 10 May 1913; 5 July 1913.
21 DS Dhillon, “The Indians of Natal: Resistance to apartheid 1971-1985” (BA Honours, National University of
Singapore, 1998/1999), p. 7.
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malnutrition... The Durban and District Women’s League, which includes
a large number of Indian housewives, has been distributing free milk to
needy African families for some time now and are in need of urgent financial
assistance in order to extend their services”.22 On August 9, 1956, over 20,000
South African women marched on their country’s Parliament to protest the
oppressive “pass laws” of apartheid. Indian women were at the forefront of
this struggle fighting for women’s rights and dignity. In Pietermaritzburg, one
of the largest women demonstrations was held under the leadership of Bertha
Mkhize and Fatima Meer. African, Coloured and Indian women rallied to the
call. Pietermartizburg became the centre of protest because the offices of the
Chief Native Commissioner were based here. Among the women protesters
were Mrs Sushila Gandhi, Mrs PL Patel, Mrs Radhie Singh, Mrs Rabia
(Choti) Motala, Mrs TC Mehta, Violain Junod and Hilda Kuper.
The turbulent political activity in the 1950s gave rise to political clampdown
by the state in the 1960s. A series of measures were enacted giving the police
the power to detain a person for 90 days without a trial. By the Sabotage Act of
1962, sabotage was made a treasonable offence with a minimum of five years’
imprisonment and a maximum penalty of death. Most of the NIC and ANC
of the ANC leaders were banned; house arrested or was serving sentences on
Robben Island. The 1960s also saw the banning of the ANC and PAC and
many political activists and gave rise to the ANC underground movement.
It also led to the formation of Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation or
MK, the armed wing of the ANC). Billy Nair of Natal was the deputy head
of MK during this period. In the 1970s, the Black Consciousness Movement
(BCM) challenged the “hegemony of whiteness”,23 espoused the ideology of
black solidarity and black power and laid the foundation for non-racialism.
The Natal Indian Congress called “Indians ‘blacks’ to show its solidarity
with the other black groups”.24 The 1970s was also characterised by rising
youth activism and labour strikes particularly in Natal. Labour unrest by men
and women in the garment, textile and food-processing industries was rife.
There were work stoppages, boycotts and stay-aways in Durban, Cato Manor,
Phoenix, Chatsworth and Pietermaritzburg.25 In 1975 women supporters of
the BCM launched the Black Women’s Federation (BWF) in Durban. They
22 ES Reddy and F Meer, “‘I remember’ reminiscences of the struggle for liberation and the role of Indian South
Africans, 1924-1958 by IC Meer”, Unpublished, n.p. no.
23 B Govinden, ‘Sister outsiders’..., p. 39.
24 S Bhana, Gandhi’s legacy – the Natal Indian congress 1894-1994 (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal, 1997),
p. 6.
25 The Leader, 26 December 1980.
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collectively worked to promote women’s issues on literacy, nutrition and health
programmes for women. In Natal women formed the Natal Organisation of
Women (NOW) in December 1983.26 During the 1980s whilst many political
leaders were banned or detained, NOW provided the political leadership
in Natal and spearheaded a number of UDF campaigns. In the 1980s, in
the midst of escalating protest, the state implemented successive States of
Emergency which curtailed press freedom, banned political organisations and
imposed detention without trial. Several ANC and NIC leaders were detained
during the school boycotts of the 1980s and their wives rallied together in
protest. Among them were Mrs Rashida Meer, Mrs Roopie Bugwandeen, Mrs
Sewpersadh (sister-in-law of NIC president, George Sewpersadh), Mrs Dolly
Pillay and Mrs MJ Naidoo.27
It is against this background that the lives of the wives of political
activists should be perceived. Whilst their hardships and behind-the-scenes
contribution to the anti-apartheid movement are known in struggle circles,
this is not widely known to the broader public. It is the lives of these women
that I wish to document.

The wives
Mariemoothammal (Marie) Vadievelloo Appavoo was born on 13 December
1911. She was the daughter of Vadivello Appavoo of the Eastern Cape and
attended the local Catholic primary school. The Appavoo family was religious
and instilled strong cultural ethics in their children. Consequently the children
were taught to read and write Tamil, their vernacular language. Marie married
Gangathura Mohambry “Monty” Naicker on 29 November 1936. Monty
was served with banning orders and detained and imprisoned several times
and it was Marie who raised their two children, Kreesan and Vasugee. Even
after Monty’s death in 1978, Marie continued to support the anti-apartheid
movement.28

26 Y Padia (Personal Collection), interview, Y Padia (Lecturer, Durban University of Technology, Sports Science
Department)/K Hiralal (Associate professor, Department of History, University of Kwzulu/Natal), 13 January
2011.
27 The Natal Mercury, 4 May 1985.
28 Interview, K Naicker (Son of political activist Dr Monty Naicker, Westville)/K Hiralal (Associate professor,
Department of History, University of Kwzulu/Natal), 11 December 2010; Drum, June 1968.
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Rabia Motala was born in 1932 into the well-known Muslim Goga family
of Kokstad in the Eastern Cape. Rabia schooled in Durban, but at the age of
13 she was called home to assist her father in their family business. At the age
of 19 Rabia married Dr Mohammed (Chota) Motala on 30 September 1951.
Rabia’s first introduction to being a wife of a political activist was their efforts
to hire a hall for their wedding in Durban. Most organisations rejected their
application and they were forced to get married at a local cinema. Rabia recalls,
“In those days to have a ‘nikka’ in a cinema was unheard of and lot of family
boycotted the wedding”.29 After her marriage, Rabia moved into the Motala
home in Pietermaritzburg where life was certainly different and challenging.
Rabia grew up in a very sheltered environment in East Griqualand, and this
was a far cry from the life she was to lead as a wife of a political activist.
However, her strong commitment to a just and free society guided her and
enabled her to support her husband’s political career.
Devikie (Terese) Venkatrathnam was born in Seaview, Durban, on 21 March
1938. Her father, Appadu Rajoo, was a tailor and her mother, Soobamma a
housewife. Her mother supplemented the family income by being a part-time
dressmaker. Terese attended Seaview Primary School and later enrolled at
Durban Girls’ High school. She completed Standard 8 and was forced to leave
as her parents could not finance her education. Terese first became politically
conscious when her family was uprooted, under the Group Areas Act (1950),
from Seaview to Chatsworth. She later married Surinarayan Kala (Sonny)
Venkatrathnam and his involvement in the liberation struggle deepened her
own sense of political consciousness. In the 1950s, Terese worked as a private
secretary to the Registrar at the ML Sultan Technical College. At the time,
Sonny was an academic at the same institution. Later, they were both fired for
inciting a student protest on campus.30
Sarasvathie (Saras), Chetty was the wife of Saravanan (Ted) Chetty, a wellknown political activist of Pietermaritzburg. Saras was born on 29 August 1934
in Vryheid, Natal. Her mother, Minnimah Govender, (known affectionately
as Minnie), was a housewife and her father, Thungavelu Padayachee was
employed as a waiter at a local hotel in Newcastle. Saras had nine siblings.
29 N Naidoo, Political Editor, Natal Witness (Personal Collection), telephonic interview, Mrs R Motala (wife of
former anti-apartheid activist Dr C Motala)/K Hiralal (Associate professor, Department of History, University
of Kwzulu/Natal), 17 January 2011, interview, Dr Motala (anti-apartheid activist, Pietermaritzburg)/R Lundie
(Oral History Project of the Alan Paton Centre, University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg), 13 September 2001;
Satyagraha in pursuit of truth, April 2011.
30 Interview, Mrs T Venkatrathnam (wife of anti-apartheid activist Surinarayan Kala (Sonny), Durban)/K Hiralal
(Associate professor, Department of History, University of Kwzulu/Natal), 3 December 2010.
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She describes her father as a traditionalist, a disciplinarian who insisted that
his children attend vernacular school in the afternoons, to learn the Tamil
language. Her father was Chairperson of the Newcastle Indian Congress and
was active in community organisations. He was also a key soccer player for
the NIFC League (Newcastle Indian Football Club). Saras matriculated at
St Oswald’s School in 1953 and enrolled at Springfield Teachers’ Training
College in Durban. While at College, Saras courted her future husband,
Ted, and politics was often the subject of discussion. However, her parents
disapproved of Ted because of his political involvement. They subsequently
eloped and married on 27 January 1957. Three weeks after their marriage,
Ted was fired for inciting workers at a local grocery store to engage in strike
action. For Saras, this was the beginning of what life meant to be married to
a political activist.31
Elsie Nair (nee Goldstone) was born in Newcastle, Natal in 1937. After
completing her primary school education, she joined her mother in Durban
and worked at a clothing factory and part-time as a dressmaker. She joined
the Progressive Garment Workers’ Union. Elsie married political activist Billy
Nair in 1960 who at the time was actively involved in the South African
Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU). In 1963, Billy was arrested, charged
with treason and sentenced to 20 years on Robben Island, along with other
activists such as Nelson Mandela.32

Analysis
The location of these narratives in the context of wives and families in Natal
is significant in many ways. Firstly it provides an insight to inter-ethnic and
racial ties forged amongst oppressed groups in their defiance of the apartheid
state and contributes to a better understanding of regional political histories.
Secondly the narratives highlight the challenges and constraints experienced
by the wives in Natal, how socio-economic and political factors regionally
facilitated and shaped their personal and political identity and thus offer new
insights and paradigm shifts in the context of gender and family dynamics in
political conflicts.
31 S Chetty, “The peoples’ man – AS Chetty – My memoirs as the wife of a veteran stalwart” (unpublished
manuscript). The following excerpts are reproduced with kind permission from Mrs Sara Chetty and the Alan
Paton Centre in Pietermaritzburg.
32 Interview, Billy Nair (anti-apartheid activist, University of Durban-Westville, Documentation Centre)/D
Shongwe (Researcher, Oral History project, “Voices of Resistance”), 12 July 2002, p. 30.
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Closest comrades and pillars of strength
The wives in this study consciously embraced their spouses’ political
affiliations. They comforted, supported, nurtured and advanced a political
ideology that fought for a democratic and free South African society. Their
husbands could pursue these ideals knowing that they had the support of
their spouses. In other words they became their spouse’s closest comrade and
confidant. This is clearly articulated in their statements. For example, Monty
described Marie as a “wonderful support to me”;33 Billy Nair said of his wife,
Elsie’s contribution, “We are lauded to the skies for the sacrifices we made at
Robben Island, but our wives, bore the brunt and made the bigger sacrifice”.34
AS Chetty described his wife, Saras’ contribution as follows, “Throughout
my imprisonment, bannings and house arrests, my darling wife was a real
gem, together with my children; she took things in her stride…”35 Haasbroek
described Molly Fischer as a “splendid pillar of strength for her husband”36
during the liberation struggle.
Another important fact that emerges from the narratives is that marriage
also had an impact on political identification. The spouses influenced
each other because they shared a common political ideology. Prior to their
marriages to political activists, some wives had developed their own sense of
political consciousness largely through personal encounters with apartheid.
For example, Terese first became politically conscious when her family was
uprooted under the Group Areas Act (1950), from Seaview to Chatsworth
and Saras’s father was chairperson of the Newcastle Indian Congress and was
active in community organizations. Their marriage to political activists further
strengthened their political philosophy and determination to fight injustice.
Thus “marriage gives rise to a new and shared set of social and economic
circumstances…” as well as opportunities to “learn from and influence”
each other.37 Elsie Nair aptly states that her experience was “hard, but when
we were affected, you don’t feel that it’s hard, as long as you know it was a
struggle that meant good for the people of South Africa”.38 Similar expressions
33
34
35
36

Drum, June 1968
Satyagraha in pursuit of truth..., June 2005.
S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
H Haasbroek, “An absolute pillar of strength for her husband and the struggle”..., New Contree, 65, December
2012, p. 104.
37 L Stoker and MK Jennings, “Life-cycle transitions and political participation: The case of marriage”, The
American Political Science Review, 89, 1989, pp. 421-433.
38 South African History Online, “Elsie Nair” (available at: http://www.sahistory.org.za/people/elsie-nair, as
accessed on September 2014).
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of dedication and support were common among Southern women in the
American Civil War, where wives or the “home front had a newly important
role in generating mass armies and keeping them (men) in the field”.39

Development of personal and political identities
Being the wife of a political activist also provided an opportunity for the
women to “develop their own personal and political identities”. The narratives
reveal that adversity made the wives stronger, more determined and selfassured with new aspirations and goals. They discovered both their strengths
and weaknesses and in the process, developed a new sense of who they were
not only as a woman but their capabilities as a wife and mother. A new female
identity emerged, both personally and politically. As a result of their spouse’s
perennial banning and incarceration, all the women engaged in some form
of social and political activism and became more empowered, and in the
process developed their own political agency. Sonny’s constant imprisonment
made Terese “even more determined to fight back”.40 In 1973, Sonny and a
fellow prisoner on Robben Island, Kader Hassim signed a petition against
the prison authorities after certain privileges such as smoking cigarettes,
receiving and reading books, studying and participating in recreational
games such as chess, cards, table tennis, and soccer were denied them. The
case was largely spearheaded by their wives, Terese and Nina Hassim (wife
of Kader Hassim), a pharmacist in Pietermaritzburg. They applied for court
interdicts against the Prison Department on Robben Island to have their
spouses’ privileges reinstated. Terese and Nina won their court application
with costs. This was the first time that private individuals had brought a
successful application against the Prisons Department. Terese stated, “... it
was my anger and not fear that drove me to stand my ground and demand
that the comrades on Robben Island be treated humanely and with dignity”.41
Terese made another application to the authorities to secure the services of a
Hindu priest. Other religious bodies were already attending to the spiritual
needs of comrades of other denominations. Permission was granted after
many frustrating months of correspondence and negotiations. During the
Hindu Diwali festival, Terese requested that, as was customary, the prison
39 DG Faust, “Alters of sacrifice: Confederate women and the narratives of war”, The Journal of American History,
76 (4), March 1990, p. 1200.
40 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
41 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.

95

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

authorities allow Diwali food parcels to be sent to prisoners. For the first time
in the history of Robben Island, food parcels were allowed from the outside.42
Marie was also actively involved in the political struggle. She supported
Monty’s call for defiance during the 1946-1948 passive resistance movement.
When Monty was imprisoned during the campaign, Marie led a group of
women to the Resistance Site in Gale Street, Durban and was subsequently
arrested and sentenced to one month’s hard labour. On his death in 1978,
Marie continued to support the anti-apartheid struggle, attending meetings
and speaking at mass rallies.43 Rabia and Saras became actively involved in
Pietermaritzburg. They were part of a group of women who formed a support
group, the Emergency Detainees Committee to assist the families of the
detainees. Their tasks included raising funds, collecting second-hand clothing
for the detainees’ children and preparing hot meals. In the 1980s both were
also actively involved in the UDF-approved “Million Signature Campaign”
to declare opposition to apartheid.44 Rabia’s most difficult work, and one
which has been largely been unrecorded, was her role within the Banishing
Committee (BC). Helen Joseph, another political activist, was instrumental
in identifying individuals who were banished to the rural parts of Natal and
homelands such as Transkei. Many of these individuals were forgotten and
the BC sought to create public awareness of their plight. Rabia formed a
small committee in Pietermaritzburg that located banished individuals and
provided them with food, clothing and shelter. She was also actively involved
in the potato boycott in Pietermaritzburg and the Federation of South African
Women. During her husband’s incarceration, Rabia sought to improve her
academic qualifications. She completed her matric and enrolled with the
University of South Africa (UNISA) for a BA Degree.45 Elsie too, challenged
the apartheid state when Billy was severely assaulted whilst in detention at the
hands of the Security Police. She enlisted the help of lawyers and applied for
a court interdict to stop further assaults.46
The narratives reveal that wives were far from docile, and passive, merely
waiting for their husband’s return from prison. Rather, they displayed their
42 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
43 Interview, K Naicker/K Hiralal, 11 December 2010.
44 S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript; N Naidoo (Personal Collection), telephonic interview,
R Motala/K Hiralal, 17 January 2011; Interview, Dr Motala/R Lundie,13 September 2001.
45 Telephonic interview, R Motala/K Hiralal, 17 January 2011; interview, Dr Motala/R Lundie,13 September
2001; Satyagraha In Pursuit of Truth, April 2011.
46 Historical Papers Wits University, “Report of visit of Mr HJ Brown to Mr Billy Nair now on Robben Island
Prison on Saturday Morning the 9 May 1967” (available at: http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/
inv_pdft/AD1844-C44-text.pdf, as accessed on 3 September 2014).
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own sense of agency, both personal and political. Their circumstances moulded
their personal and political identities and in the process they emerged as more
confident, determined and tenacious women. The wives served an important
symbolic function: as stoic wives and “pillars of strength” exerting positive
influence and as role models for their husbands. It was the women’s resolve
and the courage of their convictions that provided their spouses with the will
and determination to survive in prison.

Private and public “imprisonment”
The everyday lives of the wives of political activists were highly regimented
and rigidly controlled. Women lived in a perpetual state of “private and public
‘imprisonment’”. The incarceration, detention and banning of their spouses
impacted on their marriages. Restrictions on one inevitably fell on the other
and governed their personal lives as husband and wife. When Marie’s friends
visited her at home, she was forced to move her husband to another room
until after her guests left. When they dined at a restaurant they could do
so only with each other and not with friends. The monotony of their lives
was broken by bi–weekly visits to the cinema. According to Marie, “At least
this allows us a break in our life there are times we go to see films that we
would never see under ordinary circumstances. But we have little choice....”47
When Monty’s banning orders were lifted temporarily in 1973, he applied
for passports for himself and Marie to visit family in Ireland. However, both
were denied passports. An irate Monty stated, “I know of no reason why my
wife should be denied her privileges unless of course she is paying the price
for marrying me”.48 In another interview he stated, “The tragedy of it all was
that my wife Marie, who had not been banned was compelled all the same to
suffer a life of restrictions because of the restrictions on me….”49
Terese also felt the impact of banning orders. In an interview in 1985 she
said: “... he (Sonny) cannot answer a knock on the door ... that would mean
he is receiving a guest. He cannot answer the telephone ... he doesn’t exist.
He could only see his doctor. When I used to get visitors, he had to adjourn.
You never knew when they would pounce on you for breaking orders”.50 She
47
48
49
50

Drum, June 1968.
Daily News, 28 August 1973.
Drum, June 1968
Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiaralal, 3 December 2010.
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added, “Over the years we were constantly harassed by the Special Branch and
Sonny was placed under house arrest and banned for 5 years. We could not
find employment and had to rely on the goodwill of family and friends…”51
Saras expressed similar sentiments, “This meant that if he was in my company,
and my three children, he could be arrested. As a result I curtained my
front entrance from wall to wall. Whenever there was a knock, my husband
disappeared into the kitchen... Life became very tense, since his house arrest
meant we were also under house arrest. Every weekend we remained at home
while my brothers did the grocery and vegetable shopping”. Elsie too, was
often harassed by the security police and taken in for questioning on Billy’s
whereabouts and her home was raided on several occasions.
Constant police harassment, raids on the family home and police surveillance
of their personal lives, not only stifled the wives’ own mobility but also created
a sense of abnormality in their daily lives. Terese stated, “During this period
of detention the Special Branch monitored all my movements, the telephone
was tapped, mail tampered with, friends were warned not to associate with
me, the house was under 24 hour surveillance”.52 The women lived in a
perpetual state of anxiety and uncertainty as they did not know when their
spouse would be captured and detained, the status of his health, whether he
was alive or dead, or when the police raids would happen. In 1970 when
Sonny was captured by the police, Terese had no idea how long he would
be detained. The police refused to divulge any information as Sonny was
detained under the Terrorism Act, that is, detention without trial. This was
the most dangerous period for many prisoners, as they had no contact with
anyone but their interrogators. Detainees’ families were not given any details
of their whereabouts. Terese recalls:
For the first 3 months of his detention, I did not see or hear from him. I
thought he was killed by the Special Branch, because a number of people died
in detention during this period. Fear did not come in to question – only anger.

Saras recalls her ordeal:53
There were many lonely nights when I used to sit up waiting for him, not
knowing whether he was arrested or beaten up by the police. I was always
tense and lived in fear not knowing who our real friends were.

51 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
52 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
53 S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
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Thus the wives perceived their everyday life as a continuum of their spouse’s
imprisonment. Whilst their spouses were imprisoned, in detention or served
banning orders, the women’s lives were inevitably and simultaneously regulated
within the domestic and social sphere. Any attempt to create a normal family
life for them and their children was impossible.

Social ostracism, stigmatisation and chronic loneliness
All the women experienced “social ostracism and stigmatisation and suffered
chronic loneliness”. This had serious implications for their health and sense of
well-being. Their spouses’ constant banning orders and imprisonment meant
that the women were on their own most of the time. Furthermore, relatives and
close friends were afraid to associate with politically active families who were
often stigmatised because of their political affiliation and activities. Giacaman
and Johnson report that in some communities an absentee husband can
“reconfigure women’s social identity…change gender and family relations”;
when “wives are ... placed under the authority of their in-laws’ “increasing
restrictions” are placed on women’s “movements, dress, and freedoms by
family and community”.54 Helen Codd adds that, “...while children may at
times be viewed as ‘innocent’ and thus in need ... partners become stigmatised
(to a greater degree) by their relationship with the inmate”.55
Marie, Rabia, Saras, Terese and Elsie found that people were either
intimidated or warned by the police not to associate with their families. This
meant that many wives became single parents amidst financial difficulties.
When Sonny was arrested in 1971, “... my whole world turned upside down.
I couldn’t understand why he was being detained ... what is going to happen
to me and my two children; how will I cope; depression set in...”.56 For Saras,
her husband’s imprisonment was a “nightmare”. She explains, “People –
family and friends – stayed away from us for fear of being arrested...” It was a
stressful period in her life that gradually began to take a toll on her health. She
54 R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison...”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, p.
71.
55 J Breen, “Prisoners’ families and the ripple effects of imprisonment”, Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review, 97(385),
Spring 2008, p. 62.
56 The Graphic, 26 March 1971. Sonny was held under the Terrorism Act. According to Section 6 of the Act,
no court could question the validity of any action, and no wife, no lawyer and no minister of religion could
have access to a detainee. A person detained under this Act could thus simply vanish and no one could get any
information as to his fate or whereabouts.

99

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

suffered from chronic headaches.57 When Chota was imprisoned in the 1950s
and 1960s, Rabia’s relationship with some relatives and friends deteriorated.
Some people apologetically told her, “... we can’t come and see you because
we are so scared”.58 Elsie experienced similar social ostracism but stated, “You
don’t blame them because you may get arrested for no reason at all”.59 Whilst
the nature of banning orders, detention and imprisonment on Robben Island
differed from spouse to spouse, all the wives experienced high levels of stress,
anxiety, and social ostracism in the absence of their spouses. Their narratives
also highlight how these women individually coped in trying to hold the
family together. In many ways they tried to maintain sanity amidst an insane
political environment.

Domestic space acquiring a new political meaning
The wives also allowed their homes to be centres for political work. The
home or the “domestic space acquired a new political meaning”. Stephen Legg
has shown how, during the anticolonial struggle, women in Delhi “helped
to politicise the home and assert agency ... transforming previous duties
into new techniques of protest such as spinning, cooking, accommodating,
clothing and singing”.60 According to Haasbroek, their homes became an
“oasis for struggle associates”,61 a meeting place for political activists, refugees
and prisoners. Important planning sessions were held to mobilise consumer
boycotts, marches and rallies. The wives provided hot meals, shelter to escaped
prisoners, refugees and unwavering moral support to their spouses and fellow
comrades. For example, many political icons such as Nelson Mandela and
Walter Sisulu frequented the home of Rabia Motala. During the late 1980s
Rabia was involved in UDF structures and her home was the venue for many
political meetings. For Saras her “first introduction to underground activity
by the ...ANC” and being a political wife occurred when she was six months
pregnant with her first child:62

57
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60

S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
N Naidoo (Personal Collection), telephonic interview, R Motala/K Hiralal, 17 January 2011.
South African History Online, “Elsie Nair”.
S Legg, “Gendered politics and nationalised homes: Women and the anti-colonial struggle in Delhi, 19301947”, Gender, Place and Culture, 10(1), 2003, p. 23.
61 H Haasbroek, “An absolute pillar of strength for her husband and the struggle”..., New Contree, 65, December
2012, p. 100.
62 S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
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My husband woke me up about 2 a.m. to prepare coffee for some comrades.
About three, people arrived, dressed in army overcoats and balaclavas. I made
the coffee while some of our comrades, who had arrived, chatted with our early
morning visitors. At that time I paid no attention to them, little knowing
that our visitors were the top African National Congress leaders; they were
working underground, hiding from the security. Ted was most secretive about
the movements of our comrades. Seeing the happiness and glow shining out
of my husband’s face, I vowed to stand by him in his struggle for freedom.

These narratives reveal the different ways in which the wives of political
activists contributed to the anti-apartheid struggle as some of their activism
operated behind the scenes. Some wives did not necessarily adopt conventional
modes of resistance – public protests, a rally, marches, public meetings,
speeches, slogans, banners, or picketing – but used their domestic space as a
platform for activist work.

Absentee husband
Wives suffered from the “absentee husband syndrome” because their spouses
spent much of their time working clandestinely in underground structures or
in prison. This altered family dynamics in terms of changing gender roles and
relations. It increased the wife’s status and autonomy within the home and
had multiple effects at all levels of family life.
Wives had to adopt multiple roles – mother, wife and father – and multitask in rearing a young family and finding employment. Marie, Terese,
Saras, Elsie and Rabia had to deal with their husbands’ long absences. Their
spouses were the main breadwinners and their imprisonment meant the loss
of a stable income and created a financial crisis. This placed wives in a very
vulnerable and disadvantaged position. They were forced into employment,
at times taking on two jobs, just to sustain the household and personal
expenses such as rent, legal fees, food, clothing and the cost of prison visits.
Terese found it challenging. When Sonny was detained in 1971, she was
pregnant with her third child, and his detention led to the neglect of the
family business, a butcher store, their sole livelihood. She could not rely on
family and friends as they had “their own problems”.63 In an interview with
the Daily News in March 1971, she stated: “Who will look after my home,

63 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
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my children and the butchery?”64 After giving birth to her third child, Nolan,
she found employment with their family attorney, Navi Pillay. For Saras,
Ted’s detention and imprisonment was a real “nightmare”, as she had a young
family. Her parents and a few friends helped with rent money and groceries.
She even contacted community organisations, like the Pretoria Red Cross for
assistance with groceries, to support herself and her three children. She found
her role as a young mother, wife and breadwinner increasingly difficult. Her
children were robbed of a normal childhood as circumstances forced them to
take on adult roles. She recalled:65
My three children grew up in a political environment. People - family and
friends - stayed away from us for fear of being arrested. My children grew up
without any pocket allowance. They helped me with household chores whilst
I was teaching and spent their time in libraries. My daughter, Kamy, used to
take care of her brother and sister. When she was six years old, in grade one,
she used to take the flat key in her school blazer to St Anthony’s School. Jessie
used to be left at a crèche where Kamy used to collect her and then see to the
cleaning of the flat until I came home from school. She used to learn to cook
by putting the dholl (lentils) to boil on the stove. It was a full-time job for me
- seeing to the preparation of meals, household chores, and then late at night
doing my school preparation for the next day.

Elsie took on two jobs to sustain the family income. She worked during the day
as a supervisor in a clothing factory and at night from 6pm to 11pm in a takeaway restaurant to save money to visit Billy annually on Robben Island. She also
supplemented the family income with private work such as stitching clothing and
wedding dresses. According to Billy, “You got not a cent while I was in…If it were
not for the wife supplementing our rent and this, that the other, no we would
not have been able to manage...”66 Elsie regularly sent Billy five pounds to buy
cigarettes and sweets, the few luxuries he was allowed in prison.67
The task of raising a young family without a husband was perhaps the most
challenging for Marie, Saras, Terese and Rabia. Wives became single parents,
tasked with protecting and nurturing their children in a political environment.
Children often witnessed raids at home and this was a traumatic experience
for some. Kreesan Naicker, son of Monty and Marie Naicker, recalls that his
mother was fiercely protective of her children during these challenging times.
64
65
66
67

Daily News, 4 March 1971.
S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
Interview, B Nair/D Shongwe, 12 July 2002, p. 30.
South African History Online, “Elsie Nair”.
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He was only 13 years old when this incident occurred:68
She was upset ... but my mom protected me … I remember one time when
they took him (Monty)... During the Treason Trial ... they (Special Branch)
came about 4 o’ clock in the morning ... and the first thing she did she came
into my room ... and she held me ... because she did not want me to see what
was happening ... they came to our house ... to my bedroom ... looking for
documents…

Terese describes the emotional toll on her and the children:69
She (Zinaida) is not well and is pining for her father. She wants to know
where her daddy has gone to. She refuses to eat or play... How can I possibly
explain to her about her father’s whereabouts? The sight of her daddy’s clothes
is enough to send her into fitful cries for him. It is becoming too much for me.

When Ted was released from prison on 18 September 1960, Saras describes
the reaction of her two young children when they saw their father for the first
time:70
My son was about three years old and my daughter six months when they
saw their dad and screamed in fright at the sight of his face which was covered
with his moustache and beard. My son, Vijay, who was dressed in a green
corduroy bib pants and a red shirt (second hand), burst out crying when he
was hugged and kissed by his Dad. It took time to convince him that the
bearded man was really his Dad.

Prison visits
Prison visits to Robben Island in Cape Town or to prison cells were
emotionally draining and traumatic experiences for the wives. They share
similar trajectories of pain, humiliation, agony and hardships experienced
by families of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails. McEnvoy and Giacaman
and Johnson have shown that it was not the “centrality of the visit” or the
“financial and emotional costs” but the process of acquiring permits, “fear
of obstacles at checkpoints”, and the “humiliating search at prisons”,71 that
“pervades the daily lives of women of political prisoners”.72 It was an “ordeal

68
69
70
71
72

Interview, K Naicker/K Hiralal, 11 December 2010.
Daily News, 4 March 1971.
S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison...”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, p. 61.
R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison...”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, p. 62.
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that structured and haunted daily life”.73 The narratives in this study reveal
that wives had to painstakingly manoeuvre around an iron-clad bureaucratic
regime to process permits seeking special permission from the state to visit
their spouses. Visits were both costly and painful. Preparations for the visit
involved weeks of planning. Funds had to be raised and the children had to
be left in the care of family and friends. Moreover, the treatment meted out
to the families of political prisoners did little to alleviate the wives’ stress.
When Sonny was imprisoned on Robben Island, Terese would make two
to three visits a year, finances permitting. She was allowed to visit him for
only 30 minutes a month. She would fly to Cape Town and had to make a
formal application for a visiting permit two months in advance. She would
then board a ferry to Robben Island. The children were left in the care of
an “ayah” (grandmother) who was Terese’s companion and confidant during
those lonely days and nights. Terese recalls these years:74
Visits to Robben Island were very traumatic. We (that is the wives of various
prisoners) were not allowed to sit on the top deck of the ferry because this
was reserved for the warders and their families. We were herded down very
steep steps into the hold which was filthy and stinky. This made us violently
sick. I had many arguments with the warders who threatened to lock me up
for refusing to comply with the rules and arguing with them. Eventually they
relented and I was warned not to be so troublesome….

Terese’s experience not only highlights her “traumatic” experience but the
humiliation and indignity that the families of political prisoners endured. Her
treatment by prison officials shows the inhumane nature of apartheid security
personnel in violating her basic human rights and dignity. For Saras, visiting
her husband in prison was stressful. She recalls when he was in Modderbee
prison in Johannesburg:75
I shall never forget the stress I went through to visit my husband… On
my first visit I was given a lift by a comrade’s wife from Durban, it was about
eleven p.m. at night… It was bitterly cold as I struggled to keep myself warm.
When we reached the prison we were told to get a visiting permit from Springs.
There were other wives and families who were stranded without transport;
we offered a lift to a few. ... At Modderbee I deposited some money into
my husband’s account, and a parcel of warm clothes. I was overjoyed to see
him, although he was behind a thick glass window, we had to converse via a
telephone. It was agony not touching him.
73 R Giacaman and P Johnson, “Our life is prison...”, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 9(3), Fall 2013, p. 62.
74 Interview, T Venkatrathnam/K Hiralal, 3 December 2010.
75 S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
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Elsie too, saved money and visited Billy each year. She recalls that the prison
authorities were “strict. There were gates, you’ll find them all lined up, you
can’t talk to them, you can just say ‘hello, how is everything?’ but no shaking
hands, nothing…We didn’t worry about it because at least you’re seeing the
person you married”.76
The narratives highlight the bittersweet nature of prison visits, with wives
expressing both pain and happiness. Terese, Saras, and Elsie’s experiences also
highlight the securitisation procedures of prison visits: barbed wires, huge
gates, restrictions on communicating freely, telephonic communication,
the constant presence of security officials and limits on public displays of
affection. Thus women became captives within the prison surroundings. For
Elsie, there was “no shaking hands, nothing…”77 for Saras, it was “agony not
touching him (Ted)”.78 Wives were forced to endure this form of humiliation,
and violations of their dignity and basic human rights. However, they were
willing to make these sacrifices because they had no other choice: Endure
humiliation or no visit.

Conclusion
In many ways the wives of political activists were the political “widows” of
the anti-apartheid struggle given the long absences of their spouses in their
fight for a free and democratic South Africa. The wives bore the brunt of
the struggle: held families together amidst an absentee husband, developed
personal and political agency and endured social ostracism and stigmatisation.
They should thus be seen as the survivors, the active agents and “pillars of
strength” to the nationalistic discourse on the liberation struggle. At Elsie
Nair’s funeral in 2011, fellow comrade, Ebrahim Ismail Ebrahim, paid tribute
capturing the essence of the stoic support wives gave their spouses: “She never
gave up on Muna (Billy Nair) despite his many years in jail, detention in the
underground... She and hundreds of other wives and partners of political
activists and leaders are the unsung heroines of the struggle. They supported
their husbands even when the situation looked bleak”.79 The wives’ narratives
in this study highlight how women negotiated both the personal and public
76
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South African History Online, “Elsie Nair”.
South African History Online, “Elsie Nair”.
S Chetty, “The peoples’ man...”, Unpublished Manuscript.
S Govender, “Elsie Nair”, The Subry Govender Column, 18 February 2011 (available at: http://subrygovender.
blogspot.com/2011/02/elsie-nair.html, as accessed on 4 September 2014).
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spheres amidst political chaos in Natal. This study serves as a call for future
research on regional histories to be more interrogative of gender, particularly
in the context of family dynamics, gender roles and gender relations. It is
only within this conceptual framework that national narratives can reflect the
holistic histories of their people.
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Abstract
This article examines how Zanzibari women in KwaZulu-Natal are
negotiating their identities within the context of local and global realities.
In South Africa, while the post-apartheid period gave birth to non-racial
democracy, South Africa is haunted by high unemployment, widespread
poverty and poor service delivery. Globally, this period has witnessed
increased conflict since the 9/11 attacks on the Twin Towers in New York
and the subsequent War on Terror which has led some to suggest that the
irreconcilable fault lines of religion and culture have ushered in a clash of
civilisations. This article examines the identities of Zanzibari women in the
context of these rapidly changing local, national and international conditions.
It also speaks to the local context of apartheid race engineering as the Zanzibari
experience underscores the contingent nature of race as a category of identity.
The article argues that while religion is important in the lives of the women,
their identities are shaped by the complex interplay between religion, politics,
class, race, language, community, and geography. An analysis based solely on
religious laws and “race” deflects from a nuanced one that takes into account
social and economic conditions when it comes to historicising identity
Keywords: Zanzibari; Muslim; Women; Gender; Apartheid; Race.

Introduction
This study focuses on how Zanzibari women are negotiating race and
womanhood in present-day KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.1 It examines how
1

Under apartheid, the term “African” referred to the indigenous population, also classified as “Native” or “Bantu”;
“Black” was a political designation coined from the late 1960s to refer to those who were not white (Indians,
Africans, Coloureds); “Indian” referred to people of Asian descent; and “Coloured” to people of “mixed race”.
While these categories are social creations rather than biological facts, they continue to have purchase in the
post-apartheid era where the government requires individuals to categorise themselves according to “race”:
white, Black African, Asian / Indian; and Coloured. The government’s rationale for retaining these categories is
that that they will assist in implementing affirmative action to achieve an equitable society.
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they negotiated apartheid laws and classifications, Group Areas relocations,
anti-apartheid struggles and negotiating educational opportunities, postapartheid socio-economic-political changes and dynamic ideas about religious
modernity/traditionalism in the post-Cold War era.
The article is based on open-ended interviews with three women.2 This
approach is adopted to give voice to the self-knowledge of the women, as they
reflect on their own lives, circumstances, changing subjectivities, and paths
to a civic identity and political participation. While life stories are subjective,
they can offer a deeper perspective. As Portelli reminds us, “history has no
content without their stories”.3 Ojermark points out that “feminist scholars
employ the method primarily to uncover the diversity of women’s experiences
and to project women’s voices into areas where they have previously been
ignored”.4 Oral history can be a valuable research tool to expand and even
transform our knowledge of various marginalised groups, including women.
Personal histories are useful in revealing the diversity of lived experience and
the way that women “weave beliefs, choices and practices; the changes they
initiate, the opportunities they perceive; and the barriers they encounter”.5 The
“thick” descriptions of the social world that life history yields, make it possible
to “both understand the subjective experience of social change, and bring it to

2
3
4

5

These interviews were conducted by Goolam Vahed as part of a project on Chatsworth, funded by the South
Africa-Netherlands Research Partnership, 2011-2013. The interviews took place as follows: Joyce, 7 December
2011 and 21 February 2012; Mariam 3 February 2012; Halima 27 February 2012.
L Abrams, Oral History Theory (London, Routledge, 2010), p. 53.
A Ojermark, “Presenting Life Histories: A literature review and annotated bibliography”, Chronic Poverty
Research Centre, CPRC Working Paper 101, 2007 (available at: http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/
publication_files/WP101_Ojermark.pdf, as accessed on 10 December 2011), p. 8. As with most research
methodologies, a life history approach carries certain risks and has some shortcomings, such as context specificity,
insider (emic) perspectives, and power relations. A Wicks and G Whiteford, “Conceptual and practical issues
in qualitative research: Reflections on a life-history study”, Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 13(2),
2006, pp. 94-100. While critics believe that life history is individualistic and focuses on respondents’ narration
of their lives in ways that capture personal experiences at the expense of all else, advocates of this approach adopt
it precisely because it prioritises the perspective of tellers and helps to restore their agency. Rather than being
passive objects of research, subjects “actively engaged in the process of interpreting and evaluating their lives”.
J Herbert and R Rodger, “Society narratives of South Asian Muslim women in Leicester 1964-2004”, Oral
History, 36(2), 2008, pp. 54-63, p. 62. Another concern about the life history approach is that respondents’
stories do not take place in a social vacuum. They are relational and shaped by the relationship between the
interviewer and interviewee, which is specific to a particular time and place. The narration may be influenced
by the power of the interviewer or interviewee and a conscious desire on the part of the respondent to present
a particular perspective of her/himself, while the kinds of questions pursued by the interviewer may also shape
responses. A Ojermark, “Presenting Life Histories...”, Chronic Poverty Research Centre, CPRC Working Paper
101, 2007, p. 8. Abrams, “There is no natural and unchanging life story: It is created and recreated through the
telling” (Abrams, Oral History), p. 53.
A Narayan and B Purkayastha, Living our religions: Hindu and Muslim South Asian American women narrate their
experiences, Sterling (VA, Kumarian Press, 2009).
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discussions of what is historically significant”.6 A focus on these specific cases
underscores some of the constraints on the everyday lives of women.7 While
it is recognised that this sample is too small for broad generalisations about
Zanzibaris, these stories are nevertheless valuable in providing insight into
Muslim womanhood.
In South Africa, where apartheid and anti-apartheid narratives appear as
the defining narratives of the political past, life histories can offer a more
complicated view of social and historical change and broaden existing
approaches to histories of South Africa.8 Central to the women’s narratives is
the concept of intersectionality, that is, that socially and culturally constructed
axes of identity, such as gender, race, faith, and class crisscross at various levels
in historically specific contexts.9 As Brah and Phoenix point out, “different
dimensions of social life cannot be separated out into discrete and pure
strands”.10 Knowing that a woman lives in a patriarchal society, for example,
is inadequate to describe her life experience without taking cognizance of the
historical context, such as her religious orientation, class position, ethnic or
racial group, and language background.11 The interviews focused on faith,
domesticity, familial relationships, and changing patterns of employment,
as well as things such as leisure and sport which together inform women’s
6

M Sarkar, Visible histories, disappearing women. Producing Muslim womanhood in late colonial Bengal (Durham,
Duke University Press, 2008), p. 2.
7 NK Denzin and YS Lincoln, “Introduction. The discipline and practice of qualitative research”, NK Denzin &
YS Lincoln (eds.), The landscape of qualitative research (London, Sage Publications, 2008), pp. 1-43.
8 G Frank, “Anthropology and individual lives: The story of Life History and the History of the Life Story”,
American Anthropologist, 97(1), 1995, pp. 145-149.
9 K Davis, “Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on what makes a feminist theory
successful”, Feminist Theory, 9(1), 2008, pp. 67-85; L McCall, “The complexity of intersectionality”, Signs:
Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 30(3), 2005, pp. 1771-1800.
10 A Brah and A Phoenix, “Ain’t I a woman? Revisiting intersectionality”, Journal of International Women’s Studies,
5(3), 2004, pp. 75-86.
11 G Ritzer, Contemporary sociological theory and its classical roots: The basics (Boston, McGraw-Hill, 2007), p. 204.
The work of hip hop singer, Anaya Alimah illustrates this. For example, her song “More than usual” explores
the intersection of race, class, gender, music, industry politics, and her own faith: Simply complex, the best
way to describe my demeanor / I’m all about my freedom, don’t follow I’m a leader / That’s why they tapping
me tracking the books that I be reading / My double consciousness, multiplied exponential / To hold these
facts I’m into, to be exact I’m into / Hill Collins, Tricia Rose, that’s how my mental grows /… While brothas
shouting P Huey, G Marcus / I’m politicking, sifting through the thoughts of Fatima Mernissi, Listen / I mean
no disrespect, them brothas spit some wisdom / But history erased, the sistas right there with them / Silenced
with the devaluation of femininity / We don’t revolve around you, my brothas can’t u see /… So while the people
sleep, conspiracies I find / Its revolution time, better yet solution time / Too many just fall in line, capital control
they minds. “My double consciousness, multiplied exponential” is Alimah arguing that her consciousness is
intersectional. She factors in race, class, gender, and even faith. She writes that “issues of social justice such as the
treatment of women, government surveillance, and the greed that often accompanies capitalism are necessarily
spiritual challenges and are represented as such in my lyrics, which merge my concerns as a member of the hiphop generation with my faith, A Mcmurray, “Hotep and Hip-Hop: Can black Muslim women be down with
Hip-Hop?”, Meridians: Feminism, Race, Transnationalism, 8(1), 2007, pp. 74-92.
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identities.
The following questions form the backdrop to this study: How have /
are the women adapting, changing, confronting, and negotiating their
lives in response to changing economic, social and political circumstances,
particularly since the end of apartheid? How do identities such as race, class,
gender, religion and language intersect in the women’s lives? What is the role
of religion and culture at the local level and how does it connect to the larger
polity and to national and international trends?

Local setting
Zanzibaris are a tiny proportion of the Muslim population of South Africa.
Muslims constitute less than two per cent of South Africa’s population of over
50 million and are heterogeneous in terms of race, class, ethnicity and religious
practices. Historically, the largest sub-groups have been the descendants of
Indian migrants who arrived in South Africa from the late nineteenth-century
and are also the descendants of slaves who were imported to the Cape from
the seventeenth-century. In the post-apartheid period, the Muslim population
has been augmented by migrants and refugees from other parts of Africa as
well as the Asian sub-continent.12
The women who are the subject of this study live in the township of
Chatsworth which was established by the apartheid government 20 kilometres
south of Durban (eThekweni) for Indians as part of its Group Areas relocations
in the 1960s.13 They are part of a group that identifies itself, and is known by
others as “Zanzibaris”. Their origins in Natal date to the 1870s when close to
500 ‘liberated’ slaves landed in the then Colony of Natal. After completing
their terms of indenture they settled at King’s Rest on the Bluff. The original
liberated slaves were not from Zanzibar but were Makhuwa from Northern
Mozambique. Zanzibar was the port from which they were shipped to Natal.
12 S Jeppie and G Vahed, “Multiple communities: Muslims in post-apartheid South Africa”, J Daniel, R Southall,
and J Lutchman (eds.), The state of the nation: South Africa 2003-2004 (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2004), pp.
252-286 for a discussion of the origins and diversity of the Muslim population in South Africa. According
to the 2001 census, Muslims numbered 654 064 out of the total population of 44.8 million. This included
296 023 Coloured / Malay Muslims and 274 931 Indian Muslims. Most observers believe that this a gross
underestimate. The 2011 census did not take account of religion. Hundreds of thousands of Muslims have
arrived in the post-apartheid period from places like Malawi, Somali, Nigeria, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, as
well as North African countries and the figure is probably closer to 2 million.
13 G Vahed, “Segregation, group areas and the creation of Chatsworth”, A Desai and G Vahed (eds.), Chatsworth.
The making of a South African township (Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013), pp. 19-30.
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Over the years this group came to include Yao-speaking Malawians, and some
Swahilis, as well as local Zulus with whom they intermarried.14
Racial segregation was central to the policy of the National Party (NP)
government that came to power in South Africa in 1948 and a slew of laws
were passed to separate South Africans of different race groups in every
aspect of their lives.15 The government was determined to fix a “race” to each
individual and Zanzibaris were classified as “Other Asiatics” because they were
Muslim and placed in Bayview, a sector in the newly created Indian township
of Chatsworth. Although initially there were some racial tensions, Zanzibaris
eventually integrated with locals and formed an integral part of Chatsworth.
Many of the residents of Chatsworth, particularly the women, worked in the
clothing and textile industries in nearby Clairwood, Jacobs and Mobeni. While factory
wages were low, this employment at least allowed them to subsist. In the post-1994
period, shifts in economic policy have created new challenges for working class people.
The 1996 Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) macroeconomic
programme commodified basic services such as water and electricity and liberalised
the trade regime. In Chatsworth, services and rents escalated during a period that
coincided with huge job losses in the clothing, textile, footwear, and leather industries
as a result of the government’s liberalisation policies. Additional hardships such as
lower wages, and longer working hours occurred due to the casualization of labour.
For women especially, maintaining the home and family was a daily struggle. All these
factors contributed to increasing political disillusionment. 16
14 For studies on the Zanzibari community, see P Kaarsholm, “Population movements, Islam and the interaction
of Indian and African identity strategies in South Africa during and after apartheid”, Journal of Natal and Zulu
History, 24/25, 2006/2007, pp. 37-63; ZB Seedat, The Zanzibaris in Durban: A social anthropological study of
the Muslim descendants of African freed slaves living in the Indian area of Chatsworth (MA, University of Natal,
1973); G Vahed, “Zanzibaris”, A Desai and G Vahed (eds.), Chatsworth. The making of a South African township
(Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013), pp. 84-98.
15 P Maylam, South Africa’s racial past: The History and Historiography of racism, segregation and apartheid (Aldershot,
Ashgate, 2001), for a discussion of the history of race in South African history.
16 South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in the world, with a Gini coefficient (which measures income
inequality) of 0.69. Due to high levels of poverty, social grant payments reached $12 billion in 2014, with the number
of beneficiaries increasing from 2.4 million in 1998 to 16 million in 2011. Major grants include child support (71
per cent), old age (18 per cent) and disability (7 per cent). The main beneficiaries are the poorest 40 per cent of the
population. Without grants the Gini coefficient would have been 0.74. See H Bhorat and A Cassim, “South Africa’s
welfare success story II: Poverty-reducing social grants”, Brookings Institute, 27 January 2014 (available at: http://www.
brookings.edu/blogs/africa-in-focus/posts/2014/01/27-south-africa-welfare-poverty-bhorat, as accessed on 13 October
2014). For a discussion of the socio-economic conditions in Chatsworth in the post-apartheid period, see A Desai, The
poor of Chatsworth (Durban, Institute for Black Research, 2000); S Mottiar, O Naidoo, and D Khumalo, “Women’s
organisations and the struggle for water and sanitation services in Chatsworth and Inanda, Durban: The Westcliff Flats
Residents Association and the Didiyela Women’s Group”, Agenda, 25(2), 2012, pp. 122-130; TH Ramjettan, “The
relationship between the participants of social movements and movement intellectuals: A case study on the Westcliff
Flats Residents’ Association (WFRA)” (MA, University of KwaZulu-Natal, 2008); G Vahed and A Desai, “The Flats of
Bayview”, A Desai and G Vahed (eds.), Chatsworth. The making of a South African Township (Scottsville, University of
KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013), pp. 171-184.
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Respondents: Joyce, Halima, and Mariam
The women interviewed for this article identify themselves as Zanzibari even
though in the case of each interviewee one of their parents was not Zanzibari.
Joyce was born on the Bluff in 1956. Her father was a court interpreter
and her mother was a Zulu woman who embraced Islam at the time of the
marriage. Joyce’s father died when she was very young and her mother raised
the children. The family was forcibly relocated to Chatsworth when she was
five or six years old. She recalled being “very excited ... they [government
authorities] just load us into trucks and they brought us to these big houses.
They were empty but the lights were there. We clicking [the light switch]
off-on, toilet was there, flushing water, you know, it was like, ‘America here I
come’”. Despite the novelty of their new surroundings, the family experienced
severe poverty and Joyce recalled that her childhood years were “bad times,
very bad times because there was no food, there wasn’t a pair of shoes. In fact
... sometimes we used to hit the Indian children for their lunch because the
Indian children used to carry lunch”.
Halima was born in 1952 in Mayville, Durban, where her Tanzanian-born
father, Sa’eed was an Alim (scholar) who led the prayer at the local mosque.
Her mother, Khadijah was a Zanzibari from the Bluff. She said that she came
from a background “where we were concerned about people”. She described
her mother, a homemaker, as “a very quiet person, but very intelligent, very
giving, very loving, very caring. Although she was very homely, people came
to her for advice and up till this very day people have good words … My
father was also very giving, very caring.” They were a family of 11 children.
Mariam grew up in a family of nine children. She was born on the Bluff in
1960 but moved to Chatsworth as a young child. She described her father as
“a very religious man. He’s come from Malawi and married my mum. She is
a Zanzibari”. Her father was a “religious leader, a five-time namaazi, people
came to him for assistance, he did a lot of taaweez for people who were ill.
When he first came from Malawi he worked as a muezzin17 at the West Street
mosque”.

17 Namaaz refers to prayer, and namaazi, as used here, refers to one who prays the five daily prayers. A taweez is
a “charm” consisting of a Qur’anic verse wrapped in black cloth which is worn by a person as protection from
evil. Muezzin is a person at the mosque who calls the faithful to prayer five times a day.
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Race and religion
When the Bluff was proclaimed for White residence in terms of the “Group
Areas Act, it seemed that Zanzibaris, who were Africans in origin, would be
classified as ‘African’ in terms of apartheid designations and relocated to an
African township”. But Zanzibari identity has long been contested and while
Christians among them were given homes in African townships, Muslim
Zanzibaris did not consider themselves “African”.18 SQ Bourquin, manager of
the Municipal Bantu Administration in Durban, was “absolutely convinced
that these people are not Natives,” and could not be absorbed into “African
housing schemes”. Zanzibaris applied to be classified as “Coloured” and 153
Zanzibari families were in fact re-classified as such in 1959. “Local Coloured
leaders,” however, objected to this classification on the grounds that they
(Coloureds) were “more or less of European descent and these people have
never been associated with us.” The Juma Musjid Trust, the Indian Muslim
benefactors who had built the Juma Musjid in Grey Street and who established
the settlement on the Bluff,19 applied successfully to the government in 1961
to designate Zanzibaris as “Other Asiatics” purely on the basis of their being
Muslim.20
As Preben Kaarsholm, who has worked on the links between Africans in
KwaZulu-Natal, Mozambique, and Zanzibar, points out, this designation
meant that Zanzibaris “were at least citizens of a sort rather than mere subjects,
and would be issued with identity cards instead of passes or reference books.
They also now had access to housing opportunities made available to Indians
under the Group Areas Act”.21 Although the architects of apartheid sought
to create a totalising system of race, the Zanzibari experience illustrates the
fluidity of race identities and in particular underscores the fact that race is a
social construct.
Religion shaped Zanzibaris’ formative experiences under apartheid as it
determined their “race”. Pointing to her multiple identity categories, Joyce
18 The Native Taxation and Development Act of 1925 imposed an annual two-rand poll tax on African male
adults but Zanzibaris claimed that this did not apply to them as they were of “Arab” descent. South Africa’s
highest court of appeal, the Appellate Division in Bloemfontein, ruled in a 1938 case that Zanzibaris were
“Native within the definition of the legislation”. The governance of Zanzibaris was consequently shifted from
the Protector of Indian Immigrants to the Department of Native Affairs and they had to carry a “dompas” or
reference book. In Seedat, “The Zanzibaris”, pp. 37-45.
19 G Vahed, “‘Unhappily torn by dissensions and litigations’: Durban’s ‘Memon’ Mosque, 1880-1930”, Journal of
Religion in Africa, 36(1), 2006, pp. 23-49.
20 ZB Seedat, The Zanzibaris in Durban..., pp. 45-50.
21 P Kaarsholm, “Population movements, Islam and the interaction...”, Journal of Natal and Zulu History, p. 18.
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said:
This [Bayview] is my community – but as a Zanzibari, I belong to the
Zanzibari community. Many [people] do not know who the ‘Zanzibari’ are:
‘If I tell them I’m a Zanzi, people say what’s a Zanzi? I said, I’m a South
African Black Muslim to make it easy. [But] some people say, “How can you
be a Muslim because you haven’t got straight hair, you look like us?”

That Islam is an Indian religion is a common perception in KwaZulu-Natal
and stems from the fact that the first sizeable Muslim population was Indians
who began arriving from 1860 as indentured migrants.22
Other than religion, markers of difference between Zanzibaris and the local
indigenous population included language, food, and dress. Occasionally,
dress has created problems for Zanzibaris. Halima, for example, said that
indigenous Africans in her community could not understand why she “dressed
in foreign garb”. When she was growing up, most Zanzibari women wore
long, loose-fitting clothing. Nowadays, some women who are influenced by
Islamic reformist tendencies wear the abayaat and even the niqab,23 while
younger women and girls wear pants or skirts. The dress adopted by Zanzibari
women sets them apart from the indigenous women. According to Halima
this sometimes creates difficulties:
I couldn’t like walk around by myself because people used to harass me
because of the way I dressed. They had a problem with me being black and
following the Islamic teachings. They didn’t understand that I was born
Muslim, my father came from Tanzania [where] the majority of people are
Muslim and my mum’s people come from Nampula [Mozambique], …
They [local Zulu] believe that Islam’s for the Indians only.

Language is also a marker of difference between Zanzibaris and indigenous
locals. According to Joyce, most Zanzibaris have a good command of English.
This creates a problem with the indigenous people who expect them to speak
fluent Zulu which is not their language. She pointed out that when Zanzibaris
don’t converse in Zulu, they often get this reaction from Zulu speakers: “she
can’t speak Zulu, she’s speaking English. And, you know, our English will be
perfect but because we look like you [Zulu], you want us to communicate
in Zulu, and you make it a problem for nothing”. Zanzibaris also speak the
22 G Vahed, “Uprooting, rerooting: Culture, religion and community amongst indentured Muslim migrants in
colonial Natal, 1860-1911”, South African Historical Journal, 5, 2001, pp. 191-222.
23 An abaya is a long loose fitting, long-sleeved garment worn by women to conceal their shape. The niqab is the
veil worn by some women to cover all of the face with the exception of their eyes.
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Makhua language (of Northern Mozambique).24 Ironically, when Halima
moved from Mayville to Chatsworth, her Zanzibari friends and neighbours
chided her for not knowing Makhua: “I was very pressurised because most of
the people from Kings Rest spoke Makhua, the children spoke Makhua more
than they spoke English. We spoke English at home. I felt pressurised and
there was that to say, why are you speaking English as a child?”
Food is also a marker of identity. Joyce identifies herself as “Indian” through
her culinary practices. She said that she could:25
... never cook any other food besides Indian food. I learnt from my mother,
I learnt from my family and we used to buy the Indian Delights… samoosas,
everything, mastermind it. Everything. You talk about the breyani, the best
masala breyani. When there’s functions here, we cook pots and pots of breyani.
Soji. Kheer (rice porridge).

Mariam identifies the same foods as coming:
... from our ancestors [Zanzibar]. As you very well know Zanzibar is one of
the countries that’s very rich in spices. Breyani is traditional for us on Eid Day
and our samoosas and our special milk which is called mahaza. It’s made with
vermicelli, sago and elachee and then you sweeten that with condensed milk
… [Indian Muslims] have the exact same thing, I don’t know how. I think
it’s because of the way the countries are situated so Zanzibar being on the east
of Africa, maybe that was then moved to other countries where Indians as well
inherited that type of ingredients or recipes. I’m not saying they stole it so
maybe some kind of trading recipes.

In describing the breyani that they prepare (“layered”) Mariam highlights
the link with Indian Muslims rather than Indians of South Indian descent
that are mainly Tamil speaking.
[Our breyani] doesn’t differ [from the Indian Muslim one] – the
only thing I will say is that they make it very hot and ours is not hot but it’s the
same layered breyani, it’s not the Tamil breyani you will get which is mixed.
Ours with the pure masala breyani, nice and spicy with all the condiments in
it and then the layered rice and boiled eggs in it, ya, with fried onion on the
top - very lovely.
Although African, Zanzibaris were marked as different from the indigenous
African population in various ways, and in the past were legally designated as
24 R Mesthrie, “Lessons in survival: The Zanzibari story”, Bua!, 10(2), 1996, pp. 14-16.
25 The Indian Delights series was edited by Zuleikha Mayat and published by the Women’s Cultural Group of
Durban, South Africa. See G Vahed and T Waetjen, Gender, modernity and Indian delights. The women’s cultural
group of South Africa (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2010).
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being of a different “race”. The informants’ use of “us”, “they”, “we”, and “them”
points to how racial and religious membership was and remains relevant to
them. Race was not a simple matter of colour pigmentation. This remains
the case in the post-apartheid era when, as discussed below, although they
now categorise themselves as “Black African”, the Africanness of Zanzibaris is
questioned because of their names, dress, language, and religion.

School: Race and gender
Zanzibari children attended neighbourhood schools where the majority of
the learners were Indian. Joyce attended Protea Primary and Chatsworth High.
Like Maryam and Halima, she spoke positively about school sport which
formed an important part of their identity within the education system. Joyce
has fond memories of Protea where sport was an avenue through which she
gained self-worth. She represented Natal schools in athletics. Joyce dropped
out of school before completing her matric, something that she regrets. As
she put it, “it was a very big mistake” that she does not want her children
and grandchildren to repeat. She has related her life story to them as a lesson:
“that’s why my grandchildren … can tell you my whole life story because I
told them as is, because I don’t want your’ll to go down the same route”.
Mariam attended local schools, Summerfield Primary and Protea High,
from where she matriculated in 1979. She, too, excelled in athletics. Her joy
at her sporting achievement is tinged with sadness and loss:
I was very popular in terms of my athletic achievement. I was a 100m and
200m specialist. I went to Kimberley, I went to Paarl, I went to Johannesburg,
competed, I got my SASA [South African Schools] colours. I had my
green Natal blazer. I was also a high jumper, I was very good. School sport was
very important. Even today, when I sit and watch [sports on television],
I tear because I feel, if our country was then liberated, I could have went very
far in sport. We couldn’t go to the Olympic Games. Had we been given the
opportunity I could have got colours for this country.

Halima attended Ahmedia School in Mayville and Southlands High when
the family moved to Chatsworth. Although she was the only black learner
at Southlands, she “was welcomed, it was warm, I had lots of friends, the
teachers were good”. She, too, excelled in sport and represented the Natal
schools team in netball and athletics: “I was very good at high jump, sprinting,
shot-putt and javelin, so I was like an all-rounder, I would say”. She enjoyed
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travelling to other provinces in South Africa with the Natal High Schools
team. She described the experience as “absolutely great, I think that exposure
contributed to who I am today and also I had a lot of support from my
parents”.
Although all three women came from relatively “religious” families, their
families were fairly liberal in supporting their sporting endeavours, even
though it meant breaking the Islamic dress code prescribed by the ulama
as well as travelling away from home without the company of male family
members.
Schooling in Chatsworth resulted in the women attending schools with
children who were different from them in terms of race, language, religion
and often class. As a “Zanzi”, as Joyce refers to herself, she grew up in an
“Indian” area, attended an “Indian” school and mixed with children of various
religious backgrounds, which contributed to her cosmopolitanism:26
Growing up, I mixed with Indians too much. I used to go to their houses

[and] they used to come to my house. And we used to be together like, when

I went to mosque, some of them would follow me to mosque and when they
used to go to the Tamil school, I used to go with them. When they had Diwali
they will invite us…. When it was Eid I’ll invite them.

The women would have attended school with fellow Zanzibaris had they
remained on the Bluff. Growing up in Chatsworth resulted in them breaking
racial and religious boundaries and forming bonds and friendships across
racial and religious lines. This was unusual in apartheid South Africa where
life was heavily circumscribed by race.

Race
While race did not create any special problems at school, it was (and remains)
a problematic category for all three women from the time they left school.
Mariam recalled that she and other Zanzibaris experienced problems during
the apartheid era as prospective employers assumed they were Indian:
We carry so-called Indian names and surnames so when we went out to look
for employment and you send your CV and they say, okay, fine, this is good,
come in for an interview. When you go in then people say, “but we looking
26 Joyce uses the word “Indian” in two ways, first to distinguish those of Indian ancestry from herself as “African”
and, at times, to distinguish Indians of the Hindu faith from Muslims.
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for Mariam” and I said, yes, I am [Mariam], and then they’ll take a second
look and say, “oh, okay, come in,” and you’ll find maybe you’ll be not judged
according to your qualifications then, you’ll be judged according to your looks
because now, who are they looking for? Somebody with straight hair.

It appears that Indian Muslim employers identified the applicants’ race on
the basis of their names, accent and command of English and were caught off
guard when they discovered that the interviewees were African.
Race remains a prickly issue for Zanzibaris despite the deracialisation of
South African society in the post-apartheid period. For example, Joyce
maintained that life has not changed “so much for us, you know why? I’ll say
that maybe it changed for the “Black” people [author’s emphasis]. And us,
also classified as Indians, there’s not much changes for us.” Although Joyce is
“Black African” in terms of official post-apartheid designations, she and other
Zanzibaris feel that they are discriminated against because of their names. She
points to her daughter, Rabia as an example:
If, say, Rabia will go and apply for a job. Now, because Rabia is an Indian

[Muslim] name and they don’t know Rabia and then they have this thing
like three Blacks, one Indian whatever [so] it doesn’t work for us. We have
so many matriculants. They have done so well [but] they’re having that

problem, they can’t get a job… So it changed for some people but for us, it
hasn’t changed. Our children are not working, they’re sitting at home and
that’s how you finding the children getting into drugs.

Joyce’s remarks about unemployment in the Zanzibari community
are probably correct but unemployment is not confined to Zanzibaris.
Unemployment is high in South Africa across the various racial groups and
communities.27 Her perception derives from what she believes is happening
in her area, namely, that banks and major retail chain stores in Chatsworth
are hiring African staff from outside the local community to meet affirmative
action targets. This perception has not been objectively tested. Whether or
not this is the case, Joyce’s views shows the extent to which race classification
and race-based affirmative action policies ensure that race identities continue
to shape the experiences and perceptions of the interviewees and many
27 According to Statistics South Africa, the unemployment rate in South Africa averaged 25.27 per cent in the
period from 2000 to June 2014. Youth unemployment (ages 15 to 34) stood at 36.1 per cent. High youth
unemployment is a global trend. Contrary to what Joyce perceives, there were substantial shifts towards skilled
work among the white and Indian/Asian populations. Among the white workforce, the proportion of skilled
workers increased from 42 per cent in 1994 to 61 per cent in 2014; for Indians/Asians this proportion increased
from 25 per cent to 51 per cent over the same period. There was minimal movement towards skilled employment
among Black Africans (15 per cent to 18 per cent). Available at: http://beta2.statssa.gov.za/?page_id=737&id=1,
as accessed on 9 October 2014.
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other South Africans.28 The interviewees’ religious affiliation (Muslim) may
have given them relative advantages in the apartheid period but is seen as a
handicap at the present time because the government’s attempts to achieve
economic redress are increasingly focused on “Black Africans”.

Work
Both Mariam and Halima achieved university entrance passes at school
but could not pursue tertiary education for financial reasons. Class was
instrumental in determining access to higher education and many young
people in the local community were forced to enter the labour market, usually
finding employment in the clothing and textile industries. All three women
started their working lives in the clothing industry. Mariam secured a job at
a clothing company after matriculating. She was determined to study further
and when she had saved up sufficient money she completed a course in early
childhood development. She worked at Summerfield Primary School for over
a decade before becoming a trainer in Early Childhood Development. With
the AIDS epidemic rampant in South Africa from the late 1990s, Mariam
joined the NGO, Senasizo (“We Help” in isiZulu) in 2004. This is a project
of the Catholic Archdiocese of Durban that provides training, support and
care for people infected and affected by HIV/AIDS. Mariam subsequently
joined Hafsa Ally in opening an adult education training company, Malaika’s
Education and Resource Consultants, which has offices in Durban and
Johannesburg. Mariam is the company’s Programme Development Manager
and is responsible for the day-to-day running of the programmes facilitated
and managed by the company.
After matriculating, Halima ran a pre-school class at the local madressa for a
few years before joining a clothing factory. In her words, she worked “so that
I could acquire some money to get myself educated because my father was
late (passed away) then and my mother had never worked in her life.” She
completed an instructor’s course part-time and became a Quality Instructor
(one who trains others to inspect the quality of the clothing) at a clothing
28 See, for example, A Dawes & G Finchilescu, “What’s changed? The racial orientations of South African
adolescents during rapid political change”, Childhood, 9, 2002, pp. 147–165; N Singh-Pillay and SJ Collings,
“Racism on a South African campus: A survey of students’ experiences and attitudes. Social behavior and
personality”, 32, 2004, pp. 607-618; KA Whitehead, “Racial categories as resources and constraints in everyday
interactions: Implications for racialism and non-racialism in post-apartheid South Africa”, Ethnic and Racial
Studies, 35(7), 2012, pp. 1248-1265.
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factory. Halima then completed a “training the trainers” course and joined
the Department of Labour where she taught sewing to women in rural areas.
In 1990, she completed a diploma in Adult Basic Education at the distance
learning University of South Africa (UNISA) and was employed by an NGO,
Operation Upgrade to teach Adult Literacy at various companies. In 2001,
she joined the World Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY), working mainly
with young girls, “instilling values and morals and giving them capacitybuilding skills.” She also ran a hostel for abandoned girls (mainly Black). A
strong advocate of women’s empowerment, Halima saw this as her way of
assisting young girls. She also completed a course in Montessori teaching and
a B. Ed degree through UNISA part-time and has been a Montessori teacher
since 2009. She currently runs a Montessori School at her home.
Joyce left school without matriculating, and worked in various clothing
factories in nearby Clairwood. She was initially treated, in her words, as “just
another unskilled worker” until, as she puts it, “this Indian guy saw – because
as a Zanzibari I was classified as an Asian and, like I’m not trying to be a
racist now, we were [considered] better than other Blacks because we were
good in English.” She trained as a machinist and was eventually promoted to
supervisor at the factory. Due in part to her marital problems, Joyce accepted
a job in Maseru, Lesotho, in 1980 where she managed a restaurant for five
years. She eventually became homesick and returned to Chatsworth. She was
struggling to make a living and her daughter was taken care of by her cousin, a
nurse, who, according to Joyce, was “a ‘hajji’29 [who] played a very important
role in my life”. This cousin helped her to turn her life around by reminding
her of the role that her father had played in the religious life of the community.
Joyce became much more focused through religion; she also remarried and has
made her mark through her involvement in civic organisations in Bayview,
Chatsworth. Joyce uses her sewing skills to earn a living.

Community engagement
This transformation in Joyce’s life coincided with the end of apartheid and
worsening economic conditions, high levels of unemployment, drug abuse,
child abuse and other socio-economic problems in the local community.30
29 Hajiani refers to a woman who has been on pilgrimage to Makkah.
30 T Waetjen, “A private island: Gender and everyday struggle in political times”, pp. 99-111; T Waetjen and G
Vahed, “Gender, citizenship and power: The Westcliff Flats Residents Association”, pp. 189-198; T Waetjen,
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Joyce reacted by immersing herself in the affairs of the community and was
voted Chatsworth Woman of the Year in 1993. Her most prized possession is a
photograph taken with soon-to-be South African President, Nelson Mandela
who visited the township prior to the 1994 elections. For almost a decade
she was vice-chairperson of the Bayview Flats Residents Association (BFRA),
which worked with other civic organisations in Chatsworth and surrounding
townships from the late 1990s to resist the eviction of those who failed to
pay rent and service delivery charges. From around 2002 she ran a Women’s
Empowerment Centre in Westcliffe, Chatsworth, which was the initiative of
Fatima Meer, Professor of Sociology at the University of Natal, who wanted
to impart sewing skills to women from Chatsworth as well as the nearby
African township of Lamontville. Joyce was also the Community Liaising
Officer (CLO) from 2006 to 2012 for a local municipal programme that
upgraded housing in the area. This required her to deal with local residents
and the municipality, as well as political parties.31
Halima and Mariam are also involved in various community initiatives,
although to a lesser extent than Joyce as they have fulltime jobs. According to
Halima, at one time she and Joyce “used to go to the supermarkets to get food
to feed the people in the flats, practically, physically go and clean people’s
flats but now, because I haven’t got the time, she’s doing it on her own.”
Halima mentors teenage girls (on weekends) whom she would like to guide to
a professional career because “every year … you would find that children get
matriculated and they end up working for Pick ’n Pay [a supermarket chain]
do nothing – where are they going, you know? [They] are quite intelligent,
they can do much, but the guidance is not there.” She believes that factors
such as difficult economic conditions, single parent homes, the lack of role
models and a lack of opportunities are resulting in young women in particular
not fulfilling their potential and she is working hard to rectify this.
“‘Bathola Ikhaya’: Two African women come to Chatsworth”, pp. 218-233, A Desai and G Vahed (eds.),
Chatsworth. The making of a South African township (Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013) for
the impact of poverty and unemployment at a local level in Chatsworth. At national level, Leibbrandt et al make
the point that “the sharp increase in unemployment in the 1990s was driven by the rapid rise in the supply
of less-skilled labour, accompanied by a failure of labour demand to keep pace. Skill-biased technical change
exacerbated the problem”. While GDP has outpaced population growth, “this economic growth has not been
equitably distributed throughout the population” with the result that “inequality has worsened”. See Murray
Leibbrandt, I Woolard, H McEwen and C Koep, “Employment and inequality outcomes in South Africa”,
Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU) and School of Economics, University of
Cape Town, 2009, Report for the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (Available at:
http://www.oecd.org/employment/emp/45282868.pdf, as accessed on 10 September 2014.
31 G Vahed and A Desai, “The flats of Bayview”, A Desai and G Vahed (eds.), Chatsworth. The making of a South
African Township (Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013), pp. 171-184.
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All three women are also members of The Women’s Association, which
tries to bridge the gap between women in the Zanzibari community and
the adjoining Kokoba informal settlements where many recent migrants
from Africa live. According to Mariam, the first meeting in 2010 drew ten
members, but attendance now averages around 50. They organised a Mother’s
Day function where:
... we entertained mothers and we had Haleema Giles who was responsible
to get sponsorship in terms of getting materials for the old people so each lady
that attended received a gift, we cooked a meal and served everybody. Then we
had a Children’s Day function and we started arts and crafts, and we’ve tackled
lots of other issues from there.

Such links are tenuous but the women hope to build upon them to bridge
the gap across religious lines as well as between locals and foreign migrants, so
that they can address the problems common to them as women.
The post-apartheid period has presented many changes, some of which, such
as non-racial democracy, are welcomed by the women while others, such as
increased unemployment and threatened evictions, have created hardships for
many members of the community. Joyce, Mariam, and Halima have reacted
in different ways to the opportunities and challenges. Mariam is involved in
skills training in a context where the government has prioritised such training,
Halima is running a pre-school, and Joyce has been involved in various civic
endeavours to confront the challenges facing members While the women
are active in the public sphere, they continue to place importance on their
domestic duties.
Marriage and household
Mariam, Halima and Joyce married spouses of their choice. Joyce married
a man from the local community and themarriage lasted almost a decade.
When she returned from Lesotho, Joyce married her present husband, a
panel beater by trade, who is originally from Maputo. She has a son from this
marriage, who is now in his teens.
Mariam also married a man from the local community, and they have three
children, a daughter who is a nurse, and two teenage sons. Married life was
difficult for Mariam because of their dire economic circumstances: “There
was no furniture, we didn’t have a bed, we had to sleep on the floor until we
saved up some money. In the kitchen there wasn’t even a cupboard. I was the
breadwinner of the family then and it was difficult growing two children at
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that time”. Mariam has been the breadwinner for most of her married life as
her husband continues to struggle to find a permanent job. Mariam believes
that the various challenges that she has faced over the years have empowered
her and that she has grown as a person:
We’ve become very independent as women and therefore we are able to
actually take the step and move out…. I think women have a lot of courage,
we’ve come a long way because even we grew, we saw our parents were taken
care of by their husbands so we all had this image of, you know, getting into
a marriage where the husband will look after you, look after the kids. But, as
you are in the marriage, you find that’s not the case and then women tend to
leave home and find employment… It’s making women stronger that you are
able to do things for yourself and for your family.

Halima married when she was 30. The marriage also lasted a decade and
when it ended she took on the role of “mother and father” to her four children.
Her youngest son had Down’s Syndrome and passed away at the age of 11 as
a result of hospital negligence. Halima describes her children as “the pride of
my life”. One of her sons is a lecturer in sports science, another is a chartered
accountant, and the third is a karate instructor who competes in international
competitions. Halima also adopted a daughter who runs a Montessori School.
She remarried after her children left home.
The patterns of marriage and household of these three interviewees are similar
to many other households in the community. Their experiences raise the old
debate of cultural versus structural explanations of poverty. The institution of
marriage is under threat from factors such as changing gender roles, greater
female economic independence, and low-income or unemployed fathers
unwilling or unable to play breadwinner roles, something to which Mariam
alluded. While both Mariam and Haleema (but not Joyce)’s children have
overcome the negative consequences of a single-parent family, in many other
cases in the community children have not been as fortunate, with crime, gang
membership, drug abuse and teenage pregnancy presenting as problems that
the community is struggling with which to come to terms. 32

Islam
Islamic beliefs and practices are important to all three women. Here we must
32 See various chapters in A Desai and G Vahed (eds.), Chatsworth. The making of a South African township
(Scottsville, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2013).
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concur with Political Scientist, Bruce Baum that it would be “a mistake to
see religious and cultural norms, practices and identities as nothing more
than expressions of oppressive power, discounting the meaning that these
phenomena have for the agents who enact them”.33 Islamic beliefs and
practices have helped to shape the women’s identities, and are a means to
maintain social bonds with fellow Zanzibaris and to identify with Muslims
beyond the immediate community.
Joyce described some of the rituals practiced in her household:
In my house everybody does salah (prayer) but sometimes, you know the
young boys, they duck, but we say, no matter what you do, you have to make a
salah and, in my house, because I have learnt from my parents, every Thursday
we have dhikr and burn lobaan (incense) and Friday it’s Jumuah. And then
when it’s fasting month (Ramadaan), it’s compulsory for everybody to fast,
from my [very young] grandson that’s going to fast at 9 o’clock, 11 o’clock he’s
opening his fast, and then in the evening again he’s fasting, you see [laughs].

Mariam’s description of Ramadaan, the month of fasting, also points to the
important of Islam as a marker of her identity:34
You find this area very vibrant during the fasting month – people going to
the mosque, the azaan going, traditional wear – guys with the kurthas, ladies
with the abbayas – and Eid - I can’t explain. You have to be here to experience
that. Like, you know when you see on TV, they showing Madinah, this is a
mini-Madinah, we’ll call it. Eid morning it’s fantastic – people reading, going
to the mosque, children dressed in their traditional garb…

Mariam was animated when she spoke of Islamic festivals and rituals which
clearly brought joy to her life.
The Zanzibari experience is unique within Chatsworth as well as among
Muslims in that the 199 families that were forcibly moved from the Bluff
to the township were given contiguous homes. Thus, Mariam pointed out
that, “you’ll find that within this area we all are Muslims, we are very closeknit community.” She regretted that second and third generation Zanzibaris
are forced to move out of Bayview as the small homes cannot accommodate
them. “We would love to be within the community because, there, we are just
on our own and, like when you are here, you know the neighbour, you know
the person that’s passing by, there’s a lot of camaraderie and you feel safe”.
Zanzibaris who live in other areas send their children to Bayview, if possible,
33 B Baum, “Feminist politics of recognition”, Signs, 29(4), 2004, pp. 1073-1102, p. 1077.
34 Call to prayer.
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to receive madrassah education to make them into what she described as
“proper Zanzibaris.”
While most Indian Muslims are of the Hanafi madhab (School of Law),
Zanzibaris follow the Shafii School of Law, as did their Makhuwa ancestors in
northern Mozambique.35 The Juma Masjid Chatsworth, known colloquially as
the “Zanzibari” Masjid, was built in Bayview in 1967. “That” Indian Muslims
built a mosque a short distance away is testimony to different practices and
traditions between Shafi and Hanafi as well other differences between “Indian”
and “African” Islam. For example, from earliest times, Zanzibari women have
been allowed to pray in the mosque, although they do so separately from
men. Women are rarely found in mosques run by Indian Muslims. Children
continue to receive religious instruction in the afternoons from the madrassah
teacher (called Woshath). Whereas in the past, teachers were male, madrassah
teachers nowadays are all women. Girls attend the madrassah until puberty.
The old Zanzibari practice of isolating girls in the home once they reach
puberty is no longer strictly observed because of the need for them to acquire
secular education.
According to Joyce, the Ratieb remains an important part of the Islam of
Zanzibaris. This ceremony takes place on the occasion of the birth of the
Prophet (in the Islamic month of Rabi-ul-Awwal) when worshippers reach
a state of ecstasy by repeating the Prophet’s name, beating drums, and
reciting verses from the Qur’an. Some males engage in acts of self-flagellation
by piercing their body parts with metal rods or swords. Another common
practice is Dhikr, a form of communal worshipping by constantly repeating
the name of God until worshippers reportedly experience divine reality. Such
sessions are organised by both men and women. They involve devotees sitting
around in a circle, and swaying their heads and bodies rhythmically while
reciting fixed phrases. According to Joyce, dhikr has a therapeutic effect on
worshippers, especially in times of insecurity. She herself organizes dhikr at
her home on Thursday evenings which is the beginning of the day of Jumuah,
an auspicious day in the Muslim week. The Moulood, another act of devotion
to the Prophet, usually takes place during a joyous occasion, such as family
35 The broadest divisions in Islam are between the Shi’ite, who constitute a minority of Muslims, and Sunnis,
who make up the overwhelming majority. There are four accepted madhhabs among Muslims, each of which
represents the school of thought of a particular scholar. The Hanafi madhab is named after Abu Hanifa and
the Shafi’s madhab after Imam Shafi’i. Each of these scholars checked various evidence and operationalised the
practices of the Prophet and the Qur’an. Unlike the deep differences and schisms between Sunnis and Shi’ite,
differences between the madhabs are not over fundamental beliefs but over certain different interpretations of
the rules mentioned in the Qur’an and Sunnah with regard to such things as prayer, fasting, and so on.
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celebrations of birth, circumcision, and marriage, and to mark the birth of
the Prophet.
There are regular communal gatherings in the Zanzibari community to
witness rituals and rites of passages, such as birth, puberty, circumcision,
marriage, and death. Halima mentioned that on the seventh day after the
birth of a child, the grandmother gives the baby a bath and cuts its hair. This
first cutting, known as akika is an important part of Zanzibari culture and
includes the naming of the child and sacrifice of an animal. To protect the
baby against evil forces, the grandmother takes the child to view the sun and
an amulet is tied around its neck and waist. The coming of age ceremony
remains one of the most significant moments in a girl’s life. According to
Mariam, when a girl reaches puberty, her parents call upon an elder member
of the family or community, called mwethie, who “will then be in charge of
that particular girl, teach them how it’s done … in terms of our culture, how
you live with people, how you carry yourself as a female, what are the things
that you need to look out for as a young woman”. All three women are active
in organising these aspects of their community’s religious practice.
Over the past two decades, many of these practices have come under attack
from reformist segments of the community influenced by transnational
movements. In response to pressure from reformists, Halima was forthright
when she said, “Oh, I don’t give them [reformists] the time of day because
I really don’t see where they are going. I come from the old school. For me
it’s like they’re re-inventing the wheel - that’s my opinion”. Joyce is also not
swayed by the reformists’ arguments:36
We have the so-called, we call them Tablighs now. They change and say, no,
this is not in the Qur’an, why your’ll must do this and why your’ll must do
that, you know what I mean? And that’s another debate we having now. What
the heck … too much nonsense, they’re very fussy. Certain things they’ll say
they do, certain things they’re not going to do…

Some Zanzibaris are embracing the reformists’ ideas. Maryam pointed to
some of these changes. For example, she has been attending educational
classes on Sundays for the past few years:
There’s an activity that takes place once a week – a Taleem (education)
programme where women come together. It’s held in Road 246 mosque by ladies
that are now trained as alimas [Islamic teachers] which is an achievement
36 G Vahed, “‘Contesting Orthodoxy’: The Tablighi-Sunni onflict among South African Muslims in the 1970s and
1980s”, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 23(2), October 2003, pp. 315-336.
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for our community. In the past it was something very far-fetched but as time
is progressing we have a lot of girls who have now graduated as alimas. They
run these programmes, talking about death, preparing yourself, talking about
how to raise the children, each week there’s a different programme and we
also take turns in reading the Qur’an. It’s very intense, people are learning a
lot from the programme. If you look at the community, you’ll see gradually
people are now changing in terms of their religion, in terms of their attire, in
terms of their interaction, because of these programmes. They are impacting
on the community. I’m not saying that we are not a God-fearing, conscious
community, we’ve always been God-fearing, conscious, but I think because
some of the western culture was somehow pulling us astray but, because of this
you find things are gradually going back to what they were supposed to be.

Although Joyce claimed that she was not too “impressed” with reformists,
she, too, has undergone a religious transformation. Although she pointed out
that her family was always highly religious – “You know, in my house, there’s
only hajjis (those who have gone on pilgrimage)”37 – they warned her that
if she passed away without changing her habits they could not “read [the
Qur’an] for you.” With her children already in their teens Joyce came to the
realisation, “Hey, I’m losing track of my religion”, and heeded her family’s
advice: “Forty days you must be clean and you must decide what you want to
do. I started recollecting myself. They used to have lots of dhikr and I used to
go for the dhikr. Automatically I became pious”. Joyce has great faith in the
power of dhikr and holds weekly dhikr sessions. Reflecting on this change in
her life, she said that she is grateful for this transformation:
You know what I tell my children every day? I say I want to thank God
that he’s made me a better person because I wouldn’t have been here now
with the life that I had. I tell my children, whatever I got, I must make shukr
(gratitude), what I don’t have I don’t want to cry and say, I don’t have and
I’ve done this but, because Allah has corrected me, my family is somebody.
I’ll make shukr and make your’ll better people because without the mother,
children go astray. It wouldn’t be a good family.

The religious transformation that the interviewees are undergoing reflects
the wider changes among Muslims in South Africa over the past two decades.
This cannot be discussed in depth here. Briefly, in response to such factors as
the secular policies of the ANC government which no longer patrols religious
morals through strict censorship, the insecurities resulting from globalisation
and the digital revolution, and various other factors, many Muslims have visibly
changed their behaviour and practices. This is reflected in such things as women
37 Worshippers who have gone on pilgrimage.
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donning the veil; an increased emphasis on consuming Halaal (permissable)
foods; the growth of Islamic finance and banking; mushrooming of Islamic
schools; more Muslims going on pilgrimage to Makkah, and the holding of
Taleem classes, as well as a turn to neo-Sufi practices such as communal dhikr.38
The narrations of Halima, Joyce and Mariam on the role of Islam in their
lives suggest that all three women are committed to their faith which provides
meaning and direction in their lives. It is also apparent that their adherence
to Islam has become stronger over time. For example, all three women cover
their hair in public, a practice that they have adopted over the past ten to 15
years. This reflects generally broader developments amongst Muslims in the
country.

Conclusion
This article argues that while race and religion are important in the lives of
the interviewees, their identities are shaped by the complex interplay between
religion, politics, class, race, language, community, and geography. These
identities interact at multiple levels in the lives of Halima, Mariam and Joyce
and it would be shortsighted to privilege “a single dimension of experience as
if it constituted the whole of life”.39 As Abu-Lughod advises, we should avoid
“plaster[ing] neat cultural icons like the Muslim woman over messy historical
and political dynamics… We need to develop, instead, a serious appreciation
of differences among women in the world – as products of different histories,
expressions of different circumstances, and manifestations of differently
structured desires”.40 Muslim women’s lives should be analysed on the basis
of their lived experience rather than abstract models of Muslim women. In
addition to Muslim womanhood, this article also speaks to the local context
of apartheid race engineering. The Zanzibari experience underscores the
contingent nature of race as a category of identity. Post-apartheid society has
both opened up new opportunities and created new challenges. Not being
“really Indian” or “really African” appears to be a “problem” in the women’s
38 G Vahed, “Changing Islamic traditions and emerging identities in South Africa”, Journal of Muslim Minority
Affairs, 20(1), April 2000, pp. 43-73; G Vahed, “Islam in the public sphere in post-apartheid South Africa:
Prospects and challenges”, Journal for Islamic Studies, 27, 2007, pp. 116-149 for a detailed discussion of
reformist ideas and changes in and contestation over Islamic beliefs and practices.
39 A Brah and A Phoenix, “Ain’t I a woman? Revisiting intersectionality”, Journal of International Women’s Studies,
5(3), 2004, pp. 75-86.
40 L Abu-Lughod, “‘Do Muslim women really need saving?’, Anthropological reflections on cultural relativism
and its others”, American Anthropologist, 104(3), pp. 783-790.
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lives but this in-betweenness has also provided a fluidity that can, at times,
enable them as agents.
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Abstract
The practice of ukuthwala has of late regularly been in the news. This has
spawned debates between traditionalists and modernists on various aspects
related to the practice. In this article we have tracked the reported history of
ukuthwala in the Natal/Kwazulu-Natal, region up to the end of White rule in
1994. The purpose of the article was to understand the historical unfolding of
the practice up to the arrival of black majority rule. The concepts of ukuthwala
intombi and ukuthwala ngenkani as polar opposites in the practice were used as
the conceptual framework for this study. The evidence for this study comprised
of both archival evidence and secondary literature. This was read against the
grain to gain an understanding of not only how the practice evolved but also
on how it was reported. It was found that ukuthwala only appeared in the
archives when equated to abduction while the predominantly White authored
secondary sources presented it, for the most part, as violent free procedures
in the lead-up to marriage. The reality is that ukuthwala up to 1994 were not
done in a single one-dimensional manner but were, like any other cultural
custom, not practiced in one agreed upon manner. This forms the root of the
post-1995 legal debates related to the practice.
Keywords: Ukuthwala; Abduction; African marital practices; Marriage;
Zulu traditions; Rituals.

Introduction
1994 marked the start of tumultuous change in South Africa. White
minority rule came to an end and the country was, after centuries of racial
oppression, governed by a democratically elected parliament, dominated by
an African majority, and underpinned by a liberal constitution which in a
legal manner foregrounded human rights, social justice and personal liberties.
The boundaries of Natal as a province, and that of the KwaZulu Bantustan
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were also redrawn and the region was renamed KwaZulu-Natal. The post1994 era also ushered in a period of cultural rethinking, liberty, renewal and
openness. This was especially made possible by the then president of South
Africa, Thabo Mbeki’s African Renaissance speech and ideas. One practice
that came to the fore during this time-period against the backdrop as outlined
was ukuthwala.
Semantically the word ukuthwala has a range of different meanings in
isiZulu. The word ukuthwala, for example, means to carry something on
your head, because it is too heavy to carry in your hands. This can be wood,
luggage or a bucket of water with an intention to transport something from
one place to another. Whereas, the word ukuthwala also denotes wearing
something on your head such as a hat, or an iduku (a headdress), with the aim
of protecting your head from the sun or the rain or just for warmth especially
during cold weather, or for whatsoever reason but even though you wear it,
it is still referred to as ukuthwala. Usually, an iduku (a headdress) is worn
by engaged / married women as compliance to the custom of ukuhlonipha
(respect) of the in- laws. These women are not allowed to show their heads in
front of their in-laws especially men hence they should wear or thwala iduku.
Sometimes, when used alongside another noun it forms a blend. When this
happens the literal meaning of the word, to carry, becomes subsumed. This
usually happens in expressions or proverbial sayings. Dent and Nyembezi1
give several such examples: ukuthwala amaphiko (to show off); ukuthwala
ikhanda (to be rude) and ukuthwala ilunda (to be proud). Furthermore,
when the word ukuthwala changes its form, the meaning can also change.
For example, ukuzithwala, which literally means to carry oneself can also
functionally mean to be pregnant or to be arrogant. Another meaning of
ukuthwala is the practice of acquiring supernatural powers that enables one
to become rich, powerful or to have more dignity. In this practice a person,
usually a man, goes to a traditional healer who will provide medication and
oversee the completion of certain rituals in order to acquire the power, dignity
or the longed for riches.
But ukuthwala also has another meaning. It can refer to the act of forcing
the opening up of the marriage negotiation process when it is proving difficult
to do so under normal circumstances. In a crude sense this is done by the
actual carrying away of a young woman by a group of young men to the
1

GR Dent and CLS Nyembezi, Scholar’s Zulu dictionary: English-Zulu, Zulu-English (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter &
Shooter, 2009), p. 500.
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house of a young man who aims to marry her. In most cases during the
process of ukuthwala the prospective husband is there with a group of his
peers to identify the woman he loves and whom he intends to carry away
with marriage as the intention. Sometimes he is not there on the day of
ukuthwala but had already pointed her out to his peers, or if the woman is
from the local area, she is already known. It is crucial to highlight that before
ukuthwala is executed intensive research about the target woman is carried
out by the prospective husband; for example, in order to locate the young
woman’s whereabouts, it has to be known how often and when she goes out,
be it to the shop, to the river, to the fields or to school in order to locate her
easily. Knowledge about her friends is also equally important as this works
towards the prospective husband’s favour in conniving with her friends and
even with her sisters who would take her out of the home for her to be carried
away without her knowledge. Furthermore, a prospective husband does so
having prepared his own family, for example, regarding what will be done
by his parents and sisters when the “bride to be” arrives at his home as there
are rituals to be performed in welcoming the “bride to be”. Rituals cannot be
performed without the knowledge of his family. Furthermore, the following
day he has to send abakhongi (the marriage negotiators) to the family of the
‘bride to be’ to tell them to funela nganeno (to inform a girl’s family that their
girl is safe and is with his family). Then, a girl’s parents will send a messenger
to the girl to get her consent if marriage negotiations could be opened up. If
she agrees, then proceedings begin, but if she does not, then negotiators will
only pay inkomo yokuthwala (the penalty fee) and leave. However, if the man
who carried her away had sexual intercourse with her, as the case may be in
contemporary times which is contrary to the traditional ukuthwala where no
sexual intercourse would have taken place until marriage is consummated
with the girl’s consent, then he has to pay ingquthu kanina (penalty fee).
This practice is referred to as ukuthwala intombi (to carry a young woman).
A second more sinister meaning related to ukuthwala is when it refers to
ukuthwala ngenkani (forcible bride abduction). In this sense it speaks of a
performative act that is linked to coercive sex and sexual violence. Ukuthwala
as a custom, however, be it from the perspective of the carriers, the one being
carried away or the bystanders is not a one-dimensional practice experienced
in a repeated similar manner. As a practice, like any other, it has morphed and
evolved over space and time as political, economic and social circumstances
have changed. As a result a grey area exists between the extremes of ukuthwala
intombi and ukuthwala ngenkani. Indeed, it is worth reiterating that there is
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a difference between ukuthwala intombi (which is characterised by traditional
elements of Zulu culture, which is also consensual and characterised by a lack
of violence and lack of sexual coerciveness) and ukuthwala ngenkani (which
is the direct opposite of traditional ukuthwala, characterised by violence and
physical assault of a woman, gross violation of a woman’s rights and bodily
integrity, lack of a woman’s consent, sexual abuse and happens against the age
of consent) and various reasons for the practice prevail which are determined
by different contexts.2
Evidence for the grey area referred to above is to be found in the avalanche
of reports that proliferated from the practice post-1994. Critical newspaper
reporting had it that, “South African girls as young as 12 years old are being
abducted, locked up, raped and forced into marriages under the pretext of an
age-old custom of ukuthwala”3 and “Parents sell girls as child brides … teens
as young as 14 are kidnapped, locked up and tradition is used as an excuse
for ‘horrific child rape’”.4 As a result a range of commentators expressed their
outrage and disagreement with ukuthwala as a practice and deemed it illegal.5
Others pointed to what they viewed as the gender and human rights-based
violations of the practice.6
Not all, however, necessarily shared the negative sentiments related to
ukuthwala. Seleoane,7 for example argued against referring to ukuthwala
as merely abduction which to him was illegal from start to finish. To him
ukuthwala is a custom and customs are legal. As a result the term yisiko
(customary) or the phrase yisiko lethu “it is our culture” was foregrounded as
a means of explaining ukuthwala by those in support of the practice. Strong
backing for this kind of thinking about ukuthwala came from, amongst other
traditional leaders, Mandla Mandela, the Inkosi (traditional leader) of the
Mvezo traditional council and grandson of Nelson Mandela. He defended
ukuthwala and cautioned that “when you are going to discuss culture do
2
3
4
5

6
7

PM Nkosi, “‘Ingcwaba Lentombi Lisemzini’: A socio-cultural and gendered construction of ukuthwala among
the Zulu people in selected rural areas of KwaZulu-Natal” (PhD, UKZN, 2012), pp. 6-9.
T Thulo, “Lock up your daughters”, Sunday Tribune, 9 March 2003, p. 3.
C Prince, “Parents sell girls as child brides”, Sunday Times, 31 May 2009, p. 1.
L Mashile, Ukuthwala [Television documentary], Latitude, 11 April, 2006; Z Mfono, “The custom of bride
abduction holds its own against time”, Agenda, 16(45), 2000, pp. 76-80; JM Molapo, A Christian analytic
approach of marriage through abduction among the Basotho people of Lesotho: A challenge for pastoral care ministry
(MA, UP, 2004), pp. 81-82.
L Mashile, Ukuthwala [Television documentary], Latitude, 11 April, 2006; Z Mfono, “The custom of bride
abduction...”, Agenda, 16(45), 2000, pp. 76-80; V Reddy, “African feminisms, sexuality in Africa: Some trends,
transgressions and tirades”, Agenda, 62, 2004, pp. 3-11.
M Seleoane, “King Mswati’s actions unacceptable in modern times”, The Herald, 21 April 2005, p. 5.
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not even try to bring in White notions as such an approach will turn things
upside down”.8 Along similar lines it is argued by Thatcher that media reports
confirm the view that contemporary societies often explain African cultures
from a European perspective, and portray them as barbaric, primitive and
oppressive to women, hence they need to be “identified”, “scrutinised” and
“regulated or stopped” by law. 9
Within the two schools of thought on ukuthwala the constitution; rights
to culture and dignity; human rights; individual rights; customary law; the
notion of Western and African views and the rights of children to be protected
were, amongst others, used as ammunition in trying to justify the two main
positions. Although it has been argued that the legal status of custom is not
determined by history we wanted to find out what ukuthwala looked like
prior to the openness of debate and practice it is experiencing post-1994.
The purpose of this article is therefore to track, in a chronological manner,
the reported history of the custom of ukuthwala in the Natal/ KwaZuluNatal region. In focussing on the historical unfolding of the custom we have
employed both primary and secondary evidence. These were read against the
grain – a process which was made easier by the fact that one of the authors
is a cultural insider. This we did so as to develop a deep understanding of
ukuthwala and how it has been reported over time. The focus of the article is
therefore on understanding, in an interpretivist manner, whether the current
practices of ukuthwala have historical claims to validity or if it has, as has
happened to many other customs, been reimagined over time so as to suit the
ever changing contemporary needs.

The practice of ukuthwala – from ancient times to ±1994
As a first step in tracking the practice of ukuthwala we undertook an against
the grain reading of the available primary and secondary sources for the period
up to 1994. Thereafter the primary sources were compared and contrasted to
the available secondary sources so as to draw some conclusions on the practice
of ukuthwala during this period. To achieve such an understanding we have
delineated our article into a distinct era – pre-colonial times to ±1994. We
have decided to use ±1994 as the temporal beacon for this era because it was
8
9

C van der Westhuizen, “When ‘culture’ clashes with gender rights”, Mail and Guardian, 2 December 2011, p. 1.
A Thatcher, “Some issues with ‘some issues’ in human sexuality”, Theology and Sexuality, 11(3), 2005, pp. 9-29.
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then that the various legacies of the past, as it had played out geopolitically
in the region, culminated in the end of Natal and White minority rule and
the creation of KwaZulu-Natal and African majority rule. During the timeperiod up to 1994, Natal, or at least regions thereof, were at various times,
independent African kingdoms, Boer republics, a British colony, a province
of the Union and later the Republic of South Africa and part of the KwaZulu
Bantustan. In most of these geopolitical constructions power, be it political,
economic or social, was in the hands of the Whites and this had a distinct
impact on how ukuthwala was viewed and reported on.

Ukuthwala and the archives - from ancient times to ±1994
The archival collections of the various KwaZulu-Natal Archival Repositories
were searched for evidence related to ukuthwala. Searches in the electronic
database under the term ukuthwala, as well as other possible ways of spelling
it, yielded no evidence at all and neither did soliciting the help of the archivists
on duty. It was only when we equated ukuthwala to abduction that archival
evidence related to the phenomenon was located. In the end our archival
searches identified a limited number of cases that we confidently linked to
ukuthwala, or aspects thereof, as a practice.10
The first archival case that had a clear semblance to ukuthwala was reported
in 1889 in the Ladysmith district of the Colony of Natal. Zobila was arrested
by the Natal Mounted Police at the insistence of Gomain who reported the
former for “forcibly abducting” his daughter Nontokozo. All three individuals,
with Zobila as a prisoner, were sent by train to Ladysmith for a hearing. This
is, however, where the archival trail ends.11
The second case took place in 1900 in Pietermaritzburg. Nondhlini ka
Sityuble, of the Umgeni Division, was charged, under Act 22 of 1896, in the
Native High Court, before an all-White nine-man jury for the abduction and
10 Three cases related to abduction during this period, against Henry Maulden, Ujantje and Umsutu respectively
were located in the Pietermaritzburg Archival Repository. Close reading of these cases revealed that they had
little to do with ukuthwala or any links were, at the best, tenuous. See, Pietermaritzburg Archival Repository
(PAR), Secretary of Native Affairs (SNA), Vol. 1/1/54-1/1/55: Letters 301-400, Documentation related to the
abduction of Nomvemu by Henry Maulden, April-September 1882; PAR, Bulwer Magistrate (1/BLR), Vol. 7:
Minute paper JO Jackson, 22 October 1883 and PAR, Colonial Secretaries Office (CSO), Vol. 1482: Minute
papers 6001-6200 1896, Application by RMK Chadwick for the release of Umsutu, 12 October -20 October
1896.
11 PAR, Ladysmith Magistrate (1/LDS), Vol. 7, 3/3/9: Letter Lance-Corporal H Norris / Magistrate Ladysmith,
11 May 1889.
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assault of Loliya, the daughter of Peni. The complaint of Peni was that his
unmarried daughter was taken against his will and in the process Nondhlini
did “knock down, drag along the ground, and carry [Loliya] away by force”.
The court case lasted several days and a number of witnesses were called by
both the prosecution and the defence. In the end the verdict of the jury was a
unanimous one – Nondhlini was not guilty of abduction and assault.12
The creation of the Union of South Africa in 1910 heralded a major change in
the constitutional position of Natal. It changed from a self-governing British
colony to one of the four provinces comprising the Union of South Africa. As
under the previous political dispensation ukuthwala as an identifiable practice
could only be located in the archive via two court cases. Again it was, in
both cases, described as abduction with rape added to the charge sheet in the
second case.
The first such case involved none other than Solomon kaDinizulu who was
to become the Zulu king. From the available court documents the following
narrative could be constructed. Ngoye Gwala’s daughter, Nomapasi, who
was engaged, resided near Eshowe with her guardian, Mdingi Gwala who
was also her brother. While assisting at the wedding of her aunt, Mnyayaiza
kaNdabugo, she was spotted by Solomon and he paid her considerable
attention. The attraction seems to have been mutual for Nomapasi “though
she was informally betrothed to a young man in the Eshowe division, (she)
was prepared to give him his conge, and having done so, to accept Solomon
as suitor for her hand in marriage”. Nomapasi had in the meantime visited
a number of family members before returning home to Eshowe to ditch her
fiancée in favour of Solomon. These procedural formalities Solomon accepted
and once it was completed he was informed that Nomapasi would, as soon
as his escort arrived for her, depart on her betrothal visit to him. The said
escort arrived in the form of Khanyi Mzimela and Benjamini Magadini
Ngema. Nomapasi then proceeded to accompany them along with a women
escort of her own Ntombintombi. The party proceeded to the Nobamba
homestead with the knowledge of Nomapasi’s mother but not that of her
guardian brother. The reason for this was explained by Nomapasi as being “in
accordance with Native marriage custom”. On her arrival at the homestead
Solomon was contacted and informed that he needs to prepare himself for,
after the usual engagement ceremonies, the marriage should be arranged.
12 PAR, Supreme Court of the Colony of Natal (RSC), Vol. 1/1/60: Regina vs. Nondhlini ka Sityuble, MarchSeptember 1900.
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Several weeks’ later messengers with ten head of cattle as ilobola were sent
to Nomapasi’s guardian, Mdingi Gwala, to ask his consent for the marriage.
To the Magistrate of Ndwandwe, who at some stage had to investigate the
matter, this was normal and he explained: “no unusual suggestion of anything
clandestine about this little romance, in fact, less than strict Native custom
ordinarily demands”. However, the Natal colonial authorities had a different
view and saw it fit to charge Khanyi Mzimela and Benjamini Magadini
Ngema, Solomon’s designated escort, with abduction. The two men were
convicted and fined £5 each by an assistant magistrate at Eshowe.
Solomon was outraged at what transpired and he respectfully asked to be
enlightened on what legal basis his two followers were arrested and convicted.
He also wanted to appeal the sentence since Nomapasi has testified to the
Magistrate of Ndwandwe that she was not “carried away by force” but
accompanied the men of her own accord. At this stage the Chief Native
Commissioner of Natal became involved and asked for a full explanation
from all participants. It emerged that a version of events which stated that
Nomapasi was taken away “surreptitiously” appeared and that the men who
took her away were therefore charged with abduction. Although the local
authorities felt that it would be difficult to prove the complicity of Solomon
in the affair the dominant sentiment was clear: “Solomon by virtue of his
appointment [as King] now considers that he is entitled to the privileges
enjoyed by his forbears who could command any maiden they desired.”
The key complainant in the case proved to be Nomapasi’s guardian, Mdingi
Gwala, who was also a police constable for the Natal colonial authorities. He
reported the two women as having been abducted. This he did before the
cattle offered as ilobola, and the accompanying messengers sent by Solomon,
had arrived. In the interim, based on his complaint, Kambi Mzimela and
Benjamini Ngema were arrested and convicted of abduction.
A furious Solomon then wrote an accusing letter to Mdingi Gwala asking
him: “But what cause of hatred have you against me because your sister came
to marry me, and then you proceed to charge me before the Whites. This your
actions is very bad. Think it over and do not forget it; I shall not forget it.
Why did you not wait and look forward to receiving cattle – and rest content.
Of course you would have had course for complaint if I refused to give you
cattle.” Personally, however, Mdingi Gwala was not opposed to the wedding
but wanted 15 cattle instead of 10.
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The final legal word on the matter came from the Chief Native Commissioner
of Natal: “The action of Solomon in sending these two men to fetch the girl
Nomapasi to his kraal without the knowledge or consent of her guardian
was entirely irregular and cannot be countenanced. The girl’s willingness to
take part in this escapade does not condone Solomon’s action. Under these
circumstances no sympathy can be accorded to Solomon or his agents, who
have run counter to the law and who must take the consequences”.13
The next case to be found in the archive occurred more than four decades
later. This came in the form of a court case against Bhekempeto Radebe of
the Ixopo district in southern Natal. He and two accomplices were accused
of abducting the 18-year old women to whom he had been betrothed for
four years but for whom he could not meet the ilobola demands that her
father commanded. The abductee eventually broke-off the engagement with
Radebe. The accusation against the men read as follows: “On the 1st of May
1960 Radebe being the accused did wrongfully and unlawfully take and
abduct Victoria Dlamini an unmarried Bantu girl of the age of 21 years out
of the possession and against the will of Dhlamini her father and mother
and guardians, for the purpose of having carnal connection with her.” It was
argued that Radebe and his accomplices took the abductee to the homestead
of his father where she was imprisoned under guard. He then, over a period
of several days, raped her on several occasions. The abductee was eventually
rescued by the police. In sentencing Radebe, Judge Caney indicated that he
had considered the fact that he might have been frustrated with the long
engagement and the demands made in terms of ilobola and it was “not the kind
of case where a man waylaid a girl on the roadside”. Taking into consideration
the relationship that existed between them Radebe was sentenced to three
years imprisonment and three strokes with a cane. The latter part of the
sentence was suspended for six months on condition that he is not found
guilty of a sexual offence during that time.14
These four very different legal cases provide a clear indication that ukuthwala
was a phenomenon present in the daily lives of the majority of people residing
in Natal. However, the four cases merely surfaced when Zulu men in their
patriarchal roles felt that they had to employ Western legal systems to regain
13 PAR, Chief Native Commissioner (CNC), Vol. 310, Correspondence 5842/1917: Alleged abduction by
Solomon kaDinizulu, 27 September 1917-12 December 1917. This court case against Solomon kaDinizulu
does not feature at all in the biography on him by Nicholas Cope. S Cope, To bind the nation. Solomon
kaDinizulu and Zulu Nationalism 1913-1933 (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1993), pp. 120-130.
14 PAR, RSC, Vol. 1/1/368 – 290/301, Criminal cases 1960: Regina vs. Bhekempeto Radebe, 29 September 1960.
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control over the women in their care. Ukuthwala thus only became a matter of
contestation when fathers and guardians felt aggrieved and wronged on some
level by what had transpired. They then, in the cases of Mdingi Gwala, further
contributed to the unravelling of the practice by ignoring, for example, the
traditional protocol whereby couples used ukuthwala to persuade a young
woman’s family to open-up the process of marriage negotiations. Instead, they
subscribed to and used the patriarchal Western legal system and world view to
try to exact some kind of justice for themselves. How the women involved felt
was not revealed as their voices are hardly heard in the archival documents.
The image that thus emerges from the archive is not what the Magistrate of
Ndwandwe called “strict native custom”15 but rather a product of constructions
and reinterpretations by White authorities in collaboration with African male
patriarchs.16 Subsequently a Western legal system, based on Western Christian
beliefs and frames of reference, was allowed to pass judgement on what was for
the most part a traditional African practice, as being harmful and barbarous.
Scant wonder then the anger of Solomon kaDinizulu that what was part of the
Zulu way of life was charged “before the Whites”.17 Consequently it would be
easy to assume, at face value at least, that ukuthwala can only be equated to
abduction as can be gleaned from the oblique references to it in the four court
cases located in the archive.
At this point is where the power of the archive needs to enter the debate.
It has been argued that little happened in Natal which did not leave a
thorough paper trail. In the view of Robert Morrell this was brought about
by the exactitude and reliability which characterized the Natal colonial
administration.18 However, it would smack of an arrogance of a bygone era
to fully trust that what was found in the archive was all that the practice of
ukuthwala constituted. For that the archive as a physical and mental construct
is much too problematic. It is therefore with some justification claimed that,
in the 21st century, archives have lost their sole authority on the design of the
past. This is the case because archives as sites of power are limited in terms
of the sources they keep. These sources tend to be descriptive inputs that
may at times be ambiguous. It is consequently argued with justification that
15 PAR, CNC, Vol. 310, Correspondence 5842/1917: Alleged abduction by Solomon kaDinizulu, 27 September
1917-12 December 1917.
16 F Fanon, Black skin, white masks (New York, Grove Press, 1959), p. 23.
17 PAR, CNC, Vol. 310, Correspondence 5842/1917: Alleged abduction by Solomon kaDinizulu, 27 September
1917-12 December 1917.
18 R Morrell, “The family man and Empire: Sir Albert Hime, 1875-1903”, Journal of Natal and Zulu History, 8,
1998, pp. 37-38.
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researchers should seek out how official documents silence and exclude certain
voices.19 It was therefore necessary to turn away from the archive to secondary
sources so as to gain a different understanding of the practice of ukuthwala
in Natal up to 1994. As a result a different perspective of ukuthwala emerged
when compared to the archive.

Ukuthwala in secondary sources - from ancient times to ±1994
Several authors, including Bryant,20 Krige,21 Vilakazi,22 Schapera,23 and
Msimang,24 agreed ukuthwala was an age-old custom in the Natal region.
The earliest identified secondary source that dealt with ukuthwala is the work
by John Henderson Soga, a Xhosa Presbyterian minister. Soga claimed that
the practice of ukuthwala were “faked cases of abduction”. In such cases the
young man and woman had agreed to elope, but the woman did not wish to
appear to be “flouting” her parents and preferred to disguise the elopement
with abduction. Such cases, according to Soga, were love romances and the
term ukuthwala simply denoted that the couple had mutually arranged to
elope so that the woman’s parents would be faced with little choice if they
were unfavourably disposed towards the young man. In the view of Soga
women agreed to this procedure in order to marry the men they loved, and
escaped from the men to whom their parents sought to marry them. For his
part the young man in question had no intention of evading ilobolo as he was
determined to marry the woman of his choice.25 Although not from Natal the
perspectives of Soga are useful as they provide a view from an insider. This
view was that ukuthwala was nothing more than a harmless game of love.
A different perspective is provided by Bryant26 who claimed that ukuthwala
was a form of marriage proposal. He claims that he personally witnessed an
“exceptional case” of a bridegroom “forcibly carrying off” on his shoulders,
19 AF Isaacman, P Lalu and TI Nygren, “Digitization, History and the making of a postcolonial archive of
Southern African liberation struggles: The Aluka Project”, Africa Today, 52(2), 2005, pp. 55-77.
20 AT Bryant, The Zulu people as they were before the white man came (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter & Shooter, 1949),
pp. 572-575.
21 EJ Krige, The social system of the Zulus (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter & Shooter, 1969), p. 125.
22 A Vilakazi, Zulu transformations: A study of the dynamics of social change (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal
Press, 1962), p. 65.
23 I Schapera, The Bantu speaking tribes of South Africa: An ethnographical survey (Cape Town, Maskew Miller1946),
pp. 112-113.
24 CT Msimang, Kusadliwa ngoludala (Pietermaritzburg, Shuter & Shooter, 1991), p. 228.
25 JH Soga, The Ama-Xosa: Life and customs (Lovedale, Lovedale Press, 1931), p. 31.
26 AT Bryant, The Zulu people as they were…, p. 573.
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with her guardian’s concurrence, a “recalcitrant” woman who was struggling
wildly and was unwilling to go to him. The women had previously consented
to be thwalwa’d, and was later found to be a happy wife of the man who carried
her away. Writing from the White perspective of the time Bryant proclaimed
that “marriage by capture” was “a great sport in olden times” and only in
exceptional cases was a woman thwalwa’d against her will. On this Bryant
is clear - during what he calls ancient times no man would abduct a woman
without having made an attempt to woo her first.27 Schapera,28 writing in the
roughly the same era as Bryant, described ukuthwala as a form of marriage.
The problem with Schapera’s argument is that not enough emphasis is placed
on the practice to distinguish it from marriage. Nevertheless the works of
Bryant and Schapera, each with its own biases, provides some insight into the
complex world of ukuthwala in the context of the time.29
The social anthropologist Eileen Jensen Krige argued that among the Zulu
ukuthwala took place when a young engaged woman, or her father broke the
contract relating to the marriage negotiation process. A young man with a
number of his friends would then secretly “carry off” the young woman to his
home. On arrival there the young man’s family dressed the young woman in
an isidwaba - a Zulu leather skirt. This symbolises that she is about to marry
or is married. According to Krige there was no evidence available to indicate
whether under ukuthwala a woman’s parents were obligated to allow their
daughter to marry the man who thwala’d her.30 What Krige also does not
reveal is whose consent was sought, the young woman’s or her parents’, and if
consent is not given if ukuthwala then becomes abduction.
A partial answer to the question emanating from the work by Krige is provided
by anthropologist, EJ de Jager. He argued that that there were two forms of
ukuthwala, the forced version which was called bride abduction (ukuthwala
ngenkani), and agreed-upon ukuthwala. Most often the underlying motive
behind agreed-upon ukuthwala was to place before either the woman, or her
parents, marriage as a fait accompli. As far as bride abduction was concerned
he argued that it was not regarded as normal social behaviour.31
27 AT Bryant, The Zulu people as they were…, p. 573.
28 I Schapera, The Bantu speaking tribes of South Africa…, pp. 112-113.
29 PM Nkosi, “‘Ingcwaba Lentombi Lisemzini’: A socio-cultural and gendered construction of ukuthwala among
the Zulu people in selected rural areas of KwaZulu-Natal” (PhD, UKZN, 2012), pp. 21-22.
30 EJ Krige, The social system of the Zulus…, pp. 165-170.
31 EJ de Jager, “Traditional Xhosa marriage in the rural areas of the Ciskei, South Africa”, EJ de Jager (ed.), Man:
Anthropological essays presented to O.F Raum (Cape Town, Struik, 1971), pp. 160-192.
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A different perspective, be it from a geographical area bordering the then
Natal, is mooted by Hunter. He argued that to carry off a woman to marry
her was considered quite respectable and there was no shame in such a
marriage for either the bride or groom. It could also be a signal for the ilobola
negotiations to begin. Reporting on 26 marriages investigated in Pondoland
he concluded that five were arranged; in five cases the women was thwala’d; in
13 the couple eloped, and in three the women were married off by her people
and then ran away and married a lover. Hunter does, however, explain that for
a woman to elope was rather shameful because she should never admit that
she willingly went to a man.32
The secondary works reviewed thus far were all produced in the period up to
the 1990s. What all the authors agreed upon was that ukuthwala was a longstanding custom in Natal. While Bryant romanticized it as an adventurous
and exotic Zulu practice, Schapera conflated it with marriage. Krige in turn
related it to marriage contracts and negotiations but was not clear on if
actual consent was given for the act of being thwala’d and what this meant
in terms of abduction. In the view of Hunter ukuthwala was a legitimate
practice around marriage negotiations and the relative freedom young
people had in choosing spouses. Only de Jager hinted at the possibility of
the existence of both ukuthwala intombi and ukuthwala ngenkani. However,
he provided no detail on what it entailed. All these works were produced by
White anthropologists and historians in an era of White rule underpinned
by Western perspectives. Consequently these works should be read against
this backdrop. The exception amongst the authors was Soga. As an African
he presented ukuthwala as a nuanced interaction at the junctions of love
and parental consent masked as abduction. In presenting ukuthwala in this
manner the mission-educated Soga hardly strayed from the quixotic ways of
thinking of his White counterparts in the era leading up to 1994, namely that
ukuthwala intombi was the absolute norm.33 In so doing the secondary works
reviewed with the exception of the passing reference by de Jager, contradicted
the existing archival evidence that more contested forms of ukuthwala existed.
The reviewed secondary works also did something else – they presented a
32 M Hunter, Reaction to conquest: Effects of contact with Europeans on the Pondo of South Africa (London, Oxford
University Press, 1961), p. 189.
33 With reference to Soga it is probably fair to ask how much of an insider he was. For a theoretical engagement
with a similar question, see: K Narayan, “How Native Is a “Native” Anthropologist?”, American Anthropologist,
95, 1993), pp. 671-686.
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sanitised White anthropological view of what the magistrate of Ndwandwe
called “strict Native custom” as it related to ukuthwala. In so doing it proved
to be as one-sided as the archival sources in masking variations present within
the practice.
Deeply engaging with the idea that both ukuthwala intombi and ukuthwala
ngenkani existed, and in so doing giving credence to the court cases found
in the archives, only happened in the early 1990s. By that stage the end of
White rule was in sight and it was more acceptable to challenge conservative
patriarchal positions about African cultural practices. Gordon and Spiegel
referred to this time period, with specific reference to anthropology, as a sense
of disarray as South Africa moved from apartheid to black majority rule.34
Msimang, writing about ukuthwala at this time, explained that while in
agreement that there is no accord regarding the exact meaning of the practice
in contemporary Natal, it also had a dark side related to patriarchy and the
suppression of women’s rights. Msimang argued, in line with the idea of
ukuthwala ngenkani, that it sometimes took place when a young woman has
jilted her sweetheart. The jilted lover then decides to thwala away the young
woman with the intention of marrying her. He claims in this case a woman
is beaten and forcibly thwalwa’d.35 Furthermore, Msimang argues that the
woman’s brothers may come to rescue her and this may result in a faction
fight. He concludes that if the men who thwala’d the woman is victorious, the
young woman would be married off.
But Msimang also wrote about the second form of ukuthwala which is a
traditional Zulu practice that opens up the marriage negotiating process when
it is difficult to have it started otherwise. Under this form of ukuthwala a
young man and his “sib-mates” carried the woman to the young man’s home.
On arrival, they would dress her in an isidwaba. After a young woman was
thwalwa’d, a message through the abakhongi (marriage negotiators) would
be sent to her parents informing them to funelani nganeno (search from this
side for your missing daughter). This is an expression that simply informs
them about where she was. In such cases ilobolo negotiations resume and the
marriage negotiation process becomes open.36 According to Msimang this is
34 RJ Gordon and AD Spiegel, “Southern Africa revisited”, Annual Review of Anthropology, 22, 1993, pp. 83-105.
35 This resonates very strongly with the court cases against Nondhlini ka Sityuble and Radebe respectively. See
PAR, Supreme Court of the Colony of Natal (RSC),Vol. 1/1/60: Regina vs. Nondhlini ka Sityuble, MarchSeptember 1900; PAR, RSC Vol. 1/1/368 – 290/301 criminal cases 1960: Regina vs. Bhekempeto Radebe, 29
September 1960.
36 Compare to the case against Solomon kaDinizulu PAR, Chief Native Commissioner (CNC), Vol. 310
Correspondence 5842/1917: Alleged abduction by Solomon kaDinizulu, 27 September 1917-12 December
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an indication that the man who had thwala’d the young women meant no
harm.37
Msimang not only challenged the romanticised notions of the other authors
regarding ukuthwala, but also placed in context the court cases found in the
archives. In the process he provided a clearer picture of ukuthwala intombi
and ukuthwala ngenkani and the grey area in-between. In so doing he both
confirmed continuities and changes in the practise and challenged the silences
and the conflicting ideas that exist around it. Writing in this manner in the
early 1990s served to set the scene for the post-1994 debates about ukuthwala
which were then, for the first time, conducted publically by the people of
whose culture it forms part and not by White academics and government
officials. As such the liberation experienced in 1994 not only freed the black
majority but also freed ukuthwala as a practice from the Western discourses
to which it was bound. Consequently, all the various positions related to the
phenomenon can now be openly supported or challenged. Finally, however
the debate about ukuthwala is still very much a legal one.
As part of a continuing legal debate, The South African Law Reform
Commission has envisaged hosting a workshop on the practice of ukuthwala.
The purpose of the workshop is to discuss the proposals contained in the
discussion paper on the practice of ukuthwala38 and to focus on law reform
initiatives in this regard. The Commission will consider inputs made and use
insights gained during the deliberations in drafting the Bill and report on the
practice of ukuthwala and its recommendation to the Minister of Justice and
Correctional Services. However, research has proven that the law is not the
solution to the contradictions and debate about ukuthwala.39 Furthermore,
moves by the South African Law Reform Commission to outlaw ukuthwala
practice started on 30 November 2009 in Pretoria whereby the statutory body
was tasked with reviewing and reforming South African law but up to now,
there are no remarkable changes.

1917.
37 CT Msimang, Kusadliwa ngoludala..., p. 228.
38 South African Law Reform Commission, Discussion paper 132, Project 138, “The practice of ukuthwala”,
November 2014.
39 PM Nkosi, “Ingcwaba Lentombi Lisemzini”…, pp. 9-12

145

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

Conclusion
At the outset it was stated that the focus of the article was on understanding
whether the contemporary practices of ukuthwala had historical claims to
validity. The answer to this is both yes and no. Yes in the sense that some
aspects of the core, or more correctly the multiple nuclei, that hold the various
forms of the practice together are still identifiable, still contested and clearly
not composed of a single narrative. However, when considering the primary
and secondary evidence, as well as the emerging contemporary evidence, then
it is clear that ukuthwala, as with many other customs, has been reimagined
over time so as to blend-in with the changes happening in society. In this
fast changing contemporary society ukuthwala finds itself locked in a legal
wrestling match between Zulu traditions and Western modernity. If the
arguments to decide the outcome of this match are going to be gender and
human rights-based, then the answer to claims of historical validity is probably
going to be no.
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Abstract
Pietermaritzburg is a city in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, characterised
by a central core of late Victorian-era buildings. It was in this period that
electrification arrived, bringing with it new challenges in the provision of
infrastructure and its ancillary requirements. One such adjunct to electrification
was the need to provide for structures to house transformers and substations
and these had to be integrated into an already existing urban infrastructure.
As primarily utilitarian buildings, they had a single function which was to
house the mechanisms of electrical power. However, simultaneously, they had
to exist as palatable pieces of architecture within an already largely constructed
city-scape. This cogent awareness of built environment is reflected in the
design of many of the substations, which are modest, constructed within the
prevailing architectural style of the time, and as a result blend in entirely with
the city fabric as it exists. They also tell the story of the arrival of one of the
cornerstones of our modern existence, namely power, and elucidate its part
in the creation of new areas of the city and the march of “progress” from the
centre outwards.
Keywords: Electricity; Substations; Pietermaritzburg; Municipal buildings;
Trams; Infrastructure.

Introduction
Pietermaritzburg is the capital city of KwaZulu-Natal, inland of the port city
of Durban on the eastern seaboard of South Africa. It was laid out at the end
of the 1830s by Voortrekkers before being taken over by the British in 1843.
The latter had a distinctly different approach towards urban settlement, in
addition to which their architectural ethos was lodged firmly in the Victorian
tradition. The original city was laid out in a grid fashion typical of Dutch
settlement, maximising the gentle slope in order to provide water to all even
through a system of furrows which ran alongside the long streets. This grid
plan is relevant since it provided a rational structure for the later provision of
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services such as piped water, sewage and electricity.1
Whilst this article will first focus to some degree on the provision of electrical
power in the city, it will then also consider the means by which this power was
housed, and the aesthetic and architectural mechanisms employed in order
to accommodate the technology required in a functional yet modest fashion.
The early years of the city focused on the provision of the grand monuments
reflecting the new civic power of the city and its position as the capital
of the new Colony of Natal. Late Victorian Revivalism was deployed in
buildings such as the old Law Courts2 (now the Tatham Art Gallery) and
the Pietermaritzburg City Hall3 whilst others embodied a variety of Neo –
Classically derived genres such as the Colonial Buildings,4 the Post Office5
and the Legislative Council Buildings.6 Even though the architects of these
buildings generally used local materials in constructing these monuments,
they lost any sense of the architectural vernacular as the buildings reflected
rather a status and power derived from an English architectural paradigm
having responded to an expected pattern of civic architecture, rather than
embracing the complexities of the new Colony. Thus, with the exception of
the City Hall and the Law Courts constructed partly of the salmon brick that
characterises the early buildings of the city, the overriding sense is one of the
creation of generic buildings of power rather than a series of structures that
reflected the more layered and complex social and political environment of
the late 19th century.7 Thus, British derived in both material and genre, they
situated the city as part of the larger lattice which formed the Empire, creating
a comfort that ignored, consciously or unconsciously, the complexities if the
new colony from a social-cultural, political and environmental perspective.
This firmly placed the stamp of England onto the architectural landscape, and
the power associated with it.
1
2
3

4
5
6
7

D Secadanari, New map of the city of Pietermaritzburg, 1906 (This is found in Figure 1 in this article).
B Kearney, Architecture in Natal 1824-1893 (Cape Town, Balkema, 1973), p. 32. Kearney notes this as being in
the Renaissance Pavilion Style.
B Kearney, Architecture in Natal 1824-1893..., p. 55. The first city hall, a double story, was commenced in
1891and was in a mixed style, referred to as both “free Renaissance” as well as a quaint blend of Tudor, Flemish
and Florentine styles. After its destruction by fire in 1898, it was rebuilt with a third floor. The architect for both
buildings was William Street Wilson.
D Robinson (ed.), The buildings of Pietermaritzburg (Pietermaritzburg City Council, Pietermaritzburg, 1986),
p. 306. Described by the authors as “Late English Renaissance”.
D Robinson (ed.), The buildings of Pietermaritzburg..., p. 358. Described by the authors as “Second Empire
Style”.
D Robinson (ed.), The buildings of Pietermaritzburg..., p. 360. Described by the authors as “Palladian style of
the Renaissance Revival’.
B Kearney, Architecture in Natal 1824-1893..., p. 32.
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At the same time that these monumental structures were being built, a lower
level group of structures began to fill in the urban fabric, responding to the new
technologies at the end of the nineteenth century. In many ways as crafted as
the civic buildings, these electrical substations were a necessary component of
the changing technological landscape which involved the provision of power
across the city.
Having described the protracted process of the advent of electrical power
in the city, this article will focus on the earlier electrical substations in
Pietermaritzburg, many of which although seemingly utilitarian buildings,
are very competent pieces of architecture blending quietly into their urban
surroundings. Indeed, this aesthetic sense formed part of the “modus operandi”
of their design and construction, particularly from the 1930s onwards.
Furthermore, they are constructed in the prevailing architectural genres of the
times, often reflecting cultural identity and, ironically, the struggle for power.
They were also contentious pieces of infrastructure and a necessary evil – as
much as people needed electricity, they also complained about the buildings,
leading to a number of attempts by the Corporation to make them more
palatable. This article will also discuss how these structures reflect the rapid
suburbanisation of the early 20th century, describing the march of progress
outwards from the city centre.8

Early electrical power supply and its challenges
By September 1861, the Royal Observatory in Cape Town had initiated
the use of electrical current. They achieved this by transmitting an impulse
which travelled through the telegraph system to the time-ball mounted on a
mast in the vicinity of Table Bay. At one o’clock sharp this current made the
time-ball drop, providing an accurate, public signal for time.9 This abstract
concept of the generation of electricity as opposed to the logical provision
of power provision through steam engines, for example, meant that early
attempts at sourcing electrical power in the city of Pietermaritzburg were not
always received with enthusiasm by the elders. The earliest archival record
8
9

It must be noted that the Msunduzi Municipality, the current-day administrators of the city, are unable to
provide information with regards to the provision of electricity and its infrastructure. For this reason, most of
the sources quoted are archival.
D Gill, A History and description of the Royal Observatory, Cape of Good Hope (London, HMSO1913), p. cxiiiv;
S Solomon & Co, The general directory and guide book to the Cape of Good Hope (Saul Solomon & Co, Cape
Town,1870), p. 126.
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discussing electricity in Pietermaritzburg dates from 13 November 1880,
nearly a full two decades after the time-ball in Cape Town had been dropped
using electrical current. A Mr Chadwick who held the post of “Sub Manager
of Telegraphs” wrote to the Governor of Natal, Sir George Pomeroy Colley
requesting for “necessary arrangements” to enable the time gun at Fort Napier
to be fired by electricity routed along the telegraph lines from the Cape. The
letter reads thus:10
Cape Mean time is distributed from the Observatory at Cape Town at 1.0pm
which is at 47 mins and 37 secs past one on Natal time, and arrangements
could easily be made for a current to be passed to the gun at Fort Napier if it
would answer the purpose required to have it fired then instead of at 8.0am
as at present. On receiving further instructions I will if desired procure an
estimate of the cost of the necessary apparatus and of erecting a line from the
Pmburg office to the Fort.

Another documented attempt at electrification is dated January 1887.
George Ireland penned a missive to the Sessional Committee of the Natal
Legislative Council saying:11
I should be pleased to undertake the lighting by Electricity of the large hall
in which the meetings of the legislative Council are held during the remainder
of the session using either arc or Incandescent lamps and a motor that would
ensure a steady and reliable light. Perfect ventilation and absence of heat and
smell would be the result.

To this, the dour, negative response: “The Sessional Committee sees no reason
for making any change in the method of lighting the Council Chambers for
this session”. It must be emphasised that at this time, interior lighting was
carried out by means of oil lamps, which burnt hot creating heat, smoke and
smell.
Active debate must have carried on behind closed doors, for another serious
application was made five years later. This time it was an approach by the
Mayor, His Worship R Mason, who was seeking support for the provision of
electrical power for the city, rather than elements of it. In April 1892 he wrote
to The Honourable Colonial Secretary asking for assistance in implementing
electric power in Pietermaritzburg. He remarked that the proposed
10 KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Archives Repository (NAB), Pietermaritzburg, Colonial Secretary’s Office, CSO 778
Reference 1880/4381: Letter, Chadwick (Sub Manager of Telegraphs) / Sir George Colley (Governor of Natal),
13 November 1880.
11 NAB, Colonial Secretary’s Office CSO, Vol. 114, Reference 1887/76: Letter George Ireland (Contractor) /
Sessional Committee (Natal Legislative Council), January 1887.
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electrification scheme was contrived by a Mr RL Cousens, Consulting
Engineer, and that the power supply could either be steam-driven, implying
a need for combustible fuels to drive the machinery, or water-power derived
from a complicated system of piping from the Upper Umgeni Falls.12 Mason
was more successful: from this point, it took some time to implement public
lighting and electrification in the city, since the access to a municipal power
supply had to be legislated and thus the applications were subjected to the
rigour of a full parliamentary approval process. In the meantime, however,
lighting to the newly completed City Hall, was carried out in 1893. This
was operated by a private company, Messrs Woodhouse and Rawson, who
erected a generator behind the City Hall which provided electricity for the
hall and charged the Corporation accordingly. Woodhouse and Rawson filed
for insolvency in 1895, and the city bought their lighting plant.13
Once legislated, initiated and demonstrated it did not take long for
electrical power to gain public favour in the city. The city fathers discovered
that the generator provided enough power to electrify other buildings, and
thus applications from property owners in the city centre were considered,
including the Legislative Assembly and the Post Office. Electric lights fired by
direct current were first demonstrated in the Market Building in 1896.14 This
big “switch on” of private power administered by Municipal officials took
place on 1 April 1896. This initial electrification for street lighting particularly,
was only implemented over a short distance along what was then known as
Commercial Road, in the centre of the city. The days of the sputtering oil
lamps were now officially over, although it would take some years before the
complete change-over was thoroughly affected.
Power was generated by a temporary power station, a 30 kW alternator
situated behind the City Hall.15 Certainly, this structure is visible in the
Secadanari Map of 1906,16 showing the City Hall, substation and Market
Building tightly grouped, and is also evident on the early aerial photographs
in 1937. In addition, this temporary power station is frequently referred to in
12 NAB, Colonial Secretary’s Office CSO, Vol. 1424, Reference 1892/1920: Letter: R Mason (His Worship the
Mayor of Pietermaritzburg) / The Honourable Colonial Secretary, April 1892. Also known as Howick Falls, this
waterfall is some distance from the city.
13 E Meineke, Municipal engineering in Pietermaritzburg – the first hundred years (Pietermaritzburg, The
Pietermaritzburg Corporation, 1983). p. 104.
14 J Ingram, The story of an African city (G Coester, Pietermaritzburg, 1898), p. 92
15 Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Twentieth century impressions of Natal: Its people, commerce,
industries, and resources (Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Durban, 1906), p. 241.
16 D Secadanari, New map of the city of Pietermaritzburg, 1906...
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archival records. Operating for over five decades after it was downgraded in
1898, it was decommissioned around 1949 and subsequently demolished.17
Thus far, the author has failed to source any photographs of this building.
Figure 1: Annotated Secadanari Map, 1906. Note the Electrical Power Station as the dark
spot to the left of the city (annotations Author 2014)

Source: D Secadanari, New map of the city of Pietermaritzburg, 1906.

Its replacement, the new Municipal Power Station was situated at the top
end of town. This complex was completed in 1898 and power was generated
using a steam system employing massive boilers. Particularly notable was the
brick smoke stack, which by the time of its’ dismantling in 1931, was deemed
quite “pitted”, leading the Town Council to allocate £50 for its demolition.18
Its presence in the city was highly rated: The Natal Almanac of 1899 shows
the new “Electric Power Station” on its in-text map and declares that:19
Electric lighting was introduced on an experimental scale, but the demand
for the illuminant having become large, increased plant has been ordered, and
an electric station has been built. It is intended to expend some 40 000 to 50
000 pounds on the public and private lighting of the city.

On 1 July 189820 power was switched over to the new municipal electricity
supply, made available with the completion of the Municipal Power Station
situated at the top end of the city, close to the railway station.
17 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation yearbook 1948-1949 (Pietermaritzburg,
Pietermaritzburg Corporation, 1949), p. 81.
18 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/54, Reference 111/1931: Repairs to Power Station.
19 AC Braby, Natal Almanac and Directory, 1899 (Durban, AC Braby1898), p. 833.
20 Significantly, the notorious fire which razed the Pietermaritzburg City Hall on 12 July 1898 started at the rear
of the building, the façade closest to the original Power Station. The cause of the fire is still unknown, and it is
perhaps relevant that the fire occurred 12 days after switch over to the new Municipal Power Station.
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Figure 2: Pietermaritzburg Power Station (KwaZulu-Natal Archives Repository)

Source: KwaZulu - Natal Archives Repository also J Laband and R Haswell (eds.), Pietermaritzburg 1838 –
1938. A new portrait of an African city (Shuter & Shooter, Pietermaritzburg, 1988), p. 144.

This was a much more substantial structure than its diminutive predecessor
situated in the centre of town, and was purpose built for the generation of
electricity. A reasonably restrained building in the late Victorian style, it
followed the by now established Pietermaritzburg vernacular of soft salmon
brick and corrugated sheeting roofs.21 This new power station allowed for
greatly extended and simultaneously intensified electrification through the
city: Joseph Ingram commented of Scott’s Theatre buildings in 1898 that,22
“The building is lighted by 600 incandescent lights…The electrical installation
having been carried out by Messers. Siemens brothers of London”. By this time,
the “accoutrements” of electrical supply were also locally available. Ingram
refers to Messers. Collins and Munro, the proprietors of a department store
in the city who had an unrivalled Electrical department in 1898, saying that,23
“Appliances for the utilization of electric energy, based on the latest advances,
are to be seen on every hand, and the firm can undertake works in connection
with the installation of electric plant for power or lighting purposes”. By
1904 electrical power was an integral part of the city. Pietermaritzburg had
a fledgling electric tram system and certainly by then most government and
official buildings were lit by electricity. The statistics for the year note that the
“Electric Light Department supplied current to 91 arc lamps, 1,710 street
21 A Duigan, “Pietermaritzburg red brick: Then and now”. J Laband and R Haswell (eds.), Pietermaritzburg 1838
– 1938. A new portrait of an African city (Shuter & Shooter, Pietermaritzburg, 1988), p. 265.
22 J Ingram, The story of an African city (G Coester, Pietermaritzburg, 1898), p. 92.
23 J Ingram, The story of an African city (G Coester, Pietermaritzburg, 1898), p. 173.
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lamps, and 29393 incandescent lamps, there being 940 private consumers
connected to the system”.24 The historian Alan Hattersley in Portrait of a City
notes that:25
Though electricity gave brilliant illumination to the main streets, there still
remained in use at the beginning of that year some fifty old-fashioned oil lamps
... on 2nd November 1904, electric trams began running ... Pietermaritzburg
was the first inland town to install an electric tram service, its council, guided
by the progressive WJ O’Brien, believing that trams would make possible sale
of hundreds of acres of undeveloped Town lands. Scottsville was not the only
suburb to owe its initial progress to the trams. Prestbury ... went ahead once
the line to the gardens was opened.
Figure 3: “A new type of tram”26

Source: Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Twentieth century impressions of Natal..., p. 240.

The stated objective in the quotation above, of expanding the city, releasing
town lands for sale and populating the proposed suburbs was thus inextricably
connected to the provision of electricity for running trams, allowing residents
of the city reasonably easy access to areas of interest such as the racecourse
and the new suburb of Scottsville, as well as the Botanical Gardens and the
Royal Agricultural Showgrounds27. Therefore, the tramlines and their routes
were t initially the vector for establishing electrical substations and laying
electrical conduit across the city. There was also a vital economic perspective:
24 Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Twentieth century impressions of Natal: Its people, commerce,
industries, and resources (Durban, Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, 1906), p. 241.
25 A Hattersely, Portrait of a city (Shuter and Shooter, Pietermaritzburg, 1951), p. 105.
26 Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Twentieth century impressions of Natal..., p. 240.
27 Lloyds Greater British Publishing Company, Twentieth century impressions of Natal..., p. 225. The tramline
extension to the Botanic Gardens, Prestbury and Zwaartkop was opened on 3 March 1905.
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the intention was that revenue received from the tramways would be fed
back into the system and assist in extending the electrification of the city,
reinforcing the interdependence between power supply and expansionism.
Symbolically, and also practically, the tram sheds were part and parcel of the
Power Station itself, situated adjacent to the railway lines at the upper end of
town.
Importantly, as the economic success of electrification in Pietermaritzburg
was directly dependent on its spread throughout the city the need to popularise
electrification within the city to normal inner city households was a priority,
made more viable through the “Assisted Wiring Scheme”. This was a system
in which the city would sign a contract with a householder for the provision
of basic electricity, which would be paid back to the city after a three year
period.28 Together with this, was a series of lectures and demonstrations held
at the Royal Agricultural Showgrounds in order to popularise the power
source for greater distribution throughout the city.29
Thus it was that besides the original power station started by Woodhouse
and Rawson behind the City Hall, now downgraded to a substation, a small
number of others existed located along the tram lines in order to boost
their electrical supply. These substations were comparatively substantial,
constructed out of brick and mortar, and all boasting a parapet wall to at
least three façades. The earliest appears to have been that located in Prestbury,
allowing for public transit by tram to the Botanical Gardens. The second,
at Scottsville, provided public access to the Scottsville racetrack and a third,
located on the lower half of Boshoff Street, allowed for easy transit to the
Royal Agricultural Showgrounds.30 The vehicle of access to amenity for the
people of Pietermaritzburg was thus facilitated through the generation of
electrical power.
Whilst physical vestiges of early electrification exist around the city, few
records of the actual substation buildings are recorded in archival material
prior to the late 1920s. The early ones constructed to facilitate the tramlines
are described, as is the first power station behind the City Hall, but the
28 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1909-1910 (Pietermaritzburg
Corporation, Pietermaritzburg1910), p. 22.
29 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1910-1911 (Pietermaritzburg
Corporation, Pietermaritzburg1910), p. 21.
30 T Wills, “From rickshaws to minibus taxis”, J Laband and R Haswell (eds.), Pietermaritzburg 1838-1938. A new
portrait of an African city (Shuter & Shooter, Pietermaritzburg, 1988), p. 138. The trams were not as popular as
originally thought, and by the end of 1936 they had ceased to exist.
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Corporation Yearbooks are reasonably silent on the provision of buildings
housing electrical infrastructure. The early years of the twentieth century were
not prosperous in the city, and this lack of financial resources could, to some
extent explain this silence. In addition, many of the minor substations are
described as being constructed of wood-and-iron, and these were gradually
replaced as the electrical supply systems were extended and became more
permanent. Thus, apart from the aforementioned examples constructed of
brick and mortar, the early substations being constructed of prefabricated
materials means that little record remains of them today.
Despite its youth and the fanfare of its construction, this Power Station soon
had to increase its output.
By 1910, pressure on the Corporation for power provision came from a
number of angles. The Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook recorded
that “The Government approached the Corporation with a view to the latter
supplying current to the Railway Department, instead of that Department
generating current at the Railway Power Station.”31 This commitment was not
isolated. The expanding city meant that the pressure for electrical current was
constantly increasing. A year later the Corporation was anxiously considering
upgrading: the need for a more “modern” plant was articulated “to deal with
the increasing load and the necessity for cheaper production”.32 This was in
the light of the realisation that:33
The connecting up to the supply mains of the Methuen Barracks and the
Railway Workshops, which will materially increase the output of the Station;
and more particularly the adoption by Council of the “Assisted Wiring Scheme”
whereby householders may have their premises wired on the instalment system

Whilst there is still little mention of the construction of substations to house
this expanded power network, it is plausible that the large substation on the
corner of West and Pietermaritz Streets (ca 1920) was constructed in this
period, being positioned at the top end of the city and reasonably close to the
main power station.34

31 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1909-1910..., p. 21. This relationship
with the railways lasted until the mid-1920s when, ironically, the railways became the vehicle for the distribution
of ESCOM electricity.
32 Pietermaritzburg Corporation. Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1910-1911..., p. 47.
33 Pietermaritzburg Corporation. Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1910-1911..., p. 22.
34 D Robinson (ed.), The buildings of Pietermaritzburg (Pietermaritzburg City Council, Pietermaritzburg, 1986),
p. 231.
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Rapid electrification of other cities in the Union led to the establishment of the
Electricity Supply Commission (ESCOM) in early March 1923.35 Its purpose
was to remove the generation of electricity from Municipal responsibility and
“maintaining electricity supply undertakings on a regional basis. Electricity
was to be supplied efficiently, cheaply and abundantly to government
departments, railways and harbours, local authorities and industry”. One of
ESCOM’s first responsibilities in Natal was to assume responsibility for the
newly established electrified rail link between Glencoe and Pietermaritzburg.
This had been established by the Railway Administration and electricity
generated by the coal-powered regional power station at Colenso. At the time
of its construction, this was the second largest rail electrification scheme in
the world.
In 1926 the first electric train entered Pietermaritzburg amidst great
ceremony,36 running on the electrified overhead lines that were to become
the vector for electrical distribution, providing electricity to regions along
the route. The first ESCOM power generated in such fashion entered the
city system on 17 June 1927.37 This massive power upgrade led to five new
substations being constructed. A prominent example of this period is the
Alexandra Swimming Baths substation, completed in 1926-1927, facilitating
the intensified development in the eastern suburbs. This change over also
determined the need for the Pietermaritzburg Corporation to convert its
power supply from an unstable Direct Current (DC) supply, to the Alternating
Current (AC) supply that was now being provided by ESCOM. This in itself
was a massive logistical undertaking, involving the replacement of all cables,
both underground and elevated. Around this time, the Electrical Department
bemoaned the event of a fire in No 5 substation on May 6 1929, caused
by defective switchgear. This conflagration interrupted the tramways and
“certain power consumers” for 10 minutes,38 an event for which the Municipal
authorities were palpably embarrassed.
Electrical distribution as a national imperative removed the responsibility
from Corporations to provide their own electricity. This resulted in the
35 This was facilitated by the Electricity Act no 42 of 1922.
36 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1925-1926 (Pietermaritzburg
Corporation, Pietermaritzburg1910), p. 39.
37 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1927-1928 (Pietermaritzburg
Corporation, Pietermaritzburg1910), p. 86.
38 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/37, Reference 471/1929: Note also a similar
incident in 1945 in which “The whole city supply was interrupted for eight minutes on 10th December 1945,
due to a fault on the ESC supply equipment” (Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation
Yearbook 1945-1946..., p. 102.
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decommissioning of most of the old municipal power stations. Thus, by the
end of the 1920s the Pietermaritzburg Power station was no longer operational,
and all of the plant had been sold to private bidders.39 By February 1931 the
building had begun to fall into disrepair, prompting the Pietermaritzburg
Corporation to allocate a budget of £220 for its repair. The roofing needed to
be replaced in areas, as well as valley gutters and repairs to the brickwork of
the main building. For a time it was used by the railways. However, perhaps its
peripheral position in the Townlands and its scale rendered it difficult to let.
The Corporation attempted to find appropriate occupants, but the yearbooks
bemoan the fact that the building remained largely empty. However, despite
the loss of its original purpose, the building continues to stand today. Not
long after this, the trams too ceased to run: their original scope of operations
had been reduced and they did not prove very viable as transport for the city
residents.
Whilst the aforementioned “Assisted Wiring Scheme” formed a fundamental
part in the development and popularisation of electrification in the city,
a means by which people were made aware of its dangers was also being
formulated, namely the branding intended to signify “beware”. One of the
earlier examples, known colloquially as the “Running Man” depicts a spiky
individual with a pointed hat. This was replaced by the distinctly Modernist
example from the late 1950s with the characteristic “lightning bolt” as a
mutually understood signal of danger.40
Figure 4: Running man

Source: D Whelan, 2012.
39 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/80, Reference 248/1932: Re: Erection of buildings
by Electricity Department.
40 All attempts to garner information from the Electrical Department in this regard came to naught. This
information is due to feedback from a public talk on the subject given for Heritage Month September 2012, at
which lively discussion noted that the “Running Man” was a precursor to the “lightning bolt”.
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Considering substation buildings as artefacts of power provision
Thus, in order to contextualise the architecture of the electrical substations
in Pietermaritzburg, it is important to position it within a highly contested
political situation at the time. Natal Colony and Pietermaritzburg, in
particular, occupied an unenviable position. As noted, Natal was fervently
British, to the point that as an entity they voted against the incorporation of
the Colony into Union in 1910. However, as a subsequent seat of provincial
authority after Union, Pietermaritzburg had an inescapable Afrikaner
population. Furthermore, from 1918 resurgence in Afrikaner nationalism
had been exacerbated by the schism created by South Africa’s participation
in what was seen as “England’s war”.41 This tension was in conflict with the
overbearing and quintessential Englishness and this conflict could be said to
be reflected in the architecture.
The early substations were undeniably and understandably late Victorian and
Edwardian structures. There are not many left in original form: those from
1905-1906, the parapet walled structures at Zwartkops/Botanic Gardens, the
lower end of Boshoff Street and Durban Road (now Alan Paton Road) in the
suburb of Scottsville, are early extant examples. Although they are modest
and pared down structures, they are nevertheless finely detailed, all with a
delicate eyebrow of projecting decorative brickwork over the entrance. The
Boshoff Street example has an elegant frieze made up of quarry tiles placed at
a 45° angle, and windows carefully treated with a full soffit and cill. There are
also regular plaster bands through the brickwork, emphasizing horizontality.
Architectural plans for these structures have not yet been found, should they
exist.42
From the Corporation yearbooks,43 it appears that the competence for
the design of these structures was not initially located in the Corporation
Engineers Department, but rather in the section that dealt with the provision
of electricity. The erection of the more prominent civic structures and other
large scale projects was more organized as they were more visible, thus forming
the political face of the city. This meant that the Corporation Engineers had
41 P Thompson, The British Civic culture of Natal, South Africa 1902-1961 (Pietermaritzburg, Brevitas, 1999), p. 30.
42 Any primary documentary information on substations has been sourced solely from archival material. The
lack of institutional knowledge as well as an ineffective plans referencing system at the Msunduzi Municipality
means that the city has apparently no plans for these buildings.
43 Perhaps the most useful Corporation data, these collections of annual reports of the different departments
within the city structure are vital sources of information in being able to understand the workings of the city
from a variety of different aspects.
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a large responsibility in their design and implementation, as those responsible
for the creation of a coherent architectural environment that projected the
vision of the city fathers.
Whilst it is plausible that they were designed by technicians within the
Electricity Department, the actual identity of the “architect” is not at this
point known, nor the means by which the construction process was carried
out. Given their general similarity of scale and material, it is obvious they
were designed within a specific responsive framework that allowed for careful
consideration of the design guidelines. At the same time, looking at the
aesthetic response of the Boshoff Street Substation, that in Sweetwaters Road,
and the corner building in Durban Road (Alan Paton) these diminutive
buildings that comprise the early electrical substations differed according to
site and requirement.
However, the architectural response of these structures is purely instinctive:
precedent did not exist in the city for housing this new form of technology.
Certainly, in their “pattern” response, it is suspected that the design and
construction was purely paradigmatic: this approach meant that these
buildings automatically fitted in with their surroundings and blended in with
their context, making them silent participants in the city-scape.
Figure 5: Prestbury Substation

Source: D Whelan, 2012.
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Figure 6: Boshoff Street Substation

Source: D Whelan, 2012.

Given the dearth of extant examples between the turn of the century buildings
described above and those constructed after the First World War, in addition
to very limited descriptions of substation buildings in the Corporation
Yearbooks in intervening years, it is not surprising that a switch to a more
defined Union period style with undertones of the Pietermaritzburg “style”
appears around 1920. The authors of Buildings of Pietermaritzburg44 (1986)
describe what is known as the Pietermaritz Street Substation, as a “Single
storey sub-station with tiled roof: face brick plinth and plastered brick walls
... plaster ornamented porthole windows and face brick quoins: roof ridge
ventilator”. The description for the main substation on Victoria Road may
just as well read the same, but its description notes “quarry tile quoins, stipple
dash plastered walls and porthole windows”.
The aforementioned Alexandra Swimming baths substation, constructed
after the switch to ESCOM power in 1927, is similar, although more elaborate,
with quizzical neoclassical eyebrows and an axial ovate window placed above
the main entrance. These three structures are confident in their built fabric,
yet form so much part of it that they are neither offensive nor outstanding.
As major substations at the time, which in some cases have subsequently
bowed to development pressure, they describe the practical limits of the city
of Pietermaritzburg and the slow expansion of the suburbs between 1920 and
44 D Robinson (ed.), The buildings of Pietermaritzburg..., p. 231.
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1930. The toolkits of the Edwardian architectural style exist, although in a
more restrained form. Cape Dutch Revival markers typical of Union Period
buildings are not evident, although porthole windows and the unrestrained
use of teak for fenestration and “louvre” are employed. Rather, these buildings
display a modest derivation of brick and tile domestic architecture of the
city at the time and represent a suture of what was occurring in the greater
architectural domain but still locating the buildings firmly in the city of
Pietermaritzburg.
Plans of these later buildings too have not, as yet, been found in the official
Municipal records, although some have been located in the Pietermaritzburg
Corporation files at the Provincial Archives Repository. This was, perhaps, no
accident: remonstrations in the early 1930s point to the recalcitrance of the
Electricity Department in providing plans of their buildings for assessment.45
It is understood that the Electricity Department from time to time erects
Transformer Chambers in various parts of the Borough, plans for which are
not submitted to the Plans Sub Committee for approval, and for which no
Water Building fees are paid.

Some of their designs are attributed to EB White. He had started working as a
draughtsman around 191946 and the buildings constructed during this period
have a particular aesthetic stamp. At this point, the Electrical Department
were carrying out their infrastructure implementation in-house. Only towards
the 1950s did the design and tender process become part of the competence
of the Corporation Engineering Department. As a technical draughtsman in
the Electrical Department, White would have had little aesthetic training,
and thus most likely would have resorted to pattern derived from early 20th
century sources; hence the utilisation of materials employed in Union Period
fashion, together with the innate classicism of Roman brickwork, symmetry
and arrangement of the façade.
Indeed, the Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbooks are silent about the
employees working within the Electrical Department. In 1908, the Electricity
Department Revenue account names Munro, as Electricity Department
Engineer, a Clerk, CL Hurst, a typist, CM Waters, an (unnamed) apprentice,
45 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/24, Reference 1084/1928: Sale of plant at Power
Station.
46 Prior to White’s tenure at the Pietermaritzburg Corporation, the post had been vacant for some time. NAB,
Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/4, Reference 223 / 1928: Retirement of EB White,
Electric Department.
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an Accountant, HF Hurst, Bookkeeper ED Gooding, and Meter readers
WH Walters and H Beale.47 There is not much change in later versions, and
the early 1930s Yearbooks have little to say about a person who appears in
retrospect, to have been a valuable member of the Electricity Department’s
staff component.
Thus, perhaps because of White’s input, and despite the gradual stamp
of Afrikanerdom becoming more prevalent in the rest of the Union,
Pietermaritzburg Corporation’s version of Union Period architecture
remained quintessentially English, its vernacular origins retaining the stamp
of the Victorian with elements of the Union period, without embracing a
Cape Dutch Revival aesthetic common to other areas.
Figure 7: Victoria / West Street Substation ca 1926, perhaps designed by EB White

Source: D Whelan, 2012.

At the beginning of the 1930s a greater pressure for electricity was put on the
city’s resources. At the same time as the main Power Station was decommissioned
and threatened for demolition, a number of other substations in emergent
suburbs were being constructed. These follow the Union Period aesthetic
trend, with expansive and detailed specifications issued to the tenderers, all of
which were local firms. Roofs were of Marseilles tiles, reflecting the suburban
aesthetic trends of the time. The use of teak was predominant, instructions as
to preferred brick suppliers firmly articulated, the treatment of bricks before

47 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1908-1909 (Pietermaritzburg Corporation,
Pietermaritzburg, 1909), p. 44.
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laying, and great emphasis placed on the quality and proportion of mixes.48
Figure 8: HE White’s Longmarket Girl’s School Transformer station – 1931

Source: D Whelan, 2012.

The substation as markers of an expanding city
Substations which were constructed in this period exist in the newer suburbs:
Clarendon has a couple of examples such as “by the Bishops Residence”
in which previously, electrical needs had been serviced by wood and iron
buildings. On the crest of this hill is another from this period, built to
service the needs of the Tuberculosis Sanatorium, quaintly referred to as the
“Christmas Stamp Preventorium”.49 This generation of substations serviced
the expansion of Clarendon and Wembley, as well as the electrification of
Mountain Rise, an older suburb but peripheral to the main city.

48 NAB Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Files 3/PMB 4/4/2/270 TC 104/6, Proposal to upgrade the Mayors Walk
substation (temporarily housed in a wood and iron structure).
49 Pietermaritzburg Corporation, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Yearbook 1935-1936 (Pietermaritzburg,
Pietermaritzburg Corporation, 1936), p. 17. Also NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol.
4/3/185, Reference 1058/1935: Supply of electricity to Children’s Preventorium, Roberts Road.
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Figure 9: East Street substation and associated public toilets, late 1930s

Source: D Whelan, 2013.

Growth was not only restricted to the then predominantly “white” suburbs.
Electricity was extended south to Edendale in the 1920s. Moreover, the supply
and maintenance of power was also considered a priority at the time of the
construction of Pietermaritzburg Native Village, nowadays called Sobantu.
In October 1926 there is mention of the setting out of Sobantu: providing
water, having the site surveyed and the “streets and buildings pegged off” and
the intention to “Erect not more than four experimental buildings of the type
approved.” To add to this domestic infrastructure, on November 9 1927 the
Corporation records note that:50
The Electricity and Transportation Committee recommended that the
Electricity Supply Fund bear the whole cost of the high tension and
transformer equipment, laying all the low tension distributing mains inside
the Native Village, installing wiring and lamps in the houses and maintaining
the installations, including lamp replacements, at a fixed charge of 3/- per
month for every dwelling connected.

The expansion of the city continued unabated. In June 1929 heated discussion
centred on a proposal to extend electrical supply to a 61/2 mile radius from the
50 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Reference 4/3/67, Vol. 767/1927: Extension of electric light
to Native Village.
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city hall, including the area around Hilton Road. This would then include
newly incorporated areas such as Mason’s Mill and Plessislaer.51 This debate
was interrogating the jurisdiction within which Pietermaritzburg Corporation
could practicably supply electrical current. Despite this extension of services,
outlying areas were still clamouring for electrification until the middle of the
1940s.
The aesthetics of the buildings were simplified after White left the Department.
Certainly, in 1931 he was still working at the Corporation, having signed
off a characteristic version of his work at the Longmarket Girls School. But
by the early 1940s the buildings were more streamlined and less detailed.
The more substantial substation in Mayors Walk which replaced an earlier
wood and iron example after 1941 has little of the whimsical ornamentation
typical of HE White’s buildings: it is reduced to an invisible functionary of
conventional masonry construction with rough-cast plaster, under Marseilles
tile roof, with a simple face brick plinth separated from a white-painted upper
wall by a projecting string course.
Details as to designers of such buildings through the 1940s are scant. Certainly,
towards the 1950s, the responsibility for the design of the substations appears
to have been assumed by the Pietermaritzburg City Engineers Department.
Indeed, some of the Modernist examples from the late 1940s onwards are
among the most well-designed, yet modest structures in the city. Many of
these flirted with variant options, of including store rooms, or doubling up as
bus shelters. None of these really worked, thus, after some experimentation,
the purpose of providing a straightforward functioning structure became the
core requirement.
Throughout Pietermaritzburg, a small flotilla of quietly competent, wellexecuted face brick structures with strongly raked pointing are testimony to
an engagement with design and architectural modernity. Simple boxes with
impossibly thin concrete flat roofs, and employing elements of Modernist
design such as “brise-soleil”, vertical fins, are possibly attributed to the design
leadership of Noel, an Architect and RIBA member who headed up the City
Engineers Department from the 1950s through to the 1960s. Each example is
individual and, after a brief flirtation with variety, they emerge not as pattern
structures, but rather respond to their context and site. By now, the buildings
51 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/38, Reference 567/1929: Extension of electricity
supply area.
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have become patterns in themselves: they have precedent and in themselves
create precedent.
Figure 10: Substation – Sweetwaters Road, possibly designed by Noel

Source: D Whelan, 2012.

However, it is tragic that few substations after this period have reacted to site
in such an engaged manner. Most are unapologetically un-designed, have little
architectural merit, and diverge from the quiet competence that characterised
the substations from early on. These examples have become the worst fears of
suburban dwellers – public eyesores.

An inevitable and enduring covering of foliage…
Despite the simple structures of the 1950s and early 1960s, throughout
most of the Modernist era, the Pietermaritzburg Council records note
opposition, especially in the suburbs, to these “new-fangled” buildings. Of
a proposed substation at the intersection of Woodhouse and Riverton Roads
in Scottsville in 1943, CR Halle, the Acting City Electrical Engineer and
Transport Manager received a motivation from his department that it would
be at the junction of the two roads and would be covered with a rockery and
planted. It was stressed that “It will NOT be an eyesore”.52 Today, ironically,
the original idea of planting has been inadvertently carried out in full force,
52 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PM, Vol. 4/4/2/270, Reference 104/12: Electricity Supply Substations General.
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as most of these buildings are covered with invasive Cat’s Claw (Macfadyena
unguis-cati) creeper, a declared invader.
Blending with the landscape was priority, and this is perhaps one of the
reasons, besides the certainty of Cat’s Claw creeper, that these buildings are so
invisible in the urban landscape. In the 1950s, the aesthetics of the Uplands
Road Substation was called into question. The Assistant Electrical Engineer
and Transport Manager reported that:53
The surrounding architecture is of several contrasting styles, Mr Biggs’ house
having a thatched roof. The design of the substation building…is undoubtedly
in contrast to Mr. Biggs’ house, but the two buildings are separated by trees
and cannot be viewed together.

Realising that a thatched roof was not an option, the consequent
recommendation was that “I suggest that the rather severe outline of the
substation be relieved by rustic effects and creepers”.
These somewhat random decisions were not isolated. In September 1952, the
Electricity and Transportation Committee challenged the electrical engineer
for a design solution that could be applied at appropriate times to soften
the effect of the substation buildings. A rather rustic design drawing shows
the solution for open-type substations with granite setts and pergolas added.
Costing only £150 this was a generic solution to the problem which could be
applied in the next residential setting.
Figure 11: A verdant version of the substation54

Source: KZN Archives Repository.
53 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/4/1/46, Reference TC82/18(1): Contract No. CE18
of 1955, Substation, Uplands Road.
54 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB 4/4/2/62 102/30: Centenary Road proposed substation.
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This was not necessarily an issue that was restricted to the Modernist
buildings. An archival file recommends that the:55
... existing lights on the Durban Road Substation be removed; further, that
a suitable creeper be planted round the building by the Parks Department, in
consultation with the City Electrical Engineer; attention to be given to the
creeper by residents in the vicinity.

Specification of planting was also focussed in the general planning of the
larger transformer stations. In January 1956, CF Halle requested the Town
Clerk for funding for planting the new Woodburn substation with “lawns and
hedges”. The Director of Parks had recommended Pyracantha augustifolia for
the hedges, buffalo grass for the lawns, and if not available, dwarf Paspalum. 56
Finally, disguise was not always verdant. The first substation at Woodhouse
and Riverton Roads appears to have been “semi-submerged” and a fully
underground version was constructed at the corner of Centenary and Roberts
in August 1941. Seemingly these two variants have disappeared: shortly after
its construction, records note that a new substation was needed in Centenary
Road, since the submerged one had reached capacity. Known as the “De
Villiers Drive” substation, concern about the aesthetics was raised, and it was
suggested that the harsh lines could be mitigated with the addition of stone
setts which were lying unused in the Municipal Stores. This has resulted in
what is a uniquely dressed substation in the city, almost reminiscent of a
Herbert Baker tradition.
Figure 12: Centenary Road Substation, ca 1952 (Author 2012)

Source: D Whelan, 2012.
55 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/38, Reference 567/1929: Extension of electricity
supply area.
56 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/3/1, Reference 197 409/1936: Electricity sub-station
in Durban Road.
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Ultimately, by the time of the construction of the Melville Road substation
in August 1962 the light tread on the surroundings was fully noted: the
private individual selling the site to the Corporation made it,57 “A condition
on the use of this site would be that the architecture of the sub-station should
blend in with the architecture of surrounding buildings”.
The stylistic approaches of the architecture of the substations, firmly
entrenched by their designers, are a silent marker of the spread of urbanisation
in the city, as well as the means by which electrification was extended from
a central point, gradually being available in a much larger radius beyond
its original mandate. In addition, the layers of the different provisions of
electrical power also have significance: early suburbs have cast iron boxes
which channelled the early direct current power from the substation to
recipient households, in addition to substations of different periods and thus
architectural styles responding to the different requirements as the electrical
needs of the city spread.
Remnants of some of these exist, forgotten elements of the early city.
However, they remain as layers of past endeavour, in which the triumphs of
electrification were part of a brave, new world.

Conclusion
The Pietermaritzburg Corporation adopted its new electrical systems
without having any preconceived idea as to how to house the technology.
The answer was simple: make them like any other building in the city, and
employ the architectural language and patterning systems which entail the
construction of a swimming bath, a house, or a magistrate’s court. This meant
that the early designers such as HE White relied on these guidelines in the
implementation of appropriate housing for the technology, and explains why
these older buildings fit so quietly into the extant cityscape. Even with the
rapid spread of electrification in the 1930s to suburbs and outlying areas,
the buildings continued in a contemporary aesthetic employing the Union
Period toolkit. Relatively far flung areas such as Mountain Rise and Chase
Valley have examples of this type. Also, substations were necessary ancillary
requirements for the provision of large projects, such as the ‘Christmas
Stamp Preventorium(1935) and the Gardens Social Housing project in 1939,
57 NAB, Pietermaritzburg Corporation Files 3/PMB, Vol. 4/4/2/62, Reference 102/30: Melville Road Substation.
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spurring electrical support in the area and extending the network to greater
parts of the city.
They rapidly became pariahs, particularly so with some of the “new-fangled”
Modernist examples. New materials were employed in different ways that did
not necessarily agree with the visual habits of the Pietermaritzburg residents.
They remained largely as experimental structures until the 1960s, when a
resigned design approach tackled their requirements in a functional but
elegant manner.
Despite the rancour which the construction of many of these substation
structures attracted, their conception, design and implementation have added
another layer of architectural history to the city. Most of the time they quietly
fit in with the extant architectural fabric, deriving their idiom from catalogue
pattern in the light of the lack of built precedent. Despite also the seeming
lack of input by trained architectural personnel, the early electrical substations
in Pietermaritzburg not only display a competence and modesty, but also tell
the story about the expansion and development of the city outwards from its
inner core.
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Abstract
The history of public transport in Durban is characterised by a diverse set of
socio-political forces that have shaped and styled its present form. Characterised
by horse and cart driven coach modes of transport in the early colonial period,
Durban’s transport systems’ transition to motorised forms has been founded
on racial exclusionary measures that sought to sustain white monopoly over
the economic sector at the expense of under-development of the vast majority
of disenfranchised Blacks in the city. In its transport history different modes
of conveyance were used and it rapidly adapted to motorised transport
which placed Durban in the forefront of economic prosperity. To Durban’s
credit its transport sector boasts to have made a transition from exotically
human drawn rickshas, to an animal drawn tram which was later superseded
by electric driven trams. Durban was the first province to have introduced
the railway mode of transport which served as a foundation for its economic
growth. Notwithstanding these achievements, both during colonialism and
apartheid the transport sector excluded the majority of the Black populace
in the city and even when it did include them strict racial separation was
maintained. Under apartheid transport engineering was heightened to keep
racial groups apart and Durban was the first city to respond to the notorious
Group Areas Act which created racial enclaves in the form of townships for the
different race groups. As consequence of such separationist human settlement
patterns, the transport sector became costly, disconnected people from
their homes and livelihoods, was fragmented and inefficient resulting in the
emergence of transport monopolies both legal and illegal that capitalised on
these deficiencies. It is against this context that this paper traces the historical
evolution of Durban’s public transport system and the challenges it poses for
the post-apartheid metropolitan government.
Keywords: Public transport; Apartheid; Privatisation; Transport modes;
Monopolisation; Transport authority.

Introduction
The transport landscape in South Africa was largely shaped by colonial
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and apartheid social and spatial engineering to serve primarily the economic
wants and social well being of the minority white ruling class. It was a system
designed to prevent the mixing of the different race groups by physically
confining communities to isolated geographic areas so that the economic
interests of a predominantly white capitalist class was met. The majority of
disenfranchised Black communities were denied an opportunity to social
well-being through a repressive system of control on their movement from
centres of economic production and livelihood. In the new democracy these
past practices make pressing demands on the state to transform the transport
sector in keeping with national, provincial and local development priorities.
Historically the public transport sector in Durban was shaped as early as
1854 when it attained municipal status under British colonialism. Within
a period of fifty years it made commendable advancement in adapting
its transport mode from animal and human drawn transport modes to
mechanical forms. In fact Durban was the first of the British colonies to have
made such advancement. Further, with the introduction of the steam engine
Durban was once again one of the first colonies to construct a railway system
in the city which connected to the port. Later, the introduction of electric
power presented new opportunities to adopt mechanical modes of transport
by means of trolley buses as early as 1867. It promoted ease of travel between
residential suburbs and the city centre.
Under colonialism whilst segregation existed on different modes of public
transport systems it was engineered to an extent where it catered for the mobility
needs of different race groups to meet primarily the needs of capitalists. With
apartheid a more conscious and deliberate spatial engineering took place for
the different race groups. The public transport system became more distinct
serving the needs of the respective race groups who were confined to enclave
human settlements.
It is against this context the paper traces the socio- historical evolution of the
public transport system at a metropolitan level in the eThekwini Municipality
formally known as Durban. More specifically, the paper examines the
formative years that set the foundation for a public transport system in the
city, the historical evolution of race based engineering of urban transport at
a metropolitan level, the emergence of Black transport monopolies within
the city and challenges facing the post-apartheid metropolitan government to
transform the public transport system from a public monopoly to a privatised
entity.
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Early human and animal drawn modes of transport
Like most industrialised countries the socio-economic functioning of
nation states had largely evolved from animal and human drawn power for
the movement of goods and services. South Africa is no different as regions in
the country employed a variety of transport modes to facilitate the movement
of people and goods and services. In respect of Durban since its inception as
a Borough in 1854 with its boundaries expanding East to the Indian Ocean,
North West to Springfield Park, Brickfield Road and Cato Manor farms,
South and South East to the Umbilo River and North to the Umgeni River
it had to adapt to different modes of transport to serve the needs of the city.
A distinct feature in the early evolution of the public transport is the use of
human drawn rickshas to meet the mobility needs of early settlers in Durban.
Colonial history records human drawn carts known as rickshas since 1892
imported by sugar magnate Marschall Cambell’s daughter Killie from Japan.
In Japanese these human drawn carts are referred to as Jinrikisha: Jin (man) riki (power) - sha (carriage). For some reason in the South African context the
reference to Jin (man) was excluded when making reference to these human
drawn carts. Nonetheless, the first ten rickshas arrived in this period which
became one of the main modes of transportation and by 1902 approximately
2170 rickshas crowded the streets of the city drawn by a small army of Africans
referred to as natives.1
Given the human toil involved in pulling rickshas which often traversed
rough surfaces and undulating terrain in the city, it comes as little surprise
that the number of pullers far exceeded the number of available rickshas. For
example in 1899 a total of 11 445 men registered as pullers and about 740
rickshas were in daily use; in 1902 there were 2 170 rickshas and 24 020
registered pullers. Until 1930, there were an average of over 1 000 pullers and
between 907 and 1 931 rickshas.2
Ricksha pullers had no fixed employment and were hired on a freelance
basis making them vulnerable to illness and injury. They were poorly paid,
accommodated in the city under slum like living conditions and exploited by
operators. Two of the largest companies were the Durban Rickshas Ltd and
1
2

Z Ricksha, “Power carriages of the Mandlakazi clan. A moment of contact and wonder”, 1892 – 2000 (available
at: http://www.ezakwantu.com/Gallery%20Zulu%20Ricksha.htm, as accessed on 15 July 2003), pp. 2-4.
R Posel, P Maylam & I Edwards, Amahashi. Durban’s Riksha pullers, The people’s city. African life in twentiethcentury Durban (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1996), pp. 202-221.
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Patent Rickshas Ltd who had monopoly over this form of transport.3
With the introduction of electric trams in 1902, followed by the motorisation
of traffic in the 1920s, the introduction of omnibuses in 1925, and the
popularity of taxis from the 1930s onwards, the streets of Durban could no
longer accommodate human and animal drawn carts. The demand for ricksha
pullers declined significantly as their more privileged white clientele began to
depend on motorised forms of transport. Ricksha pullers had to adapt to the
changing markets hence by the 1950s there were two types of rickshas – those
that served the needs of tourists on the beachfront promoted by the Durban
Publicity Association and those that carried goods and passengers around the
Indian Market in Warwick Avenue. With urban growth, the municipality
took legislative measures to regulate the movement of rickshas in the city.
From the 1960s, rickshas were prohibited on the streets of Durban between
19h00 and 5h00 each day. Again from 1966 onwards they were prohibited
from the area bounded by Aliwal Street, the Victoria Embankment, Russell
Street, Pine Street, and Soldier’s Way which comprised the core of the city
between 16h30 and 5h00. As consequence, the number of rickshas and
pullers declined steadily and by 1970 there were 186 registered rickshas and
166 pullers on the streets.4 Today a handful of rickshas can be seen on the
beach front adding a colourful, indigenous aesthetic splendour that enthrals
the tourist gaze.
Although the rickshas served the city’s needs for short distance movement of
primarily white citizens, the first proposal for animal drawn tramway made
by the Durban Tramways Company Ltd in 1877 was approved on a 21 year
operating leasing agreement. The tramway extended from Russell Street to the
Point which was the centre of economic activity due to the locality of the port
and was officially opened for traffic in 1881. It comprised four double decker
cars each seating 40 persons and stables for some 30 horses in the city.5
In so far as the periphery of the city was concerned transport to and from
these localities depended on an ominibus service which was owned by a Mr W
Dalgety and subsequently operated by Mr John Dales. In 1883 an opposition
bus service was run by Mr AK Murray which resulted in rivalry between the two
3
4
5

G Vahed (Personal Collection), Research notes (Associate Professor, UKZN, School of Social Science), 28
August 2014.
R Posel, Amahashi. Durban’s Riksha pullers, The people’s city. African life in twentieth-century Durban,
(Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press, 1996), pp. 202-221.
PM Henderson, Fifty years of municipal history (Robinson and Co Ltd, Natal Mercury Printing Works, Durban,
1906), pp. 272-273.
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operators for passengers on the designated routes. The ominibus service was
superseded by the Suburban Tramways Company Ltd which serviced routes
within the city and its periphery. The Suburban Tramways however traversed
part of the route of the Durban Tramway but on Field Street intersected with
the route of the Durban Tramways resulting in the former being required
to pay a toll fee on each journey. Since the tramline was single track, it led
to frequent discontent amongst drivers of both tramways as it was difficult
to manoeuvre the tram in such a busy part of the city. Notwithstanding a
significant investment by the tramway operators on infrastructure, the profits
realised were far from satisfactory resulting in the amalgamation of the two
companies to form the “The Durban Borough Tramway Company Ltd” on a
21 year lease agreement from the municipality for the use of the track.6
The new consortium made significant advancement in expanding its
services to other parts of the city. In 1891 it covered Florida Road which
linked Umgeni Road, First Avenue and Marriot Road. In 1895 the Umbilo
Road line was opened and in 1898 Stamford Hill was linked to Florida Road.
Given the expanded infrastructure to accommodate the mobility needs of
a growing city and its populace, the borough in 1893 offered to purchase
this private consortium which met with overwhelming opposition from the
predominantly white citizens. They opposed the purchase on the grounds that
it will run at a loss which resulted in the sale agreement being suspended.7

Transition to mechanical modes of transport
The evolution from animal driven modes of transport to mechanical forms
heralded a major shift in the city’s adaptation to technological progress, which
was to benefit the physical comfort of white commuters. On completion of the
municipal light works in June 1897 new opportunities presented themselves
for the ailing tramway. An opportunity opened for modernising transport in
the city using electric traction. The Florida Road and Stamford Hill Roads
were the first to receive electric tramway services. Based on a proposal to
the municipality to capitalise the city’s transport routes by electrical traction
by a private operator, it set a special committee to investigate the prospect
of electrifying the tramways by looking at best practices in other parts of
6
7

PM Henderson, Fifty years of municipal history…, p. 274.
PM Henderson, Fifty years of municipal history…, pp. 275-276.
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the world. A task team proceeded to England, the continent and America to
learn any innovative ways to set up a tramway that will suit the municipality’s
needs. Upon recommendation to council the municipality purchased the
entire routes from the tramway company for 114 000 pounds and integrated
its staff within the borough administrative system. On the 1st May 1902 the
first section of the electric trolley system was opened to traffic. Thereafter 20
miles of single track was equipped with electrical traction for trams.8 Some
116 trolley buses operated in the city until 1968.9
The introduction of rail transportation in the municipality in the1860s
revolutionised land transport to a scale where it became possible to organise
human and natural resources across larger geographical regions. It enhanced
the ability of the city to become the centre of economic activity and the
exchange of capital. Given that the municipality had access to the port, the
first railway system connected the CBD to the harbour and the Bluff area.10
The railway transport system was established against the backdrop of the
booming sugar industry which produced 8 000 tons in 1860 and became the
principal export commodity for the province.11 It was also prompted by the
cost associated by ox-wagon carts and the delays in conveyancing goods from
the port to economic processing parts of the city. On the 26th June 1860 the
first official steam train traversed the city making it a historical moment that
has shaped the transport landscape.
The railway service since its inauguration did not perform well financially.
Despite this the Natal Railway Company which operated the train service
was optimistic and extended its tracks to the Umgeni River adding a further
seven kilometres. With increasing sugar exports the railway company in
1872 showed a profit resulting in confidence being expressed by the public
on the railway being extended to Pietermaritzburg. The discovery of gold
in the Witwatersrand and the mining of coal in Northern Natal made
Pietermaritzburg an important trading post which connected to the city of
Durban. As consequence of demands made by the private sector construction
started in 1877 expanding the railway routes to Pietermartizburg on the west
side of the province, Northern Natal and Verulam to the north of the city. In

8
9

PM Henderson, Fifty years of municipal history…, pp. 276-281.
A Jackson, “Transport in Durban - a brief history” (available at: http://www.fad.co.za/Resources/transport/
transport.htm as researched on 10 July 2014), pp. 1-6.
10 T Hutson, “Wooden railway on Durban’s Bluff in Natalia”, Journal of the Natal Society, 26, 1997, pp. 74-78.
11 EH Brookes & CB Webb, A History of Natal (University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1967), pp. 78-79.
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1895 a railway line linking Durban to Johannesburg was completed.12
Fuel-run busses made up of trucks were first introduced by Indian
entrepreneurs in 1919. Indian involvement in the transport sector traces its
origin from managing donkey drawn carts during colonial years as a mode of
public transport to the present day monopolisation and ownership of modern
bus fleets in the city. Given the transport difficulties of Black commuters during
this era, Indian entrepreneurs were fast enough to capture this opportunity
by adapting trucks to ferry commuters. This simple and opportunistic entry
into the public transport enterprise over time led to the establishment of
huge bus monopolies both within and outside the city. Up until today the
Indian community makes proud claims to be the pioneers of the bus mode of
passenger transport in the city and the province. They consider themselves the
trailblazers of bus transport in the city.13
Following on the footsteps of Indian entrepreneurs, the all white Durban
Municipal Transport Department acquired its first three single-decker diesel
powered buses much later. The first bus to be introduced was in 1925,
followed by a second in 1934. The third was delivered in 1938. Despite the
introduction of diesel run buses, the Durban city council did not make this
transition to mechanical forms of transport immediately. Racial segregation
was rigidly enforced with the front seats reserved for whites with Blacks seated
in the rear.

Socio-spatial engineering and the emergence of transport monopolies
The systematic engineering of city space and its usage was at its height in the
46 years of apartheid rule. During this period the urban transport system was
set up primarily to convey large numbers of inexpensive Black labour over
long distances from dormitory type townships to employment centres in the
CBD. The Group Areas Act (1950) was the key policy instrument used by the
apartheid regime to shape urban space in South Africa.14

12 M Cottrell, “The first railway in South Africa: The Point to Durban railway of 1860”, Natalia, 40, 2010, pp.
20-31.
13 Sunday Times, 17 November 2002.
14 B Maharaj, “The ‘spatial impress’ of the central and local states: The Group Areas Act in Durban”, DM Smith
The Apartheid City and beyond (London, Routledge, 1992), p. 74.
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In the Durban context, urban transport provision and planning was vested
in the hands of the Durban Transport Management Board (DTMB). It was
established in 1953 to meet the commuting needs of the minority white
population in the city. Durban was the only city council in the country to
manage a public bus company. The bus company was heavily subsidised by
the all white city council to serve the transport needs to its constituency.
Aggressive implementation of the Group Areas Act resulted in the forced
removal and re-settlement of racially homogenous communities in public
housing estates known as townships. Africans were located largely in the
townships of Kwa-Mashu and Ntuzuma, (North of Durban) and Umlazi/
Lamontville (South). Indians were settled in the townships of Chatsworth
and Phoenix, to the south and north of the city. The Coloured community
were relocated to Wentworth, South of Durban and Newlands East towards
the North of the city. Large tracks of vacant land served as buffer zones - a
barrier against racial integration and contact between different communities.
This resulted in a fragmented system of road networks promoting apartheid’s
grand plan of securing a stable reservoir of cheap labour outside the city.
Commuting long distances to the core zones of economic activity in support
of capitalist needs is something that most working class South Africans
continue to do since apartheid.
Migrant labour from the periphery of the city and rural areas were housed
in single sex hostels designed for African males within townships and around
the city. These hostels were located close to the industrial hub of the city so
that the manufacturing sector had a steady supply of semi and skilled labour
at its disposal and to overcome the problem of low productivity due to travel
delays and absenteeism. As early as 1960s, the Indian taxi operators played an
important role in providing long distance transport to migrant workers from
the hostels to the rural hinterland, especially over weekends, during festive
seasons and at the end of the month. These taxis were largely in the cab form
(five-seater Chevrolets, Plymouths, Ford Fairlanes etc.) that over time had
grown into a lucrative transport business.
The economic boom in this period increased the demand for a larger
amount of efficient labour in the core economic production zones. Pressured
by capitalist demands, the Durban Transport Management Board (DTMB)
extended its service to the African townships of Umlazi/Lamontville and
KwaMashu/Ntuzuma. The Regional Services Council, a system of local
government specifically designed for the management and administration
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of African townships through the national and provincial government
departments passed on the responsibility of public transportation of workers
to the local government level through a system of subsidies regulated by the
province. It is against this context that the DTMB had to take on the role of
local transport provider for commuters in Black townships.
In keeping with segregationist policies, two bus systems had to be managed
by the DTMB: the first being the Blue Line which served the transport needs
of whites in the city and the second Green Line (affectionately known as
“Green Mambas” due to their speed and colour) for Africans, Indians and
Coloureds in the townships. This dual service was enforced by legislation
in 1968 to institute total segregation in the public transportation system.
However, certain exceptions were made to the rule. In instances where
domestic servants accompanied their employers on shopping trips or escorted
white children to schools, they qualified for an exemption and were allowed
to ride with their masters and madams.
The Blue Line bus service was subsidised by the city council whereas the
Green Line by national government through the province. However, in the
Indian townships of Chatsworth and Phoenix and other low middle-income
residential areas in the city, private bus operators provided their service without
the benefit of state subsidies. In addition, Indian bus operators ventured into
the rural hinterland in pursuit of new economic opportunities. Until today,
Indian private operators monopolise the bus mode of transport in these areas
without any form of subsidy.
In the 1980s the urban public transport sector came under pressure due
to the failure of influx control measures to regulate migration into the city.
This period was characterised by increasing rural poverty, rapid urbanisation
and the mushrooming of backyard shacks in the African townships, political
conflict and violence, protests against the inefficient, corrupt and poor
services provided by township local authorities and rapid increase in the cost
of public goods and services. Political reaction to these conditions resulted in
widespread boycott of municipal services including the public bus transport
system. Escalating levels of resistance against the apartheid regime, rising levels
of unplanned urbanisation and rural poverty made the notorious Group Areas
Act unsustainable. Violence extended itself on the trains leading to increased
dependency on motorised transport in the form of the mini bus taxi.
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The mini bus taxi industry is hailed to be South Africa’s foremost success
story involving Black entrepreneurship. It contains a complex set of history
and peculiar interplay of social, political and economic dynamics within
the transport sector. However, given the fact that the Group Areas Act was
being challenged and its continued implementation held little promise in
maintaining segregated residential space, this era witnessed the movement
of white residents in large numbers from the city centre to neighbouring
suburbs.15 Black tenants and property owners rapidly took up the vacant space.
Consequently, parts of the city began to grey and the DTMB had to adapt
to changing commuting patterns in the city given the spatial changes taking
place. On the 12 August 1986, all discriminatory policies in Durban’s public
transport system were abolished. However, in order to preserve the interests of
white commuters, in 1987 the DTMB introduced 21 seated Mynah buses to
cater for an emerging market comprising largely of white suburban dwellers
and inner city poor Blacks.
The net effect of apartheid transport planning has led to high costs in travel
arrangements for the poorest of the poor, long distance commuting between
places of work and residence, increased dependency by the rich on motorised
transport, overwhelming subsidisation of the public transport system,
pollution, high accident and mortality rates, increase in insurance premiums
and motor accident claims. Apartheid planning required that each racial
group has separate access to and from work zones. In addition, in the journey
to and from work no racial group was allowed to cross the residential area of
another. Consequently, African townships and settlements were not linked
to the exclusive white suburbs and commuters were rerouted at major cost
to their place of residence, usually distant from the inner city. For instance,
in central Johannesburg seventy percent of employees are Africans, yet there
were no centrally located legal residential opportunities available for them;
two thirds of industrial land in Durban is situated in the southern sector
despite the fact that the main direction of settlement and unplanned African
settlement was towards the north of the city.16 Lack of adequate transport
infrastructure leading to and from city corridors and suburbs had led to the
mushrooming of the informal minibus taxi industry.

15 B Maharaj & J Mpungose, The erosion of residential segregation in South Africa: The ‘greying’ of Albert Park in
Durban (Geoforum, 25, 1, 1994), pp. 19-32.
16 J McCarthy, “The divided city: Group areas and racial segregation”, Indicator South Africa Issue Focus, Opening
the cities - comparative perspectives on desegregation (Urban Foundation, Robprint, 1990), p. 3.
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One of the biggest consequences of apartheid transport planning was the
increasing number of private bus companies and mini bus taxis in the city. In
Durban, privately owned buses are run by 194 operators of which only 5 being
subsidized services involving the use of 900 buses, the largest operator was the
DTMB with 670 buses. The mini bus taxi industry to a large extent filled in
the transport gap and commuter needs of the Black Durbanite confined to
dormitory townships and the peri-urban areas. Failure of the apartheid city
council to meet the transport needs of Black communities exiled from the
white CBD is regarded as one of the motivating factors in the growth of the
mini bus taxi industry and the private bus service by Blacks – predominantly
Indian entrepreneurs.
In addition, apartheid spatial planning made the minibus taxi much more
conducive to travel destinations on poor and inadequate road infrastructure in
many parts of the peri-urban areas in the city. Its flexibility, cost effectiveness,
Black empowerment prospect and its popularity amongst township residents
made it the most popular mode of transport amongst the majority of the
Black population both in Durban and in other parts of the country. The
low ridership on parastatal Transnet-owned railway network was largely
due to escalating levels of crime, political violence and lack of safety on this
transport mode. This was worsened when the South African Railway Police
were withdrawn in the late 1980s when the then South African Railway was
sold to the parastatal Transnet. The withdrawal of the state policing unit and
its integration in to other spheres of the South African Police Services to
supplement the enforcement of territorial apartheid during the reform years
lead to a collapse in public safety measures on Durban’s railway transport
network.
.
The table below illustrates a breakdown of commuters using different public
transport modes in the Durban metropolis.
Table 1: Different modes of transport in the municipality
Public Transport
Mode
Rail

No. of Vehicles

Capacity

61 Trains

116 000

% of Peak Period
Passengers
20%

Buses

1 564 buses

140 000

20%

Minibus Taxi

6 000 – 10 000 vehicles

140 000

40%
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Post-apartheid transport challenges – Finding solutions to the problems
of the past
At the dawn of democracy in 1994, the much celebrated Reconstruction
and Development Programme (RDP) was designed to address the historical
problems of the past in the public transport system. It served as a vision
document for the transformation of the South African transport system,
which would be efficient, affordable, connect people to places of economic
activity and eradicate poverty. In keeping with the RDP principle, the
Durban city council initiated transformation in the public transport sector
by amalgamating the Blue and Green line buses on the 1st July 1994 to form
Aqualine.
The Durban public transport system was further subjected to significant
changes in keeping with national policy, which aimed to reposition, transform
and restructure public transport in South African cities and rural areas to
meet changing commuter needs. Enormous responsibility was placed on
metropolitan governments to plan, regulate and manage public transport
since the adoption of the local government White Paper (1998). In addition
local authority resources were strained resulting from the re-demarcation of
boundaries of South African cities. Previously marginalised Black townships
and peri-urban areas were integrated within a super municipal structure in
order to ensure that services are within economies of scale. In the case of
Durban the boundaries of the core city were expanded to include 68% of the
peri-urban areas. This demarcation further constrained the capacity of the
DTMB to provide services to the newly incorporated areas of the city, as these
were not subsidised by the previous government.
Lack of funding, competition with the mini-bus taxis, increased private
motor ownership, rising fuel prices and increased demand from pupils
for scholar travel at reduced fare rates placed the DTMB under enormous
financial strain. The table below illustrates the financial deficits incurred by
the DTMB over four financial years before it was privatised.
Table 2: Financial deficits incurred by the DTMB for the period 1999-2003
Financial Year
1999 - 2000

Deficit
R45million

2000 - 2001
2001 - 2002
2002 -2003

R52 million
R58 million
R100 million
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The financial sustainability of the public bus company had become
precarious; warranting an urgent search for alternative remedies considering
the city’s inheritance of other service delivery backlogs. Finding an appropriate
financial solution was indeed a complex one for the metropolitan government
especially in light of its invidious role of being a public service provider and
taking on a new role of being a regulator as required by the National Land
Transport Transition Act (2002).17 In terms of the NLTTA the management
and regulation of public transport was to be devolved/decentralised to the
most competent local level. The basic rationale for decentralisation was based
on the assumption that local governments were in the most strategic position
to plan, manage and regulate public transport. It was against this context that
the city had to break away from the dilemma of being both a “referee and a
player” (service provider and regulator) to that of a regulating authority.
In 1999 the National Department of Transport, the then Durban
Metropolitan Council (now eThekwini Municipality) and the KwaZuluNatal Department of Transport took a bold initiative to investigate both
the establishment of a Transport Authority (TA)18 within the eThekwini
Municipality and simultaneously restructure its public operation to a
privately owned one. These processes had to unfold parallel to each other i.e.
the restructuring of the public transport company and the establishment of
the TA had to complement each other.19
There are several reasons as to why the metropolitan council chose not to
retain DTMB as a public company and relented to the forces of privatisation.
Very briefly some of the motivations for privatisation are identified. The first
being the national decentralisation agenda of the government contained
in the White Paper on Transport (1997) which requires local governments
to plan transport in an integrated way which includes permit regulation,
contract monitoring, safety and security. Since the Durban Municipality was
the owner of the public transport company it precluded it from being both
the referee and the player hence the rationale to privatise it.

17 National Land Transition, Act 22, 2000 Republic of South Africa.
18 The concept of a TA refers to an institutional structure in the municipal sphere of government with the purpose
of improving transport service delivery in the local sphere of government by grouping transport functions into
a single, well managed and focussed institutional structure (See National Land Transport Transition Act, 2000,
p. 2).
19 See eThekwini Transport Authority Report, 2002, Traffic and Transportation Department which contains the
basic principles for the restructuring/privatisation of Durban Public Transport.
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The second reason was Durban Transport’s precarious financial well-being
over the years. It has been running at a deficit for many years. Added to the
financial deficit incurred annually on the operation costs of DTMB was the
enormous capital investment required to upgrade its existing bus fleet, which
had deteriorated due to an ageing stock and untimely replacement.20 Other
issues that have impacted on the financial sustainability of DTMB were the
escalating subsidy amounts required to sustain the public bus company.
Competition from the mini-bus taxi also added to this financial burden due
to lower level patronage in bus commuting. Abolishment of scholar travel
contracts by the national government in 1995 and the desegregation of
public schools in the metropolis placed further pressure on the DTMB to
provide bus service at peak morning hours, hence reducing the prospect of
recovering costs from adult fare paying commuters. For the period 1995 to
1996 the scholar travels on public buses increased by 100%.21 Further, it was
anticipated that in keeping in line with the Government’s Transport Policy
(1996) “public transport will be offered on a tender basis and operators will
compete for the right to operate funded services”.22 This changing legislative
environment forced Durban Transport to rethink its role as a provider of
public transport especially in a climate of anticipated competition from other
service providers.
Lastly, the DTMB was beset with serious labour disputes involving allegations
of racial discrimination, nepotism, poor performance, lack of customer care
services and lawlessness in the management of the public bus company.23 A
special investigation was instituted behind “closed doors” and the findings have
not been made public to date. It was alleged that corruption was widespread
and personnel costs in the transport department far exceeded the salaries of
staff in similar positions in other departments of the city administration.
Given the challenges facing the metropolitan government the process of
privatisation commenced as early as 1997 detailed in a document titled the
eThekwini Transport Authority Project Report which was finalised in 2002.
20 See Integrated Development Plan, 2002, for the eThekwini Municipality which contains the viability of the bus
fleet which has been part of the rationale to privatise it.
21 The Joint Steering Committee Rapid Action Plan dated October 1996, by Durban Transport observes that due
to the greying of the city and exodus of white residents to suburban homes the transport market had changed
significantly warranting a rethink on changing it based on the demographic changes taking place in the city.
22 Moving South Africa is National Action Plan formulated by the National Department of Transport in 1997. It
is an action agenda which provides responsibility to local governments to manage and regulate public transport
systems but does not provide any guidance on how this will be funded.
23 See the Mercury, 15 November 2002 and Sunday Tribune, 11 August 2002, which highlights the lawlessness
prevalent within Durban Transport and the pending inquiry into its operation.
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This project report took its mandate from the national Moving South Africa
Action Agenda. It was built on a foundation, which maps out how the needs
of the nation, the economy and the people will change and develop over
the next 20 years. In this agenda a strategic framework to guide the actions
of different role-players in the transport sector over time is embodied. It
proposes the basis for partnerships between role-players to upgrade transport
services in the context of limited and constrained resources.24 A second set
of documents titled the Fundamental Restructuring of the eThekwini Public
Transport System provided a framework to transform the public transport
system over the next twenty years.25
The Project Team comprised a Steering Committee chaired by the officials
of the eThekwini Municipality and representatives from the National and
Provincial Departments of Transport. Thereafter two other groups were
established which are the technical and stakeholder groups. During the life
cycle of the project, the Steering Committee and Technical Working Group
(largely made up of local and provincial government officials) were combined
into the Transport Authority Steering Committee to direct the project. The
Stakeholder Group comprised representatives from bus operators, the taxi
industry, rail transport, business, labour, the eThekwini Transport Forum and
the eThekwini Metropolitan Transport Advisory Board (EMTAB) who were
consulted by the Transport Authority Steering Committee on the feasibility
of establishing a TA for the municipality. This process concluded with all
stakeholders agreeing in principle to the establishment of a TA. On the
16 May 2002 the Executive Committee of the council recommended the
restructuring of Durban Transport.26
However the decision to privatise Durban Transport met with political
opposition. The main contention centred on the issue of subsidies. The share
of annual subsidies by each sphere of government was as follows:
•

Total required			R198m

•

National Government Share		

R100m

•

Metropolitan Governments Share

R54m

•

Shortfall				R44m

24 Moving South Africa, 1997, The Action Agenda National Department of Transport.
25 eThekwini Municipality, 2002, The Fundamental Restructuring of the eThekwini, Public Transport System
Overview Report, 15 May 2002.
26 Fourth Report of Executive Committee, 16 May 2002, Minutes of the Meeting.
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It was the shortfall in the subsidy, for which the Durban ratepayers had to
fork out which raised political opposition from the Democratic Party, Cosatu
(KZN) and the South African Communist Party (KZN). “Calls for halt on
bus deal”, claims that the privatisation process was “daylight robbery of the
taxpayer” was made. 27 Despite this political outcry, the council dismissed
these claims stating that they had some “teething problems” over route
designs that led to delays in the new owner taking full control of Durban
Transport. However, further investigation with the provincial department
and the metropolitan Traffic and Transport Department confirmed that there
was a major problem with the route design. A private consultant was engaged
to redesign the routes and this was expected to be ready by September 2004.
The routes’ designs for the city were kept as a safely guarded secret until after
the bidding process.
Despite the unresolved problem of subsidies and routes, the privatisation
agenda went on track. The absence of clear route designs elicited major
concerns on the ability of the metropolitan government to regulate
competition for routes from operators providing different modes of transport
on an unsubsidised basis. In a dramatic turn of events competition for routes
in the city after the privatisation of the public bus company, resulted in
forced closure of certain taxi ranks due to violent reaction from competing
taxi associations.28 Ironically, the new privatised operator wasted little time in
offering its service on the disputed routes. 29
Negotiations with labour on the privatisation agenda was characterised
by ongoing conflicts and trade-offs. Labour comprised the South African
Municipal Workers’ Union (SAMWU) a majority union with a membership
of 900. The Independent Municipal and Allied Trade Union (IMATU)
consisted of predominantly whites, with a membership of 300. The two
unions were in conflict over several labour issues over a period of time before
the privatisation agenda was implemented. Claims of racism, nepotism and
infighting within DTMB made scandalous news by SAMWU members. Ongoing badgering between union and management officials resulted in the
CEO in the city administration Dr Mike Sutcliffe claiming that a number of
accidents occurred monthly averaging between 18 to 32 and serious accidents
had risen from 5 to 19 a month due to lack of driver competency. DTMB
27 Daily News, 14 May 2003; Daily News, 20 May 2003.
28 Mercury, 9 October 2003.
29 The Independent on Saturday, 11 October 2003.
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bosses also alleged reckless driving, speeding and rude behaviour on the part
of SAMWU drivers.30 Hurried attempts were made to investigate these claims
and an independent investigative team was set up to unravel the problem
besieging the public bus company. In response, senior officials of DTMB
brought an urgent interim court order stopping investigations into allegations
of internal racism, nepotism and corruption as claimed by the eThekwini
municipal council. However, the investigation resulted in its leadership
being suspended pending disciplinary enquiry with an interim management
committee being appointed.31
Over time the terms of reference of the investigation changed course. It
deviated from the original terms of reference into the labour scandal and
expanded itself into an inquiry regarding privatisation policies, unfair
dismissal, demotions, and medical boarding. This was the first time that the
mask on privatisation by the municipality was removed.32 To quote the General
Secretary of the SAMWU (KZN) “call it privatisation, call it outsourcing, call
it private-public partnerships, call it what you want” the council was playing
hide and seek with the union whilst it intended to privatise DTMB.33 The
SACP and Cosatu strongly opposed the municipality’s intention to privatise
the public bus company. Questions were raised about the financial rationale
behind the sale. It was contended that it made poor business sense to sell the
transport operation for R70 million while the government had to subsidise
the consortium by R186 million. Further it was argued that if the city had
run the public transport company at a loss, how would it be possible for a
private company to run the same operation at a profit? Interestingly, none
of the community based organisations in and around Durban opposed the
privatisation of DTMB.
The process of negotiations between unions and the municipality on the
terms and conditions of privatisation was long and delayed. A major reason
advanced for the delay in negotiations was that privatisation of the public
transport system was dependent on the council securing funding for the
establishment of the TA. Delays in the signing of the founding agreement were
also experienced due to a lack of commitment from the two upper spheres
of government for the establishment and continued funding of the TA. The
process was further complicated by the parallel attempt by the council to set
30
31
32
33

Mercury, 15 November 2002.
Mercury, 15 November 2002.
Mercury, 15 November 2002.
Sunday Tribune, 11 August 2002.
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up the TA and at the same time privatise its public transport system.
However, despite the stalemate over the signing of the TA founding
agreement, the council continued negotiations with the unions and the
following settlement was reached:
•

that all staff would take retrenchment packages;

•

the new company will be obliged to reemploy 75% of the total of 1200 – 1400
staff on new terms and conditions;

•

the remaining staff will have the option of being redeployed in the proposed
Executive Structure of the TA and other departments in the council; and

•

in the new privatised company staff would be given an opportunity to buy in
30% of the shares.

With such an offer, workers were overwhelmingly attracted to the privatisation
settlement made by the municipality. Hefty retrenchment packages starting
from R300 000 upwards were proposed. With such a lucrative offer, workers
welcomed the privatisation of the public bus company and pressured union
officials to hasten the process of accepting the deal and not keep them hanging
on any longer.

Privatisation and the emergence of Quasi-monopolies
The landmark agreement reached with labour cleared the way for the
municipality to pursue the final stage of the privatisation process by selling the
public bus company. On 16 May 2002 the council resolved at its Executive
Committee to dispose its bus fleet to a private operator through a public
tender process. On the 9 February 2003 council announced its intention
to sell the public bus company. It called for an expression of interests from
interested parties wishing to purchase the bus company.
The expression of interest meeting was chaired independently by an
employee of Deloitte and Touché, a group of consultants hired initially
to undertake a financial feasibility study of the public bus company. Their
services were further extended to be transaction advisors in order to ensure
impartiality in the sale agreement. Present at this meeting were the private
bus operators, representatives of interested taxi associations and senior and
middle management staff of the DTMB.
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The qualifying criteria for the final bidding process were outlined as follows:
•

whichever company succeeded in the bid it must ensure that 10% of their
company shareholding includes Black Economic Empowerment groups in
keeping with national legislation;

•

in the final selection process, the bidding will be reduced to five prospective
operators from which the most viable one will be chosen;

•

75% of the current staff had to be re-employed by the successful bidder;

•

the bidding applied for the sale of buses only, which excluded the hard
infrastructure such as depots and workshops. The latter was to be rented from
council by the successful bidder;

•

the route design will not be made public as this was still being considered
for approval by the municipality in consultation with national government. In
addition, details about staff requirements and bus time tables for the operation
of the new company will only be made available once the successful bidder was
identified.

Significantly, there was a noticeable absence of community representation
in the selection of bidders at the expression of interest meeting. Nonetheless,
the municipality chose to keep communities informed about the process of
selecting the successful bidder through their respective councillors represented
on the eThekwini Transport Forum. Hence, the role of the community in the
selection process was reduced to a consultative one instead of being an active
participant.
On completion of the expression of interest 17 tenders were received from
a total of 11 operators. The short listing finally reduced the bidders to three,
comprising Remant Alton, Putco and South Coast Bus Service. An evaluation
of the bidders by the municipality revealed that all three tenders presented
sound social responsibility and operating track records, while Remant Alton
was the only tenderer with significant shareholdings (60%) by a preferential
population group (Black African).34 Finally, Remant/Alton consortium was
awarded an interim contract at the end of May 2003 and had to commence
operating the new private bus company from the 1st June 2003. In addition,
the entire bus fleet including several light duty vehicles were sold to this
consortium for an amount of R71m. Putco’s bid was R39.9m followed by
South Coast Bus Line at R35.6m.
34 Daily News, 13 May 2003.
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Intrigue and speculation surrounded the award of the contract to Remant
Alton consortium. Alton Coach Africa cc, a member of the Remant Alton
Consortium was investigated by the Scorpions for irregular subsidy claims
and failing to fulfil its “social investment commitments” (BEE).35Claims
of political connections influencing the bus deal were also made. A former
United Democratic Front vice president in KwaZulu-Natal and the minister
of transport in the province are known to have been close stalwarts in the
liberation struggle which influenced the awarding of the tender. A political
connection to the mayor of Durban was also made. It was alleged that the
CEO of Remant Alton also had strong links to the ANC leadership due to
his previous involvement in the UDF liberation days sponsoring his bus fleet
to ferry protesters to and from political rallies. A press report confirmed that
the CEO had a criminal record and was fined R6000 for bribing a Durban
municipal official in 1997.36 The tender fiasco aroused much attention on the
credibility of the tendering process resulting in the Scorpions undertaking a
detailed investigation. To date the findings of this elite investigative unit is
still a mystery.

Clash of interest between corporate compatriots and comrades in the
transport sector
Despite claims (founded or unfounded) that a compatriotic relationship
influenced the award of the contract to the private bus operator, taxi and
other bus operators in the CBD welcomed the move. Various stakeholders
in the public transport sector pledged that violence will be avoided at all cost
and that they will strive to honour “governments dream to have taxis and
buses work together”.37 This pledge never lived up to its promise as violence
between rival taxis associations in the city escalated as a result of competition
for routes. The responsibility for these escalating levels of violence was placed
on the doorstep of the Provincial government as it delayed the processing of
permits to legitimise taxi operators. Consequently, illegal operators took the
opportunity to capitalise on this situation.
Interestingly, illegal taxi operators were not the only ones to capitalise on
government’s failure. The newly inaugurated private bus consortium made
35 Sunday Tribune, 1 May 2003.
36 Sunday Tribune, 25 May 2003.
37 Sunday Tribune, 18 May 2003.
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hurried attempts at capitalising on this opportunity by offering to come to
the rescue of stranded passengers since it shared a common route with taxi
operators. The company argued that, “if there was extra commuter demand,
then it was this company’s duty to run more buses” on the troublesome
routes.38 This was the first sign of aggressive competition for routes emerging
within the municipality especially in the absence of clear route designs.
However, in the absence of a TA to regulate the transport sector, the
municipality had to depend on the elite Public Transport Enforcement Unit
called “Operation Shanela” (means to clean-up – to rid the industry of all its
ills) as an interim measure. The presence of this regulating unit was felt in the
province and the municipality alike characterised by zero tolerance to traffic
violations within the industry. Strong reaction was received from taxi bosses
who threatened that they “would really hit the provincial government hard,
unless it softened its hardline approach towards unroadworthy taxis and drivers
without permits…. 39 Since the setting up of Operation Shanela corruption
in the public transport sector was exposed. The Minister of Transport (KZN)
alluded to the fact that the ownership of taxis by the police personnel was
the key cause of violence within the taxi industry. This compromised the
objectivity with which the industry was regulated. Another actor in the
industry emerged in the form of private security personnel comprising mainly
former policemen who escort private buses on routes besieged with violence,
hijacking and theft from passengers.
Conclusion
This article documents the historical evolution of the public transport system
from animal and human drawn modes to mechanical forms in metropolitan
area of Durban. It highlights the strides made within a short space of time
within the colonial period in engineering mechanical modes of transport
to meet the economic and social needs of the city. The historical account
brings to the fore that in the early development of the transport landscape
in the city, the municipality had to depend on the private sector for essential
infrastructure to be made available. Hence the concept of privatisation within
the municipality can be traced as early as the 1850s and it is not a new fiscal
austerity measure adopted at the metropolitan government level.
38 The Independent, Saturday, 5 October 2003.
39 Daily News, 26 January 2002.
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Under apartheid the political engineering of the transport sector around
racially exclusive human settlements was heightened. Transport routes and
services were firmly regulated to enforce territorial apartheid at a metropolitan
level resulting in an inefficient, fragmented, costly and unsafe transport
system. Its primary aim was to convey cheap labour to and from economic
processing zones in the city. This over regulation of the public transport sector
– became unsustainable over time giving rise to quasi-bus monopolies and
the informal taxi industry which has become a great challenge for the postapartheid metropolitan government to surmount.
In the post-apartheid era, in an attempt to undo the historical legacy of
transport engineering within the metropolitan area resulted in the metropolitan
government pandering to neo-liberal austerity measures by privatising
its public transport system. Whilst it may be argued that privatisation is
nothing new within the political corridors of the post-apartheid metropolitan
government and that it may have worthwhile benefits, the manner in which
it unfolded was marred by scepticism on the integrity of the process. It would
appear that the privatisation of the public transport system was engineered to
benefit political compatriots and comrades in the transport business in the
city.
This article highlights that the public transport system escapes the full might
of regulatory mechanisms which causes the sector to be in disarray. This is
because Durban falls behind other large metropolitan areas in facilitating
an integrated transport plan that supports multi-modal transport systems.
In order for an efficient, affordable and accessible transport plan to work,
it requires all sectors to commit to an integrated transport plan. For this to
happen, it is important that the mini-bus and small bus company operators
commit to a plan that is fair and equitable so that all stakeholders benefit
from the integrated transport plan. Part of the problem given the colonial,
apartheid and post-apartheid transport history is the emergence of monopolies
that competed for designated routes which has been contested resulting in
conflict. In order for this to be averted, as a way forward, it is important for
the transport authority to ensure that a balance is maintained for an equitable
distribution of routes on the different modes of transport in the city.
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Abstract
Two powerful phenomena around which people coalesce in the present, and
which consequently give rise to notions of “community”, are recollections of
historical suffering, and an affiliation to low income working class districts.
Exploring both themes are particularly useful when looking at the experiences
and the memories of the nearly three and a half million South Africans who
were displaced from long standing settlements, beginning in the late 1950s
as a consequence of the Group Areas Act. It has been argued that in response
to being victims of land dispossession, many have created a counter narrative
to the Apartheid justification of Group Areas. Over years this has led to the
construction of romanticised memories of life before forced removals which
has a profound influence on the way they see themselves today. While the
motives and the broader political and economic impact of the Group
Areas Act has been widely studied, it also crucial to look at these subjective
experiences of ordinary South Africans and how they were both, impacted
upon, and responded to forced removals in different ways. Historians trying
to access this kind of information, not contained in official state records,
are dependent on oral testimony and consequently human memory. Oral
testimony does however present various methodological challenges. This
paper is concerned with the subjectivities and fluidity of human memory, and
focuses specifically on former residents of the Magazine Barracks, with their
own unique experiences and interpretations of forced removals. Rather than
seeing the fluidity of memory as only a limitation, looking at what former
residents chose to speak about and what they chose to omit is also revealing
about how they responded to the state laws imposed upon them. Built in 1880
to house Indian municipal employees of the Durban Corporation and their
families, the severely overcrowded Magazine Barracks was home to over seven
thousand people by the 1960s when it was evacuated and residents sent to
Chatsworth. Despite poverty and very poor living conditions, former residents
today speak nostalgically about the community that they had created and have
very fond memories of growing up in the Magazine Barracks. They established
numerous voluntary associations to promote cultural and welfare endeavours
as well as many sporting bodies. Albeit the improved living conditions and
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economic opportunities that former residents of the Magazine Barracks were
able to take advantage of after moving to Chatsworth, today some of them
argue that if it were possible they would prefer to go back to way that they
lived in the barracks.
Keywords: Durban Indian municipal workers; Memory; Displacement;
Forced removal; Community; Chatsworth; Magazine Barracks; Group Areas
Act.

Introduction
Although the vast majority of indentured Indians brought to Natal from
1960 to 1911 worked on the plantations, a substantial number also found
employment in the city, working for the Durban Corporation or on the
Durban railways. By 1880, the Magazine Barracks were built just north of
the Central Business District (CBD), to accommodate Indian municipal
workers employed by the Durban Corporation, and their families. From its
inception living conditions within this Barracks, considered unsatisfactory
by various health officials, were nonetheless ignored by the authorities. In
addition, Indian municipal workers in Durban made up the cheapest form of
municipal labour in the country, and their grievances and financial difficulties
in times of crisis, unlike their white counterparts, were also ignored by the
Durban Corporation.1 In response, residents of the Magazine Barracks
created what they describe today as a rich closely knit community where
they worked collectively to deal with their daily challenges. From 1960 to
1965 however, all residents were removed from the Magazine Barracks,
due to the implementation of the Group Areas Act, passed in 1950. The
Group Areas Act enabled local and central state departments to demarcate
exclusive areas for each racial group, and to then remove people from existing
settlements to make this possible. It resulted in residents of the Magazine
Barracks being split up, with most resettled into different areas within the
low cost housing scheme of Chatsworth. Located 20 kilometres south west of
Durban, Chatsworth was built from 1958 to 1975 to house Indians who were
being removed from in and around the city during the implementation of the
Group Areas Act. By 1965, the Magazine Barracks which had been home to
Indian Municipal workers for eighty years was demolished, and replaced with
a police headquarters and the magistrate’s court.
1

G Vahed, “Race or class? Community and conflict amongst Indian municipal employees in Durban, 19141949”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27, March 2001, p. 112.
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Forced removals during this period have affected millions of South Africans,
but it must be emphasised that it had different implications for different
settlements. Consequently, residents of the Magazine Barracks have their own
unique experiences and memories of the Group Areas Act. In addition, even
people within this “community” have contrasting ways of remembering the
impact of their removal as there were generational, gender, and class differences
within. This needs to be taken into consideration when trying to understand
the impact of forced removals. Field and Swanson explain that focusing on
the diverse memories of individuals, and how they “remember, forget and
silence the past(s)”, is not simply a “‘view from below’, in the outdated
popular history sense. Rather they represent a kaleidoscope of imaginings and
remembering, constructed from different vantage points in time and space”.2
Taking this into consideration, this paper based on qualitative oral interviews
aims to analyse the memories and experiences of former residents of the
Magazine Barracks, and to tell the story of forced removals through their
subjective perspectives. Oral history is crucial to writing this kind of history
and provides a rich alternative to supplement existing written sources and
enhance our understanding. However, it also generates various challenges,
since individuals have contrasting and conflicting ways of remembering the
past. Additionally human memory is fluid and impacted upon by changing
social and political factors in the present. Before looking at the stories of
former residents of the Magazine Barracks, it is necessary to look at oral
history as a methodology for examining the impact of forced removals in
South Africa.

Oral History and memory
As already mentioned, oral history, crucial when trying to understand the
impact that forced removals have had on ordinary South Africans, is also
fraught with various difficulties and challenges. These challenges are well
documented. Creswell and Ollerenshaw explain that narrative research
comprising of qualitative interviews involves the researcher retelling the
participant’s story by organising the raw data into themes that emerge from
the story. In effect, the researcher becomes an active participant in the inquiry
and brings her or his own perspectives, resulting in a gap between the narrative
2

S Field & F Swanson, “Introduction”, S Field, R Meyer & F Swanson, Imagining the city: Memories and cultures
in Cape Town (Cape Town, Human Sciences Research Council, 2007) p. 8.

197

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

told and the narrative reported.3 However, those who embrace oral history
recognise that it is a subjective methodology and acknowledge that “memory
stories are contingent and often fluid” but believe that this “in no way detracts
from their veracity and utility. In the process, oral historians have become
both intuitive and imaginative interpreters of their materials”.4
At the heart of oral history is memory since people are being asked about
how they felt about something that happened and how they recalled it. There
is a vast body of work by psychologists, sociologists, cultural anthropologists,
and others on memory. Memory is affected by ageing, trauma, nostalgia, and
other factors. The task of researchers is to facilitate respondents’ remembering
events as best as they can and, as Abrams points out, “in our analysis, consider
the various influences that shaped their recall. The important point here is that
memory is not just a source; it is a narrator’s interpretation of their experience
and as such it is complex, creative, and fluid”.5 With regard to South Africans
affected by forced removals, memory is influenced by a variety of factors and
what they choose to remember and to forget illustrates how they responded
to laws impose on them.
Trotter has focused on how coloured identity in the Eastern Cape, has been
influenced by trauma of forced removals and at how coloureds construct
a counter narrative in opposition to the “official transcript” that was used
by Apartheid architects. Whereas the bill to introduce the Group Areas
Act was justified on grounds of reducing interracial conflict and improving
overcrowding, respondents remember their neighbourhoods as being places
of “interracial harmony” and what the National Party called overcrowding
is seen by former residents as “closeness”. This he refers to as a “counter
memory”.6 As will be shown in this paper, this form of memory can also be
observed in the narratives of many former residents of the Magazine Barracks.
When residents were informed that they would have to leave the Magazine
Barracks, municipal authorities promised better housing, running water and
electricity, and a solution to the overcrowding that existed in the Magazine
Barracks. However when residents reminisce in the present about the past
and about life in the Magazine Barracks, most focus on the positives such as
3
4
5
6

JW Creswell & J Ollerenshaw, “Narrative research: A comparison of two restorying data analysis approaches”,
Qualitative Inquiry, 8, January 2002, p. 332.
L Abrams, Oral History theory (London, Routledge, 2010), p. 6.
L Abrams, Oral History theory..., p. 105.
H Trotter, “Trauma and memory: The impact of Apartheid-era forced removals on Coloured identity in Cape
Town”, M Adhikari, Burdened by race: Coloured identities in Southern Africa (Cape Town, UCT Press, 2009), pp.
49-78.
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the close relations with neighbours, and the close proximity to the beach and
CBD. The Group Areas Act and their powerlessness to prevent it, is seen by
some as something that has destroyed this way of life. Many even say that in
the Magazine Barracks, they lived in comfort.
Former residents of the Magazine Barracks also exhibit what Trotter refers
to as “comparative memory”, where his respondents compared life before
forced removals to life after forced removals. In this instance they ignored or
downplayed all the disadvantages to their settlements before forced removals,
which they then contrasted with their settlements after forced removals. When
asked about poverty or violence in the Magazine Barracks, former residents
explained that although it existed, it was under control unlike what happened
in Chatsworth. However, the views of residents are also varied and in many
instances contrast with each other. Whereas some see the Group Areas Act as
a force that destroyed a rich and loving community, others see it as a force that
brought up the material progress and provided a solution to overcrowding.
Bohlin has observed the conflicting memories of residents from the fishing
community of Kalk Bay in the Eastern Cape. In Kalk Bay those who were
forced to leave and those who remained, remember the area before the Group
Areas Act very differently. Space and the uses of it was a powerful factor in
shaping how different groups of people remember the impact of the Group
Areas Act.7 In making sense of the disparate views and meanings that place
has on people in the present, Bohlin follows the call made by Minkley and
Rassool, that we should not essentialise the past through dichotomies of before
and after forced removals. Rather we should seek to understand the way in
which the past is negotiated with the present “through memory, tradition and
history”.8 Being a closely confined space which housed only Indians and only
families of municipal employees, the Magazine Barracks presents a unique
example to explore forced removals. Unlike the larger mixed race settlements
such as Sophiatown, District Six or Cato Manor, as well as many smaller
settlements such as Kalk Bay, the Magazine Barracks housed only one racial
group with residents being similar in terms of class.

7
8

A Bohlin, “Places of longing and belonging: Memories of the Group Area proclamation of a South African
fishing village”, B Bender & M Winer, Contested landscapes: Movement exile and place (London, Berg, 2001).
G Minkley & C Rassool, “Orality, memory, and social history in South Africa”, S Nuttall and C Coetzee,
Negotiating the past: Making of memory in South Africa (Cape Town, Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 94.
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Today, many former residents of the Magazine Barracks see themselves as
unique when compared to other people in Chatsworth, who came from other
places; because they feel that a sense of a Magazine Barracks community still
exists today whereas other residents of Chatsworth have lost theirs. Residents
in the Magazine Barracks lived in a closely bounded place which they
describe as one large family. Working class areas are usually associated with
“community”. Alleyne suggests that this may be because of the association
with pre-modern times and dense networks of collective social relations based
around religion and kinship.9

Indian municipal labour and the Magazine Barracks
In order to assess the impact of forced removals and to provide a context
from which to view the memories of former residents, it is important to
understand the Magazine Barracks and living conditions within. Plans to
build the barracks on a site on Somtseu Road, just north of the CBD began in
1867. By 1884 the Magazine Barracks, named after a nearby military complex
storing magazine powder, was completed. It originally comprised of 93
houses with 26 allocated to married men and 67 for single men.10 Each house
was merely a single room roughly five metres by five metres and acted as a
kitchen, dining room, lounge and bedroom. The houses were cramped closely
together and surrounded by a fence, with two gates that were locked each
night. Two single men or one family were allocated to one room, regardless
of the number of children in the family.11 Danny Pillay, who was born in the
Magazine Barracks in 1941, explained that some families increased with up
to fifteen children and due to a lack of space some children would have to
sleep cramped up on the kitchen floor.12 As the number of residents increased,
married couples were forced to share rooms and they would erect curtains
across for privacy.13 These early wood and iron structures lacked electricity
and water and residents relied on communal taps and toilets. Writing in a
book about barracks in Durban, former resident of the Magazine Barracks,
9
10
11
12
13

B Alleyne, “An idea of community and its discontents”, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 25(94), September 2002, p.
610.
R Home, “Barracks and hostels: A heritage conservation case for worker housing in Natal”, Natalia, 28,
December 1998, p. 48.
P Murugan, The Lotus blooms on an Eastern Vlei (Chennai, Parkar Computers, 1998), p. 14.
K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Pillay (Pensioner), 28 November 2012.
S Gounden, untitled section, G Pillay, Come to the point: A History of the Indian community and some well-known
personalities (Durban, Point Indian Remembrance Committee, 2002) p. 13.
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Gounden recalls that as many as “twelve people could be using these toilets in
full view of one another”.14 In later years brick buildings with electricity and
running water were added for graded employees.
Since the inception of the Magazine Barracks, the overcrowded conditions
were condemned by various officials. For example, as early as 1884 the
Protector of Indian Immigrants concluded that the Magazine Barracks were
“unfit for humanity to live in”. The following year in 1885, the Major’s
Minute found that it was necessary to build a new barracks. In 1923 the Chief
Sanitary Inspector wrote to the Town Clerk complaining that the barracks
were “badly arranged” with poor ventilation and in addition, had been left to
deteriorate beyond repair and would consequently require reconstruction.15
Nothing however was ever done to improve or replace the existing structures
and the same buildings which were disapproved of in the 1880s, continued
to house municipal workers up until the 1960s. Although, as the number
of municipal employees increased some additional rooms were added to the
barracks to accommodate more families. By 1933, there were 5 000 people
living in the Magazine Barracks, which by this stage consisted of wood and
iron as well as double storey brick buildings with a total of 1 251 rooms.16
Nevertheless, the overcrowded conditions persisted. In 1943, Dr Gunn, the
Medical Officer of Health investigated the Magazine Barracks and found
that 40% of deaths resulted from dysentery, diarrhoea and enteritis which
he attributed to fly plagues, overcrowding and communal latrines. The lack
of facilities meant that many residents used the kitchen for bathing, washing
clothes and cooking. In 1950 a Commission of Enquiry concluded that
“these conditions constitute a grave risk and should not have been allowed to
develop to the stage they have now reached”.17
In addition to the neglected living conditions, Indian municipal employees
were amongst the lowest paid workers in Durban. A comparison made
in 1924 showed that Indian labour was cheaper than African labour with
the average cost of labour per annum, including wages, housing and food
rations, being £39 for Indians and £46 for Africans.18 Although residents
14 S Gounden, Untitled section, p. 13.
15 RH Omar, “The relationship between the Durban Corporation and the Magazine Barracks” (B.A. Hon, UDW,
1989), pp. 8 -9.
16 In 1922, double story brick buildings contained 528 rooms, hollow concrete block buildings contained 156
rooms and the original wood and iron buildings contained 567 rooms. RH Omar, “The relationship between
the Durban Corporation and the Magazine Barracks” (B.A. Hon, UDW, 1989), p. 17.
17 G Vahed, “Race or class?...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27, March 2001, p. 107.
18 G Vahed, “Race or class?...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27, March 2001, p. 116.
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were provided with monthly food rations, these were of a poor quality and
insufficient for a balanced diet. A survey conducted in 1946 found that
residents spent an average of 62.3% of their income to supplement their food
rations.19 At the same time that these pleas from Medical Officers of Health
and community bodies to improve living conditions went unanswered, the
Durban Corporation was particularly rigid with maintaining discipline at all
times. There were stringent rules and regulations. During the 1930s, they
tried to limit residents to “sober, clean and well behaved” employees of the
Durban Corporation with no more than two children but this was impossible
to implement.20 To enforce law and order, some residents were employed as
Sirdars. Sirdars were armed with batons and cuffs and given the status of
“special constables”. To limit absenteeism at work, those reporting sick needed
to be certified “unfit” by the state hospital. This was a timely procedure where
the sick workers had to walk distances of up to 15 miles to get the necessary
documentation.21 In addition sick workers not reporting to work were denied
their share of food rations for each day that they were absent.22
When looking at these conditions in the Magazine Barracks, it does become
apparent that there were advantages to Group Areas Act for former residents.
Chatsworth, where the bulk of residents from the Magazine Barracks settled,
meant larger houses and increased services, such as electricity and water.
However for the former residents there were also many advantages to living in
the Magazine Barracks. It had been their home from which they were forced
to leave without choice, and this has an important impact on the way in which
they see forced removals. While documentary records, whether archival or
newspaper articles, portray a harsh view of living conditions in the Magazine
Barracks, oral testimonies of former residents reveal a different perspective.
Every former resident that were interviewed by the author, claim that they
were “very happy” when living in the Magazine Barracks. They highlight
notions of sharing, family, and closeness. Siva Kugesan for example, stated
that everyone knew and treated one another as “one large family” and that
there was a strong culture of sharing and neighbours would often eat together
or exchanges curries.23 John Kisten who lived at the Barracks for over thirty
19 VS Naidoo, “Survey of income and expenditure of Indian employees of the Durban Corporation, living at the
Magazine Barracks, Durban”, The South African Journal of Economics, 14(1), March 1946, p. 45.
20 B Freund, Insiders and outsiders: The Indian working class of Durban 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg, University of
Natal Press, 1995), p. 74.
21 G Vahed, “Race or class?...”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27, March 2001, p. 116.
22 RH Omar, “The relationship between the Durban Corporation and the Magazine Barracks” (B.A. Hon, UDW,
1989), p. 30
23 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, S Kugesan (Pensioner), 31 January 2013.
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years said that “we lived as one big loving community. There was so much
of love, understanding and respect, we respected our elders. It was very, very
nice”.24 Vassie Muthen acknowledged that, although there was violence and
gangs in the Magazine Barracks, the Barracks had “a little of everything” and
that it was under control. During interviews, notions of poverty or violence
were often legitimised. Residents explain that while earnings were low, so
were living expenses and although there was violence it was under control.
Another theme that emerges from the interviews, but one that former
residents argued was carried over to Chatsworth is the idea that living in
the Magazine Barracks led to residents becoming very progressive. Naddie
Perumal stated that when living in the Barracks people always found ways to
improve their predicament, and that by their nature they were very “progressive
people”.25 To deal with challenges, residents established numerous voluntary
community bodies, which included a care community for the Friends of the
Sick Association (FOSA), a Child Welfare Committee, St John Ambulance
and the Red Cross First Aid, amongst others. The Durban Indian Municipal
Employees Society (DIMES) established by Indian employees of the Durban
Corporation, relentlessly took up worker grievances, such as inadequate wages,
establishment of a pension scheme and the provision of essential facilities.26
One advantage of living in the Barracks that former residents emphasised
was that everything that they needed was within walking distance. Shopping
centres, the Durban Market, cinemas and the beach were all close by. Inside
the barracks, residents had established their own clinic, library and the Drama
Hall, which was the main meeting point and where vernacular and dance
classes amongst other things took place. There was also a rich sporting life and
each district within the barracks had their own football teams which partook
in spirited matches.27 It is these aspects that former residents chose to focus
on when looking back at their time in the Magazine Barracks. Moving to
Chatsworth however brought far reaching consequences.

24 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Kisten (Priest), 12 December 2012.
25 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, N Perumal (Pensioner), 5 February 2013.
26 Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre (DC), University of KwaZulu Natal, Westville Campus DIMES
Annual Report and Audited Balance Sheet for 12 Months ended June 1964, 30th Annual General Meeting
Wednesday, 12 August 1964.
27 P Murugan, The Lotus blooms..., pp. 24-69.
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Resettlement to Chatsworth
The resettlement of residents from the Magazine Barracks to Chatsworth
began in 1961. The graded staff were allocated slightly better houses in Unit
2 (Bayview), whilst ungraded staff would later be put in Unit 3 A and B
(Westcliff) and Unit 5 A and B (Croftdene). Muthen, who was one of the
younger members of DIMES at the time, explained that the first residents
to move to Chatsworth were a slightly wealthier section of residents of the
Magazine Barracks. During mass meetings, they told the others not to move,
during which time they had already made applications for houses in Unit
1(Havinside) and Bayview. In the meanwhile, DIMES vehemently opposed
the decision to destroy the barracks and resettle its residents to Chatsworth.
Muthen explained, “we weren’t happy, we were fighting tooth and nail, we
went to court, we went to Maritzburg and all that” until it became clear that
there was no alternative.28 On 12 March 1964, DIMES organised a special
general meeting where members passed a resolution urging the Town Clerk to
reconsider removing the 6000 residents occupying the barracks and resettling
them to Chatsworth. DIMES representatives argued that municipal workers
provided an essential service in and around Durban and being moved miles
away from their place of work would result in unnecessary travel expenses.29
This however was to no avail and once it was made clear that the barracks
would inevitably be vacated, DIMES made suggestions to relocate workers to
nearer residences such as Springfield Flats. But this too was rejected.30
Muthen highlighted the role played by George Singh, a lawyer who was
well known amongst Indians in Durban for his role as a community leader
and political activist. Referred to affectionately by residents of the Magazine
Barracks as the “Godfather”, he played a central role in representing their
case to the authorities. According to Muthen, once all attempts to keep the
Magazine Barracks failed, it was Singh who organised a meeting to inform
residents. He brought photographs of the houses being built in Chatsworth
and told those in attendance that they should visit Chatsworth and see the
new houses. Muthen explained that residents then saw the that the standard
of living in Chatsworth would be higher, as they were moving from a one
roomed house in the Barracks, to two and three roomed houses. Nonetheless,
28 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen (Pensioner), 12 December 2012.
29 See Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre (DC), University of KwaZulu Natal, Westville Campus, Durban
Indian Municipal Employees Society (DIMES) collection, 1935-1990.
30 DC, UKZN, DIMES Annual Report and Audited Balance Sheet for 12 Months ended June 1964, 31st Annual
General Meeting Wednesday, 12 August 1965.
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he added, “when we first moved out of Magazine Barracks, we were all very
disappointed and disheartened. We weren’t very happy, nobody was very
happy to be removed from their birthplace”. Singh ensured that residents
wouldn’t have to pay for the transport costs associated with moving and
liaised with the municipality to provide trucks to transport their furniture.
Residents were given an option of three or four houses in Chatsworth from
which to choose. When they were ready to move, they contacted the caretaker
in the Magazine Barracks who drew up a schedule and found a suitable day
so that between three to four families could be transported at a time.31 While
the majority of residents were able to choose their house in Chatsworth and
plan their move, a few residents (about six families) refused to leave until the
end and were forcibly removed and sent to any available house in Croftdene.32
According to Pillay “towards the end were, some very poor families, were
reluctant to make the move into a very strange destiny” and “the municipal
officials virtually dragged them onto municipal trucks, vehicles and whatever
belongings that they could transfer were just thrown into the vehicle and they
were physically pushed into the vehicle”.33
Pillay is the president of the Magazine Barracks Remembrance Association,
which was established in the 1990s to get monetary compensation for each
family that was displaced from the Magazine Barracks. Through his voluntary
work in the association, he had been in contact with most former residents
and has much experience dealing with individual cases. Referring to residents
of the barracks who settled in Chatsworth, Pillay explained that “they started
with very little opportunities of choice, they were just placed into households”.
In contrast to the Magazine Barracks where everything was available to
residents, Chatsworth during the early years, when displaced Indians began
settling there was a just bare housing scheme with no public amenities. There
was no infrastructure, no schools, no shops and no community centres. Pillay
added that “initially these relocated occupants, felt destitute because they
didn’t know who to turn to because their master had just evicted them from
their former residence, into this strange place and they were not prepared
for it”. He did acknowledge that in the long term, these families particularly
the younger generation improved financially after settling in Chatsworth, but
highlighted the initial challenges.
31 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
32 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Pillay, 28 November 2012 and K Gopalan (Personal Collection),
interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
33 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Pillay, 28 November 2012.

205

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

Attitudes about moving to Chatsworth and the immediate impact
The Magazine Barracks had been home to Indian Municipal Employees
for eight decades, and virtually overnight residents found themselves in new
unfamiliar surroundings. As already mentioned, Chatsworth was established
as a low cost housing scheme constructed at a rapid rate to accommodate
Indians from various parts of Durban. Plans to build the township only began
in 1958, yet by 1975 when it was completed an estimated 120 000 people were
relocated there. From 1963 when displaced Indians began settling there until
it was completed, there was a constant backlog of displaced people waiting
for housing. This housing scheme was actually built on rural land connecting
townships Kharwastan, Silverglen and Umhlantuzana, and was originally
occupied by famers, predominately by banana cultivators.34 Converting
this into a mass housing scheme in the shortest possible time created several
challenges for its new residents.
For residents of the Magazine Barracks it meant that their living expenses
became more than four times higher and they were faced with the additional
expense of travelling to work by bus or train. In 1966, DIMES carried out
its investigation to work out living expenses in Chatsworth and found that
the average family of six spent R49 each month as a result of rent (R7.35),
light (R3.17), transport (R7.20), groceries (R18.20), vegetables (R8.28) and
bread and butter (R4.80). At this stage ungraded municipal Indian employees
earned between R36.60 and R41.00 per month.35 These figures do not account
for meat, clothes or additional furniture that was needed in Chatsworth.36
These figures can be contrasted to the Magazine Barracks where rent cost 87
cents, paraffin and wood rations were provided and they lived within walking
distance from their place of employment. Former residents also explained that
in the Magazine Barracks, sharing resources with neighbours reduced living
expenses but in Chatsworth, many were unfamiliar with their new neighbours.
In spite of the increased rent that residents in Chatsworth paid, houses were
flimsily built and vulnerable to flooding caused by poor town planning.37
There were no facilities, such as community centres or even shopping centres
to buy groceries, and to do this meant the further expense of travelling to
34 See PP Devan, et al, Glimpses of rural Chatsworth: The life and times of a people of the soil (Durban, Palani
Publications, 2012).
35 DC, UKZN, DIMES Annual Report and Audited Balance Sheet for 12 Months ended June 1966, 33rd Annual
General Meeting Wednesday, 12 August 1966.
36 For example, houses in Chatsworth were not equipped for coal stoves so residents had to buy electric stoves
37 See A Desai & G Vahed (eds), Chatsworth: The making of a South African township (Scottsville, University of
KwaZulu Natal Press, 2013).
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town by bus or train.
Displaced Indians who were allocated housing in Chatsworth, differed in
their attitudes. Some house owners in places such as Cato Manor and Riverside
were strongly opposed to being resettled into the mass housing scheme, while
those who came from shack settlements in and around Durban were happy to
move into larger houses with electricity and running water.38 Former residents
of the Magazine Barracks also had mixed reactions about their resettlement
to Chatsworth. Kiru Naidoo, who was born in Chatsworth after his family
were removed from the barracks, explained that while the majority of people
would have preferred to have remained at the Magazine Barracks, his father
was somewhat of a minority in that he felt and said that his family was blessed
to move into Chatsworth. Chatsworth to his father meant that their family
would have their own house and garden as well as better opportunities for the
children, in contrast to the severely overcrowded conditions of the Magazine
Barracks where “we lived on top of each other”.39
Deena Muthen, brother of V Muthen who was previously mentioned,
explained that if he had to choose today, he would prefer to return to the
Magazine Barracks. His reasons, he argued, were that while Chatsworth
brought about the improvements in the way of the “modern lifestyle”, it had
also led to cultural degeneration. He added that in the Magazine Barracks
there was a strong sense of family and community and that this had been lost
with the move to Chatsworth. When residents were informed of the decision
to move, he explained “they were not happy about it whatsoever, they were
angry, they did not want to move. Because look, we lived there for a long,
long time, all the children grew up there”. Echoing the sentiments of his
brother, he added that in 1964 many residents visited Bayview and found that
the houses were big and “they took on to the idea of moving”. Most of the
residents of the Magazine Barracks lived in wood and iron structures with no
electricity or running water and depended on paraffin and communal taps.
The houses in Chatsworth however, as D Muthen explained with electricity
and hot water appealed to many, especially those from the poorest section of
Magazine Barracks who lived in the tin shanties.40

38 K Subramony, “A history of Chatsworth: Impact of the Group Areas Act on the Indian community of Durban,
1958-1975” (MA, UNISA, 1993), p. 78.
39 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, K Naidoo, 26 November 2012.
40 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Muthen (Priest), 1 December 2012.
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The experiences of the Muthen family also highlight a significant theme that
emerged from the interviews, about how the older generation of Magazine
Barracks were unable to adjust to Chatsworth. When living in the Magazine
Barracks, Muthusamy Muthen, father of V Muthen and D Muthen, was a
Sirdar for the Durban Market and important community leader known as
“Headmaster” for his role as principal of the central vernacular school, which
operated from the Drama Hall and was run by volunteers. One year after
settling in Chatsworth however, Muthusamy had a stroke and had to retire
from the municipality. After arriving in Chatsworth he would leave home at
four o’clock each morning to walk to the Westcliff bus stop where he would
board a bus to town. D Muthen explained that “the stress built up in him, as
a result, he had a stroke”. At the time, V Muthen was also employed by the
municipality and the family were given two houses in Chatsworth both next
to each other, one for M Muthen and one for V Muthen. After M Muthen’s
stroke, V Muthen became the sole breadwinner of the family which comprised
of eight and he also supported his four foster brothers.
Adding to the same point, Perumal explained that a lot of the older residents
were unable to cope and passed away shortly after arriving in Chatsworth.
According to Perumal they just could not make it because in the Magazine
Barracks they lived a “rosy life” and “everything was comfortable” but in
Chatsworth they just could not adjust. “Everything you know was good life,
everything was nice for us but when apartheid, when they took us and you
can say they dumped us here, the moment when we came here, things were
getting very tough”. Perumal’s father originally worked in the Storm Waters
Department during which time the family lived in a section of the barracks
with no electricity, and they received wood and paraffin rations from the
Durban Corporation. During this time his father managed to work his way
up and was promoted and given a job at the Municipal Swimming pool, the
Rachel Finlayson Baths which was the largest in Durban. The promotion
meant that the family were given a brick house in J1 block with electricity and
running water. However, after moving to Chatsworth his father worked for a
few years and then unable to cope took early retirement.
Perumal claimed that his mother too, was unable to work much after settling
in Chatsworth. In the Magazine Barracks, she lived in close proximity to
people who would employ her as a domestic worker and could walk to
Beatrice Street, Grey Street and First Avenue. She worked as a domestic worker
for many years until one employer who was the owner of a clothing factory
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called Avalon Clothing, hired her to work at his factory in Grey Street. She
then worked her way up, and according to Perumal became one of the top
machinists and earned a decent salary. However moving to Chatsworth and
relying on the buses to get to work, he said, was too much for her and she too
retired soon thereafter. When Perumal arrived in Chatsworth he completed
his standard eight (grade ten), and then left school to find a job. His older
brother’s salary and father’s pension combined were not enough to deal with
increased expenses in Chatsworth, and so when he found employment in
the Municipality, he worked both day and night shifts. Perumal stressed a
number of times during the interview that things became “very hard” during
the initial years of settling in Chatsworth. When reflecting on his time at the
Barracks he said “we were living in luxury there”.41
Perumal’s views of the Magazine Barracks being comfortable are particularly
interesting when compared to most accounts of the Barracks from visitors.
Aroo Naicker also supports this idea of a familiarity of space within the
Magazine Barracks and the difficulty of adjusting to Chatsworth. He recalled
that “we were not happy when we were moved out”. In the Magazine Barracks,
he explained, everything was central and available to residents, within
walking distance. Life in the barracks was “comfortable” whereas moving
into Chatsworth was “another experience”. “Come out here, I mean look, to
begin with we didn’t have anything like grassy areas in the Magazine Barracks.
Coming out here and living in the bush was some kind of an experience”.
“In the Barracks we had good buildings, we had good roads, we had good
sanitation, good toilets. The people that we lived with were like family”. He
added that “everything was comfortable” and people were friendly and knew
one another but in Chatsworth “things changed”. Suddenly “we were living in
isolation” and people “were not as friendly as when living in the Barracks”. One
of the key ways in which the move to Chatsworth affected former residents of
the Magazine Barracks, was that it destroyed existing social networks. While
residents of the Magazine Barracks were allocated housing in certain parts
of Chatsworth, and alongside other residents from the Magazine Barracks,
it did split up established networks between neighbours. The Magazine
Barracks was divided into several districts and neighbours were very close.
However residents from within districts were given houses in different parts
of Chatsworth. Naicker was given a house in Croftdene whereas most of his
neighbours and friends from the Barracks went to Westcliff.
41 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, N Perumal, 5 February 2013.
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Whereas some individuals struggled to make the adjustment from the closeknit community of the Magazine Barracks, to a more isolated environment in
Chatsworth, others found it easier. Mrs Pillay recalled that although she was
separated from her friends, most of who went to Westcliff while she went to
Croftdene, she didn’t have a difficult time adjusting. She was still able to meet
up with old friends and she made friends with her new neighbours. There
was also a committee for former pupils from St Mira bai, the school that
she attended when living in the Barracks. Pillay began working in a clothing
factory in 1964, two years before moving to Chatsworth. Despite the fact that
her father retired two years after settling in Chatsworth, she and some of her
siblings were employed by this stage. When her family settled in Chatsworth
in February 1966, she could not recall any instances of her parents expressing
anger. She explained that being young at the time she never thought much
about anger over the fact that they were being removed from their home. She
was excited to move into the larger house as in the Magazine Barracks she
belonged to a large family living in a small area. Although she added living
conditions were better in Chatsworth, “there was much more talent in the
Magazine Barracks”. There were Tamil schools, dancing, singing, sports and
joyous celebrations, she said. She described life in the Magazine Barracks as
being “very wonderful” because of the “culture” but was nonetheless happy
that she was moved to Chatsworth.42 Her memories of adjustment from the
Magazine Barracks to Chatsworth, are in stark contrast to those of Naicker
and Perumal, however the cultural aspects of Magazine Barracks is something
that she remembers with nostalgia.
In 1965 when Kisten arrived in Chatsworth he was 32 years and worked
for a private company in town. At this stage, he took care of his two children
and his wife’s five siblings. When informed that he would have to leave the
Barracks, Kisten claimed that he was not angry but decided he had no choice
but to make the best of the situation. “Instead of sitting here, and moaning and
groaning we made the best of it” he explained. Nonetheless he acknowledged
that he was disappointed about leaving the Barracks and what disappointed
him the most was that residents of the Barracks would not settle in the same
place, but would be split up in Chatsworth. However, Kisten said that he
recognised the benefits of leaving the barracks, in particular the fact that if
they remained in the barracks, overcrowding would have worsened. Families
were extending and there was no additional space within the Barracks and this
42 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, Pillay, 15 April 2013.
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would have aggravated the already severe overcrowded conditions, he said.
One problem however during these early years was that all the income was
spent and they did not have any extra money.43
When other residents were being resettled from the Magazine Barracks to
Chatsworth in 1964, Jay Pillay was doing his standard six (grade eight). He had
a younger brother who would also soon enter high school. Since his parents
could not afford to send two children to high school, when Pillay finished
his standard six, he had to leave school and look for work. Due to his young
age, employers were originally reluctant to hire him. However when one of
his friends from the Magazine Barracks left his job at Addington Hospital,
Pillay applied for the position and was hired. This was in 1965, the same year
that Pillay’s family moved to Chatsworth. When reminiscing, Pillay could
not recall his parents being angry. Rather they saw the move as inevitable
and decided to make the best of the situation. “I think maybe they took their
anger out in the meetings” he said, referring to the meetings where the DCC
informed residents that they would have to leave the Barracks. Although he
was young, Pillay did attend some of these meetings and remembers other
residents putting up a fight. Members of the Durban Corporation tried to
appease the audience by explaining that they were giving them better houses
and that they would no longer have to live in tin shanties houses with no
toilets. Pillay explained that residents especially the older ones did not want
to leave. They told the DCC that life was simple for them in the Barracks as
everything was within walking distance and they had temples, churches and
sports grounds.44
Pillay’s own parents decided to make the best of it. When his father first
saw the house in which they were going to settle, he was very happy. When
the family arrived, they were also excited about moving into a new house.
The move did however take its toll, due to the increased distances to travel to
work and back. While Pillay did not feel it much because Addington Hospital
provided a bus with no charge for its employees, his father was affected and like
many others retired from the municipality shortly thereafter. He was however
able to find a job at the Westcliff Market nearer to the house. Unlike many
other families who struggled financially during the initial years of settling
in Chatsworth, Pillay’s family were able meet the increased living expenses,
since he and a few of his siblings were employed at that stage. However, two
43 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Kisten, 12 December 2012.
44 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Pillay (Pensioner), 9 April 2013.
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months after settling in Chatsworth, his grandmother passed away and his
mother, who became sick whilst still living in the Magazine Barracks, was
unable to work in Chatsworth. She eventually passed away in 1971. Jay
worked at Addington until 1970, when he worked as waiter for one year
and was thereafter employed by the municipality to work in the Montford
Library, the first library in Chatsworth. During this time he did night studies
and wrote exams in M.L. Sultan Technical College. In 1974 when he got a
position in the Durban Police Force, with a raise in earnings, he decided not
to continue with his studies.45

Education
The importance of education was described during most interviews as a
huge component of life in the Magazine Barracks. Respondents explained
that their parents placed a major emphasis on education, and that this was
important to the financial progress of many families in Chatsworth, especially
for subsequent generations. There were two main schools that children from
the Magazine Barracks attended, namely the Deport Road School for boys
and the Temple Girls School (later called St. Mira bai) for girls. Most people
have very pleasant memories of their schooling and especially of their teachers
and principals. Kugesan and Mrs Pillay described the important role played
by their teachers. Kugesan stated that they appreciated the strict nature of
their teachers.46 Runga Munien chose to spend most of his interview talking
entirely about the respect he has for his former teachers and the principal of
Depot Road School.47 Like most residents he spoke nostalgically about his
schooling years and valued the emphasis that was placed on both discipline
and sport. Naicker concurred claiming that “we had beautiful teachers”.48
V Muthen and Kisten amongst others pointed out that the two people that
were most respected by children were teachers and policemen. V Muthen said
that in Depot Road and Greyville, schools were like a family, and since the
teachers felt that children from the Barracks were deprived, they played an
important part, in the children’s upbringing.49
45 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
46 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, Pillay, 9 April 2013 and K Gopalan (Personal Collection),
interview, S Kugesan, 31 January 2013.
47 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, R Munien, 7 February 2013.
48 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, A Naicker, 7 February 2013.
49 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
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During the initial years when residents arrived in Chatsworth, there were
no schools in Westcliff or Croftedene and many parents unable to pay for
bus fare to send their children to town, had to withdraw them from school
altogether. When D Muthen arrived in Chatsworth at the age of 16, he was
attending the Greyville High School. Given the absence of an inter-unit bus
service, he walked to Higginson’s Highway to board the municipal bus which
workers took, at six o’clock in the morning and would wait outside the school
grounds for the clerk to open up. At four o’clock in the afternoon, he and the
other pupils would make their way to the bus station in town and join one of
two long queues. He explained that “we had to wait there for three, four buses
to go past and then the fifth one you will take. That was the delay and that
leaves us little time to do our homework for the next day”.50 Perumal who also
took the municipal bus to go to school explained that sometimes they would
pocket the money that their parents gave them to take the connecting bus
from Warwick Avenue to Somsteu Road and walk the distance in a group.51
However due to difficult circumstances, Perumal chose to finish school early
to find work.
Schooling for many former residents after their relocation to Chatsworth may
have been a challenge, especially given the difficult financial circumstances.
However most were able to ensure that their children completed their
schooling. According to V Muthen, while it was rare in the Magazine Barracks
for children to receive a higher education, in Chatsworth “people have learnt
to move ahead”. The children and grandchildren of former residents he said
“are either doctors, enough doctors, enough lawyers, like my family and all
we got three doctors and two lawyers, because the children learnt and they
mastered themselves”.52 While neither of his parents progressed further than
standard seven, Naidoo acknowledged the huge emphasis that his parents put
on formal education was a massive advantage for him. He added that many
friends he grew up with in Chatsworth, with the same opportunities, still
live in difficult circumstances but because of his parents he had a huge edge.
One of his great joys was his mothers’ reaction when he won a scholarship to
do his Master’s degree in Cambridge. His education was vital to his mother
who came from a family that was unique, he said, in that the same emphasis
was put on educating girls as was on educating boys. The value that both his
50 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Muthen, 1 December 2012.
51 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, N Perumal, 5 February 2013.
52 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
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parents put on education was his “silver lining”.53

Cultural impact of moving to Chatsworth
In the Magazine Barracks, most residents belonged to either one or a few of
various self-help voluntary associations that were established.54 Community
work in such bodies was an integral part of their daily activities. Kugesan for
example, explained that after school, she and her classmates would attend
meetings of FOSA. Apart from the Drama Hall, the homes of many residents
also acted as Tamil schools, for both adults and children after they finished
their secular schooling. These classes were operated by volunteers after work.
Moving to Chatsworth however split residents up, and combined with
increased travelling time to get to work, some discontinued their voluntary
work. V Muthen initially found a job as a teacher after he finished his
schooling. However, to qualify for a house in the Magazine Barracks he needed
to work for the Durban Corporation and so he left teaching and joined the
City Health Department, where he was employed as an office cleaner. In the
Barracks, he belonged to a number of different voluntary bodies, including
the Durban Child Welfare Society whose work was not confined solely to
residents of the Magazine Barracks, but extended outside as well. He served
on the Red Cross First Aid, which did weekly duties in a Sport’s Club that
existed in the Barracks, and ran a first aid clinic called the Side Room where
they attended to children who were sick or picked up minor injuries whilst
playing sport. V Muthen was also a member of FOSA, ran a football club
and played an important role in the Magazine Barracks Temple. However
after moving to Chatsworth the task of providing for the family, with the
increased living expenses meant that he had to take on multiple shifts in his
work. As a result he was unable to continue with much of the community
work he did earlier. During the early years of settling in Chatsworth, he was
only able to continue with his religious and sporting work.55 Others however
were able to extend their community work in Chatsworth. Kisten for example
continued to play an integral role in FOSA amongst other bodies. In fact Mrs
Pillay, who was not active in the body when living in the Magazine Barracks,
joined FOSA after settling in Chatsworth. She stated that after moving to
53 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, K Naidoo, 26 November 2012.
54 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, N Perumal, 5 February 2013.
55 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
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Chatsworth, TB was on the rise and in Croftdene they needed volunteers.56
Residents differ in their opinions over the impact that Chatsworth had on
their way of life. As previously mentioned, since people who were originally
from the same neighbourhood districts were split up in Chatsworth, some
found it difficult to adapt. However, others argued that even though their
new neighbours were from different districts, what mattered most was that
they were still from the Magazine Barracks. Sintha Munien for example, said
that she got along with new neighbours like a “house on fire” because they all
came from the Magazine Barracks.57 Some people, who settled in Chatsworth
from other places, had varying degrees of hostility for those who came from
either the Magazine Barracks or any other of the labour barracks, especially
during the early years. Residents of Barracks were seen as being “thugs”. Most
respondents say however that the stigmatisation meant nothing to them
because outsiders “did not know us”. A few like Perumal, said stigmatisation
led to many fights during the early years.58 Perumal lived in Westcliff nearer to
residents from other places, but some who lived in Croftdene were surrounded
by houses of former Magazine Barracks residents.
All respondents said that the notion of a “Magazine Barracks identity” was
and still is important to them after settling in Chatsworth. For Kisten, it was
crucial in overcoming the many obstacles in the new township. Circumstances
may have been difficult, but former residents in the Barracks “worked as a
team, as of now even if I hear someone has a problem, I run [to assist]”.59
V Muthen explained that due to his work in the MBRA and his religious
work, he had visited most families at some stage, and that “ninety percent
of them have progressed so far”. Although it was difficult in the beginning,
they overcame, and not just on their own but as a community”, he added.
According to V Muthen, one way in which the “community” functioned
in Chatsworth was through the advice of seniors. In the Magazine Barracks
the advice of seniors was important, and after settling in Chatsworth their
authority amongst younger former residents of the Magazine Barracks was
maintained. V Muthen added that even though his father was a well-respected
senior of the Magazine Barracks, who many came to for advice, sometimes
when making certain decisions in Chatsworth, he would consult someone
even more senior to his father. Up until today, V Muthen added, the bond
56
57
58
59

K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, Pillay, 15 April 2013.
K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, S Munien, 14 February 2012.
K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, N Perumal, 5 February 2013.
K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Kisten, 12 December 2012.
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between former residents of the Barracks was never really broken and when
he meets a former resident or one of their children at a shopping centre, for
example, they will always stop what they are doing to greet him. Muthen also
exhibited an imagined exceptionalism when he claimed that many people
from other areas “don’t have this type respect”. While the younger generation
live a very different lifestyle and “do not follow their culture as seriously” as
their parents did, he said there is still a “type of bond that binds us together”.
“If you speak to them [children and grandchildren of former residents] badly
about the barracks they flare up because that blood is still there”.60
V Muthen’s views are in stark contrast to those of his brother. D Muthen
argued that much was lost with the move to Chatsworth. He greatly missed
the enthusiasm and the passion that he remembered during celebrations in
the Magazine Barracks. Referring to Chatsworth he said “you just won’t find
that here, that fellowship was broken”. When we came to Chatsworth we lost
it. When we came to this place our culture deteriorated”. In the Magazine
Barracks he said, many people sent their children to be educated in vernacular
but in Chatsworth there were no facilities and it “was so sad”. Today, D
Muthen runs Tamil, drama and dancing schools at no charge and open to all
residents of Chatsworth. He also has a free medical clinic and feeding scheme.
He stated that his intentions are to preserve the culture. His desire to do this
he claimed was due to the upbringing in the Magazine Barracks, especially
from his father, who taught them to serve others. Like most of the other
respondents, D Muthen pointed out that in the Magazine Barracks: they lived
as a family irrespective of “whether you were a Christian, or a Muslim, or a
Hindu or a Hindi”. Unlike others however, this was lost in Chatsworth, he
added. According to D Muthen when he heard that they would be moved out
from the Magazine Barracks, he was afraid that they “would lose that contact,
which is exactly what happened in Chatsworth”.61
Like the Muthen brothers, the testimonies of the other respondents also vary
over the extent to which they saw the move to Chatsworth as destroying the
“culture” of the Magazine Barracks. But respondents mentioned that they
were proud of where they came from and several have stated that whenever
people from the barracks meet, they always say “you can’t beat Magazine
Barracks”. In fact this notion of a commemorative memory, they explained
emerges whenever former residents gather together. For Kisten, “you can go
60 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, V Muthen, 12 December 2012.
61 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, D Muthen, 1 December 2012.
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throughout the world you will never find a community like this”.62 To preserve
the heritage they named the Shri Vishnu Magazine Barracks Shri Vishnu
Temple in Westcliff after the temple that they attended and the Depot Road
Memorial School in Bayview after the original school which was on Depot
Road in town. Immediately after coming to Chatsworth, football players
from the Magazine Barracks established their teams in Chatsworth, named
after the original districts in the Barracks. In 1968, every tournament final
in the Chatsworth league, was contested by two teams from the Magazine
Barracks, with Young Clydes winning them all.63 Today former residents
of the Magazine Barracks also have clubs and associations where they meet
regularly to keep the fellowship alive.

Conclusion
The Group Areas Act has affected thousands of South Africans throughout
the country, with devastating financial, economic and social consequences.
Oral history however, allows us to transcend broad generalisations, and to
look at the specific experiences of ordinary individuals and how they were
impacted upon by the broader events in South African history. Focusing on
specific groups, in this case former residents of the Magazine Barracks, allows
us to see how the forced removals and resettlements have impacted upon
specific communities and different individuals within those communities.
The Magazine Barracks was a closely demarcated space, which was home
to nearly seven thousand people. Residents shared many similarities, they
were Indian, predominantly Hindus and at least one member per household
was employed by the Durban Corporation. Communal living and sharing
characterised the way of life in the Magazine Barracks. The homes of many
residents acted as vernacular and cultural schools, most belonged to voluntary
community bodies and there was a rich sporting and cultural life. During the
implementation of the Group Areas Act, residents were removed from this
closely confined space and dispersed into areas in the much larger Chatsworth
housing scheme. In Chatsworth they faced a new set of challenges including
increased expenses, longer distances to travel to work and a lack of public
amenities. During the initial years of settling in Chatsworth, circumstances
were very difficult as earnings remained the same as expenses increased
62 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Kisten, 12 December 2012.
63 K Gopalan (Personal Collection), interview, J Pillay, 9 April 2003.
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dramatically.
The lifestyle to which residents were accustomed in the Magazine Barracks
underwent dramatic adjustments. While some respondents stated that it
was abandoned completely, others argue that many essential features were
maintained. Finances for most residents improved and they were able to
send their children to good schools. Children, who took advantage of their
schooling, were able to pursue a variety of jobs and were not limited to
working for the Durban Corporation. Houses in Chatsworth were able to
accommodate families that were extending. While many houses were limited
in size, residents were able to do extensions and construct outbuildings in the
backyard. In the Magazine Barracks, the space problem which was already
severe would have been further aggravated. Today every former resident
interviewed put great emphasis on how “wonderful” life was in the Magazine
Barracks because of the strong friendships between residents. While some say
that in the long term they are happy to have been moved to Chatsworth, others
say that if they had the choice they would want to return. Some residents see
the Group Areas Act as something that destroyed a way of life while others
see it as bringing opportunities. Some residents also look at the lifestyle in the
Magazine Barracks with nostalgia and feel that it was the upbringing there
that enabled them to adjust to circumstances in Chatsworth. Interestingly
the notion of a “Magazine Barracks identity” is still important to all former
residents that were interviewed by the author, nearly five decades after it was
demolished.
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Abstract
Responding to one of the key recommendations of the transition from
apartheid to a democratic South Africa, the government promulgated the
South African Geographical Names Council Act No. 118 of 1998.1 The aim
of this policy was to change the names of public places and roads. The City
of Durban (eThekwini) started implementing this policy in 2006. However,
the implementation process was dominated by political organizations
with minimal participation by other civil society groups and a total nonparticipation of religious groups such as churches. For instance out of the
182 new names that were promulgated, only two of them (Denis Hurley and
Diakonia) were drawn from the religious sector. The aim of this paper is to
highlight the contestations and contradictions around the monumentalization
of the history of South Africa through the geographical renaming process. It
seeks to critically examine the implications for the non-participation of the
religious sector in the geographical renaming process. The paper is concluded
with a few propositions that can be embarked upon in order to enable effective
and meaningful engagement in such a process in order to evince a generally
inclusive and broadly accepted list of geographical names, representing most
of the key sectors of society, rather than the dominant political organizations.
Keywords: Monumentalization; Geographical renaming; Religious sector;
Politicization; Politics and religion; Municipality; Political history; Heroes and
heroines.

		
Introduction
South Africa has many towns; most of which were built during the colonial
era. As a result they bear English names of colonial leaders. Most of these
1

Act No. 118, 1998, South African Geographical Names Council Act, Government Gazette, 2 December 1998.
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towns have embarked on the geographical renaming process, which is not
only South African but international.2 Amongst the towns that embarked on
the geographical renaming process is the City of Durban, popularly known
as eThekwini, one of the most important and largest cities in Africa.3 It is
the second largest city in South Africa and has one of the largest populations
concentrated in one city in the country. It also boasts a very interesting history
because of its association with the most popular African king of his time, Isilo
u Shaka Zulu kaSenzangakhona (King Shaka Zulu the son of Senzangakhona).
The city was founded in 1824, when 25 British settlers under the leadership
of Lieutenant FG Farewell and Henry Fynn were granted a strip of land
25 miles along the coast.4 It is here that they built the trading town which,
in 1835, they named Durban, after Sir Benjamin D’Urban who was the
Governor of the Cape Colony. From there the city of Durban was under the
British rule that formed the government of Port Natal. Almost from the start,
Durban became an enclave from which the British attempted to establish
their power and domination in the region. It is therefore not surprising that
Durban has the biggest concentration of English people in South Africa.5 It
is also not surprising that when South Africa transitioned from apartheid to
a democratic government in 1994, after more than 160 years since the city
was founded, almost all the geographical names (for streets, public building
and other landmarks) were of British and Afrikaner heroes and heroines, and
administrators. Yet the history of the African people in Durban is not without
significance. African heroism associated with the city dates as far back as the
time of uShaka ka Senzangakhona. Adrian Koopman has noted that most
cities have an African name which runs parallel to the English name.6 He
notes that the Zulu people had their own name for the burgeoning town of
Durban as eThekwini or eBhodwe. Unfortunately all this history was ignored
and marginalized, thus making the names unrepresentative of the population
and citizens of the city, which included black, Indian and coloured people. The
leaders of the colonial and apartheid governments over the decades skilfully
2
3

4
5
6

L Brockett, “The history of planning South African new towns: Political; influences on social principles
adopted”, New Contree Journal, pp. 160-179.
The first name of the city of Durban was given to it in 1600. It was Rio de Natal. The name was only changed
in the second half of the 1700 to Port Natal. eThekwini is a Zulu name for the bay or lagoon. For more on this
see, A Koopman, “The names and naming of Durban” (available at: http/www.durban.gov.za.Documents, as
accessed on 6 August 2014).
J Stewart & D Malcolm, The diary of Henry Francis Fynn (Pietermaritzburg, Shooter and Shooter, 1986), p. xiii.
B Freund & V Padayachee, Durban vortex: South African City in transition (Pietermaritzburg, University of
Natal Press, 2012), p. 3.
A Koopman, “Introducing ‘My Old Dutch’: Onomastic Attrition in Cockney rhyming slang and titles of
nobility”, Journal of the Names Society of Southern Africa, 23(1), April 2009, pp. 1-30.
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avoided and isolated the legacies of black people who hailed from the city of
Durban. In a way, Durban’s history has been marked by the contestation for
space by different groups. This point was observed by Maylam when he said
that:7
Much of the history of Durban in the twentieth century has been about the
contesting of space. The local state consistently tried to control space in the
service of the city’s predominantly white middle class. Residential space has
been manipulated through various mechanisms with the view to banishing the
black underclasses to the city’s periphery and so insulating and immunising
whites from the supposed dangers that accompanied the black urban presence.
The closing down of physical space for the underclasses also served to limit
their access to other forms of space, economic, cultural and political.

It is against this backdrop that the democratic government initiated
strategies to rename key landmarks in the city, such as roads and public
buildings, in order to build ownership of the city by its citizens, mark the
transformation of the city from an apartheid one to a democratic city, and
promote social cohesion and common identity amongst the citizens through
monumentalization. The word monumentalization is used broadly in this
article to refer to the creation of the physical images, symbols and presence,
the naming of streets, the creation of figures using the names of outstanding
leaders who contributed to the ushering of the democratic dispensation, so
that people may preserve the memory of the history of the city and the political
trajectories it has experienced This may mean different things to different
people but at least it has to be commemorated in an inclusive way, as much as
possible. A number of scholars have written on the history and geographical
names of Durban. Edmund Dawes wrote a book titled, Landmarks of old
Durban: A series of documentary programmes broadcast from the Durban studios
of the South African Broadcasting Corporation.8 David Dick, an academic from
Napier College of Technology and Science in Edinburgh Scotland, wrote a
comprehensive book on the street names in Durban titled ‘WHO was WHO in
the Durban street names.9 Paul Maylam and Lain Edwards wrote an important
book on African life in the twentieth-century Durban, titled The people’s city:
African life in the twentieth-century Durban.10 Most recently and very relevant
for this paper, NS Turner has published a paper on the street naming process
7

P Maylam, “Introduction: The struggle for space in twentieth-century Durban”, P Maylam & I Edwards, The
people‘s city: African life in the twentieth century Durban (Pietermaritzburg, Natal University Press, 1996), p. 26.
8 E Dawes, Landmarks of old Durban: A series of documentary programmes broadcast from the Durban Studios of the
SABC (Durban, EP Commercial Printing CO, LTD, 1948).
9 D Dick, Who was who in Durban street names? (United Kingdom, Clerkinghton Publishing Company, 1998).
10 P Maylam, “Introduction: The struggle for space…”, P Maylam & I Edwards, The people‘s city…, p. 26.
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in Durban titled The process of naming streets in Durban, South Africa.11 Adrian
Koopman wrote three papers on the naming of streets in Durban. In his
papers he concentrated on how the name Durban, together with the other
Zulu names of the city such as eThekwini, were constructed and what their
meanings are.
This paper will draw from the material gathered by these scholars, for
most of them give the historical development and meanings of the street
names. Therefore they provide the foundational information for this paper.
This will be done by analysing the information gleaned from the books and
papers to draw insights on how the streets had been named and to see if
religion had ever been considered in this process. None of the books and
papers written on this subject has concentrated on the role of religion and
religious communities in the renaming process. This paper is unique because
it seeks to examine the role of religion in this process given that Durban has
a number of active religions and it is said to be the most pluralistic city in
the country. For instance, in terms of population figures, 68.30% are Black
Africans, 19.90% Asians, 8.98% are whites and 2.89% are coloured. As far as
religion is concerned 85.90% of the population profess to be religious.12 Only
about 15.5% of the population profess no religion. Therefore religion should
be represented in major processes that seek to determine the identity and
names of the city. It must also be noted that this paper is located in the war
about history itself. It is about the contestation in the process of remembering,
capturing, symbolizing, and recording history through monumentalization.
It analyses the dynamics around power, politics, inclusion and exclusions
in the process of recording history in a community by taking a closer look
at the process leading to the geographical renaming in the city of Durban.
It focuses on the role that was played or should have been played by the
religious communities in this process. It attempts to analyse the process that
was undertaken and to see if there are lessons that can be derived from it. The
paper is divided into five parts. Part “one” looks at the renaming process. Part
“two” looks at the politicization of the whole process, which led to it being
dominated by political organizations and agendas. Part “three” discusses
how politics and religion interface in monumentalization. Part “four” will
look at the marginalization of the religious community and what it could
11 NS Turner has published a paper on the street naming process in Durban titled “The process of naming streets
in Durban, South Africa”, Nova, Journal of the Names Society of Southern Africa, 23, April 2009, pp. 113-132.
12 Ulwazi, “Sharing indigenous knowledge” (available at: www.Lwazi.org/index+Durban, as accessed on 29
September 2014).
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have contributed had it been fully integrated in the process. Part five looks
at the relationship between the monumentalization as the canonization and
stultifying of new and emerging history. Then the paper is concluded with a
few lessons that have been drawn from this process, with the hope that they
can be lessons for the future.

The renaming process
The process was initiated by the National Government when it promulgated
the South African Geographical Names Council Act No. 118 of 1998.13 In
1998, Geographical Names referred to names that could be given to roads,
streets, towns and provinces. The Council of the eThekwini Municipality
started implementing this Act in 2006.

The aims of the process
One of the key aims of the Act was to promote social cohesion. Sociologist
Andres Feige defined social cohesion as:14
The positive valence of the described phenomenon refers to the attractiveness
of a social construction for individuals, which leads them into further
affirmed interactions with individuals, which leads them into further affirmed
interactions with other individuals in exactly the same social construction and above all: which let them continue doing so. This attractiveness can be
based on or motivated by personal sympathy for other group members; and/
or by the attractiveness of the groups’ activities (e.g. team, sports); and or by
the prestige-profit, which membership brings to the individual.

In this sense the term social cohesion describes a positive state of social
stability. Social cohesion is a precondition for political and even economic
development, so it is critical for a country that is concerned with developing
its democracy to maturity. Feige goes on to note that social cohesion
“indicates a social, especially effective emotional binding of people to a social
construction”.15 From the context of the renaming of streets, social cohesion
13 Act no. 118, 1998 South African Geographical Names Council act, 1998 establishment, Government Gazette, 2
December 1998,
14 W Graeb & L Charbonnier, The impact of global religious transformation on social cohesion and social development
in cultural contexts (Munchen, LiPZIG, 2013), pp. 13-19.
15 A Feige, “Social cohesion as the most important…”, W Graeb & L Charbonnier, The impact of global religious
formation…, p. 15.
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can be encouraged or inculcated when people agree on the names chosen
through a collective process that includes as many people as possible. The
aim of the process was to “persuasively and democratically construct a new
social order of which the outcome is to be sustainable transformation”.16
Through this it was hoped there would be the achievement of social
cohesion, national identity and peace in the country. It was also aimed at
the re-writing of the history of the country which had been marked by
the move from apartheid to a democratic society. The country embarked
upon the geographical renaming strategy because it was convinced that this
would bring healing and reconciliation in a country that was emerging from
a painful and divided past.17 Key to this process was the achievement of
social cohesion. Social cohesion or coherence can be defined in this way:18
… coherence facilitates the organization of new attitudes about specific issues
and the coordination of social practices by different members in different
situations. That is, coherence is a condition of continuity and reproduction.

Elsewhere I have argued that social cohesion is concerned with a sense of
self, solidarity and integration and community.19 In any society, a sense of
identity and belonging influences the bonding and social cohesion at all
levels of the community. This bonding in turn has an impact on the extent to
which people or communities collaborate and cooperate for self upliftment,
social, economic and political development.20 Geographical renaming is an
important process that any country that has just emerged from oppression
and division can employ as a way of exorcizing the demons of its past and
developing a common identity, symbols and monuments relevant for their
future as a nation. The aim of geographical naming is to ensure that the
vestiges of “cultural imperialism” are removed.21 In this sense, geographical
names can be used as social capital, meaning that they can contribute to the
formation of common identity and common history. However history has
taught us that a geographical renaming process is not without problems and
contestations. A number of scholars have noted that every naming process is
16
17
18
19

B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, pp. 31-50.
Inkatha Freedom Party, Media statement, May 2007.
AA van Dijk, B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009 p. 32.
RS Kumalo, “The impact of global religious transformation on social cohesion and social development in
cultural contexts with specific reference to the South African context”, W Graeb & L Charbonnier, The impact
of global religious transformation on social cohesion and social development in cultural contexts (Munchen, LiPZIG,
2013), pp. 57-72.
20 RS Kumalo, “The impact of global religious transformation… ”, W Graeb & L Charbonnier, The impact of
global religious transformation…, p. 58.
21 E Said, Culture and Imperialism (London, Vintage Books, 1993), p. xx.
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driven by the political agendas of those who are in power at that particular
moment. For instance Moaz Azaryhu has observed that:22
In multilingual societies, not only the names in urban toponymic
inscriptions display identity politics and reproduce nationalist discourses but
also the languages used. This is clearly the case with multilingual street signs,
where specific preferences underlie the choice and placement of languages and
scripts, signifying the processes and relationships of political and social power.

They use these processes in order to preserve their own hegemony and
propaganda. In short, there is hardly any renaming process that has been free
from politicization and contestation.23 In the context of Durban this has led to
the marginalization of other civil society groups such as churches and cultural
groups. Such processes tend to be marked by domination by the ruling elite,
with ordinary citizens being coerced to support what those in power want to
see, or be excluded. The domination of the renaming process by the ruling
elite replaces the old domination with a new cultural imperialism. Therefore
the renaming process is always a deeply divisive process, although when
properly managed it can bring about a level of unity and social cohesion.
It is with this awareness in mind that Sarah Nuttall and Carli Coetzee have
observed that this process should take cognizance of the contextual dynamics
and must not be closed but be seen as a one that is in progress and transition.
They noted that:24
A hard look to the South Africa reminds us just how much the sometimes
convenient formulations of postcolonial study need to be determined, finally,
by context; and also that a transitional dynamic is essential: looking at an
emergent nation it is clear that post colonialism as a critical field will need to
be reformulated as the processes progress.

The contestations in the renaming of Durban cannot be treated in isolation
from the naming of other places in the rest of South Africa or even in the
world.

22 M Azaryahu, “Hebrew, Arabic, and English: The politics of multilingual street signs in Israeli cities”, Social &
Cultural Geography, 13(5), 2012, p. 28.
23 M Azaryahu, Hebrew, Arabic, and English…, Social & Cultural Geography, 13(5), 2012, p. 21.
24 S Nuttall & C Coetzee, Negotiating the past: The making of memory in South Africa (Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 2002), p. 1.
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The guidelines
The South African Geographical Names Council serves as the advisory body
to the Minister of Arts and Culture and is responsible for this process. It drew
up the following guidelines for the renaming process.
•

There was a clear process to be followed and principles governing and justifying
the types of names to be changed that was decided by the South African
Geographical Names Council.25

•

The process needs to be implemented and managed by the local municipality;

•

Names must be submitted to the committee appointed by the council;

•

The eThekwini Municipality facilitated the process;

•

Some geographical names in South Arica have to change;

•

Proposals for change must be community driven, not managed in a top-down
manner;

•

Everyone is allowed a point of view,

•

Names must be drawn from across political, cultural and religious lines.

Geographical names provide the symbols and visible images through which
we can provide political language to ordinary people instead of having to
use complex political and economic ones, for them to understand their
history, environment and their freedom. A number of cities and towns have
successfully embarked on this process. For instance Barbara Meiring further
notes that:26
The names of Provinces and Administrative Divisions, i.e. Metropolitan,
District and Local Municipalities and some other geographical features reflect
that since 1994 toponymical transformation towards Africanisation has
successfully been attained. Out of the 9 Provinces and 52 Metropolitan and
District Municipalities there are 38 African, 16 English, 3 Afrikaans and 3 Koi
names. The local Municipalities have 170 African, 12 English, 24 Afrikaans,
17 Koi/Nama, 11 Dutch and 2 combined names.

The policy of geographical names is not so much meant for the
monumentalization of struggle heroes by erasing the history of others but rather
to monumentalize names and symbols that will encourage nation building
and social cohesion. According to Barbra Meiring “the social importance
of geographical names is important when we take into consideration that
25 B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, p. 32.
26 B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, pp. 31-50.
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societies identify with a place name to the extent of claiming ownership to
the place and the special meaning or significance of its name”.27 However we
cannot be overly optimistic by thinking that all people will be happy with
the renaming process and will identify and have a sense of ownership of the
renamed place. It is in the nature of renaming that some will lose their identity
and ownership of the place as a result of the new name whilst others will
gain. So the naming process is never a win-win situation but rather a matter
of sacrifice for others, especially those in the minority groups. Therefore,
like most democratic processes, the renaming process favours the majority,
sometimes at the expense of the minority.28 In that sense the cohesion that
is achieved through this process has its own limitations, because it does not
seem to protect the rights of the minorities to choose the name of their streets.
For me the debate about the renaming of roads in Durban has been similar to
the debates around this issue that have been raging throughout the country
- e.g. Tshwane and the Eastern Cape. On the significance of changing the
names of towns and cities, Jenkins, Raper and Moller have noted that “It
acts as a mirror of the dynamic forces of changing historical relations, human
sentiments, ideologies and attitudes towards change”.29

The geographical naming process in Durban
The policy stipulated that the local municipalities needed to lead the process.
For this reason, the process fell into the hands of politicians in the council
who then politicized it. The African National Congress (ANC)30 was in
the leadership of the process since it is running the municipality. At first,
the process was chaired by the speaker of the Municipality, Nomusa Dube.
Later it was chaired by Councillor Zandile Gumede, who is also from the
ANC. A call for the nomination of names was made and people made their
submissions. Key to this process was that people who currently live in the
vicinity of the streets needed to be part of the discussion around the changing
of the names. They were expected to be the ones to submit a nomination
to the renaming committee of the Durban metro. This was also after they
had consulted with affected stakeholders of that street or road as widely as
27
28
29
30

B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, p. 33
M Azaryahu, Hebrew, Arabic, and English…, Social & Cultural Geography, 13(5), 2012, p. 24.
E Jenkins, P Raper & L Moller, Changing Place Names (Durban, Indicator Press, 1995), p. 12.
The ANC is the organization that led South Africa to liberation from apartheid though not exclusively. It is also
the ruling party.
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possible. Civil society groups were also invited to make their inputs. Through
the project of renaming of significant roads and public places, an important
drive to change the names of streets and public buildings and stadiums was
undertaken in the City of Durban. To date, more than 182 names of roads
and public buildings have been renamed.

Lessons gained from the renaming process
Now we turn to the lessons learned from the process.

The politicization of the renaming process
There are three levels of alienation that I think were experienced in this
process and I would like to focus the discussion on them. The first level
of alienation was the fact that the process was politicized. So a political
organization ran with the process, leaving behind other civil society groups,
such as non-governmental organizations, faith-based organizations and so on.
The fact that the process was driven by the municipalities, who themselves are
political structures, made it difficult for them to distance the politics from
it. It could have been better if they had appointed an independent body, led
by a retired judge or non-partisan official to oversee this process instead of
choosing politicians to run with it. KwaZulu-Natal is known for its political
volatility, so people are cautious and even suspicious of political processes
because they tend to lead to violence and conflict. Thus a number of people
do not want to participate in political processes for fear of being affected by
the violence. So there was very minimal participation of other groups that are
not necessarily connected with political organizations. That was the first level
of alienation. This cannot be blamed on the participants in Durban but rather
to the leadership of the renaming process, and maybe the policy itself should
have stipulated on how maximum participation of the community across
political, religious, racial and other forms of boundaries can be achieved.
Meshack Khosa has defined participation as “voluntary activities through
which members of the public, directly or indirectly, share in the legislative,
policy-making and planning activities of democratic institutions”.31 Khosa’s
31 M Khosa, “Real citizenship: Participation and Democracy”, R Callan & P Graham, Democracy in the time of
Mbeki (Cape Town, IDASA, 2005), p. 128.
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definition of participation emphasizes the agency of the public in the shaping
of policy-making and planning. Generally there is a tendency of seeing
public participation as only relevant and imperative during the elections.
In his definition of participation Imraam Buccus resolves this dilemma
by emphasizing the need for the participation of the public in democratic
processes to be on-going. He defined participation as:32
… a continuous democratic process that is rooted in the engagement of
communities in a process of thinking, planning and deciding on their
future. This is done together with their elected representatives and other key
stakeholders and alongside the social forces instrumental in shaping their
future.

Buccus highlights the importance of the continuous participation of the
public and other stakeholders in the institution, planning and implementation
of democratic policies as one of the key principles of democracy. That is
because participation in decision making processes is key to democracy. Lukas
Vischer has noted that:33
“… democratic participation is the presupposition of authentic community
and therefore essential also in the perspective of cultural identity. Only where
individuals enjoy democratic freedom can they really develop their capacities”.

Therefore the fact that the renaming process was driven by a political
structure, such as the municipality, and alienated a significant number of
people and other stakeholders, such as the religious community, means that
key principles of democracy such as public participation was flaunted.
During the renaming process three were four main political parties in the
eThekwini Municipality. These were the ANC, Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP),
Democratic Alliance (DA), and the Minority Front (MF). The organization
that was active in this process was the African National Congress (ANC).
The relationship between the DA and the ANC has always been difficult and
sometimes acrimonious. The DA consisted mainly though not only of whites
who had been running the City of Durban from the time of colonization.
These were people who had been responsible for having named the roads after
white heroes especially names such as Smith streets, West, Sydney, St Andrews
etc. For the majority of DA members the renaming process was a threat to
32 I Buccus, “Community life and securing participation beyond elections”, S Booysen (ed.), Local election in South
Africa: Parties, people and politics (Bloemfontein, Sun Press, 2012), p. 246.
33 L Mudge & T Wieser, Democratic contracts for sustainable and caring societies: What can churches and Christian
communities do? (Geneva, WCC, 2000), p. 7.
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the history of the city which was embedded in the street names, and this
would be replaced with new names that are biased from the history towards
the majority and ruling party which is the ANC. The third largest party in
the metro was the IFP, which had previously been the majority party that ran
the province and the city of Durban soon after 1994. Whilst in power in the
early years of democracy, the IFP had facilitated the naming of streets and
roads in Durban after its own heroes and members of the Zulu royal family.
For instance it named the highway from Durban to Mlazi after its president,
Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi highway and another road had been named
Queen Nandi etc. The ANC is the ruling party with a huge majority in the
province and the city of Durban. Therefore when the process fell into the
hands of the municipality to elect a committee from amongst its councillors,
it dominated the process. Therefore this led to the contestation between the
three major political parties, each seeking to maintain their dominance and
protect their presence, visibility and history in the city through the renaming
process. What was lost in the process was the will and voice of other groups
that represented members of society who were not political, such as churches,
mosques and representatives of the African traditional religions.
The renaming committee under the chairpersonship of an ANC councillor
had the responsibility of setting up the guidelines and driving the process by
receiving the submissions, tabling reports to the municipal council, presenting
these to the national minister for approval and implementing the renaming of
the roads once the process has gone through the relevant government structures.
These parties made their submissions to the committee. Secondly, in spite
of the fact that the process was, by policy, aimed at being as representative
of the people of South Africa as possible, there was a level of alienation for
ordinary people. There is no evidence that the level of representation of all the
key stake holders was checked in the process. As a result most of the names
were accepted, without having been approved by the majority of the citizens.
That is why when the IFP and the DA took the council to court for lack of
consultation and domination of the process, the court ruled in their favour.
There is a sense in which the ruling party saw the process as an opportunity
to build support and record their partisan agenda of mobilizing their
members and recording the narrative of their history. This was asserted by
Ronnie Kasrils, a leader of the ANC and a former minister of Water Affairs
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and Intelligence who resided in Durban for a long time. He noted that:34
Geographical naming is so important because from the perspective of the
movement it is a way of educating our people politically, to understand the
story of our nation. So the renaming of the streets by using the names of
heroes of the struggle would enable us to educate or remind people about
where we are coming from as a nation, enable them to appreciate the critical
role that was played by some of their leaders in the liberation of the struggle,
with the hope that they can treasurer the freedom.

In spite of the common agreement and agenda on the aims and objectives
of the process by the ANC however, the disagreements on the names to be
monumentalized were not only inter-party but also from within. There was
disagreement on whose names from amongst the cadres should be used in the
renaming process. Older members of the party were more inclined to vote
for the names of their contemporaries who died in the struggle but the youth
rigorously campaigned for younger members such as Solomon Mahlangu,
Problem Mkhize and Andrew Zondo. Kasrils has further noted that:35
From within the organization, one sometimes feels that the list of names that
were used has not been through a thorough process. There are a number of
strong cadres who made huge contributions in the struggle who have not been
honoured. This links to the fact that some of them have been forgotten, not a
lot of people know anything about them. I have from time to time encouraged
the comrades to consider some of the names that have not been used in the
geographical naming process.

The problem was exacerbated by intraparty politics. Of significance also is
that the use of people’s names was motivated by politics, so it did not emphasize
the other contributions that some leaders made in the development of the
city and its people. That on its own alienated groups who are not necessarily
interested in the political reasons for the process but for other reasons. A
case in hand is the reasons for using the names of Archbishop Hurley and
Diakonia. Both these names are associated with religious groups. Archbishop
Hurley was the most popular leader of the Catholic Church, a bishop for over
forty years, a respected activist who fought in the struggle against apartheid,
34 Ronnie Kasrils is former minister of water affairs and intelligence in the Mbeki cabinet. Of significance for this
research is that he was a member of the National Executive of the ANC, who was born in Durban and lived
there for a long time before he went into exile. Therefore he had strong views of the ANC in the city and had
worked with a lot of leaders during and after apartheid. Thus he had an opinion on how the process could have
been driven in a more inclusive way and who some of the leaders whose names deserved to be monumentalized.
Kasrils was interviewed by Simangaliso Kumalo at the OR Tambo Airport on the 17 June 2014.
35 R Kasrils (former minister of water affairs and intelligence), interview, RS Kumalo (Professor, School of
Religion, Philosophy and Classics, University of KwaZulu-Natal), 17 June 2014.

231

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

a respected leader in the Catholic Church during the reign of Pope John Paul
11 and a respected church leader in South Africa especially during the difficult
years of apartheid.36 The Diakonia Council of Churches is remembered for its
work in the struggle against apartheid especially by assisting those who were
imprisoned. However when these names were monumentalized there was no
emphasis on the significant role played by their faith or religious conviction
in relation to the struggle against apartheid. The emphasis was on the political
role itself, negating the role of religion here.
For instance, members of the religious community felt that the process had
become a political one. Even the leadership of Diakonia, the Archbishop
Bishop Denis Hurley Foundation and the Kwazulu-Natal Christian Council
(KZNCC), were not invited to the process. This is in spite of the fact that the
names of Diakonia and Archbishop Hurley were used to name two roads in
the city.37
Image 1: The sign of what was known as Queen Street which was unilaterally changed to
Denis Hurley Street

Source: The Cronan, “Durban street name changes” (available at: https://www.flickr.com/photos/
cronyn/galleries/72157624851627606, as accessed on 30 September 2014).

36 For more on Bishop Hurley see P Kearney, (ed.), Denis E. Hurley: The Memoirs of Archbishop Denis E. Hurley
OMI (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster Publications, 2006).
37 Cyril Mwandla (Programme Co-ordinator, Diakonia), telephonic interview, RS Kumalo, 26 June, 2014.
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Instead the renaming process was dominated by political parties who saw
it as an opportunity to monumentalize their heroes and this led to intense
political contestation. For instance the DA was opposed to some of the names
that the ANC used. The IFP felt that their own history was being undermined
by the ANC which was removing names of IFP leaders and replacing them
with names of ANC activists. A case in point is with regard to the proposed
changing of the major road from Durban to kwaMashu, which was known
as the Prince Mangosuthu Highway. The ANC proposed that it be changed
to Griffiths Mxenge Highway after its activist lawyer who was murdered by
the apartheid security forces on this road in the mid-1980s. In the process
of renaming, some important sectors of society were totally marginalized.
Although there is ample evidence of the intentional replacement of some
historical names with those of the heroes of the struggle who were aligned
with the ruling party, there is no evidence of rigorous attempts being made to
bring on board civil society groups like churches, Islamic groups and others.
The fact that some members of society felt alienated from this process can
be seen from their response to it. They wrote in protest in papers against
it and accused the ruling party of dominating the process. A coalition of
opposition parties held marches in the city protesting against this domination
and alienation. There was intense disagreement on the fairness of the process
and the ANC was accused of using the process to preserve their own history
and to distribute party favours to its cadres. Noleen Turner observed that:38
The proposed name changes in the eThekwini municipality have come up
against a lot of opposition from both the public as well as political parties. One
of the major debates is around the names that have been chosen, which consist
mainly of apartheid freedom fighters who are affiliated with the ruling party,
the ANC. Comments have been levelled which accuse the ANC of marking
their territory and literally painting what they see as their town, red - dishing
out name changes like party favours.

Indeed when one goes through the list of geographical names in the city,
one realizes that the majority of these names are by far dominated by cadres
of the ruling party or of organizations that were allies of the ANC. Therefore
names that are successfully chosen to be used in streets “are homogenous and
exclusive to a specific identity and tradition is often ideology driven”.39 There
is a need to include the community in the writing of history; suppressed
38 NS Turner, The process of renaming streets in Durban…, Nova, Journal of the Names Society of Southern Africa, 23,
April 2009, p. 116.
39 B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, p. 37.
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memories and marginalized used voices have to be brought into the open.
This can be done through the oral history project, which teaches us that
history is incomplete until all points of view and sectors in society have been
represented.40 However there is no evidence that this was done especially
considering the names that made it to the list of monumentalization. Those
responsible for implementing the geographical naming process had to guard
against the construction of unintended perceptions and beliefs that may work
against the intended aims of social cohesion and national identity.
This is when naming authorities at all levels need wisdom and a spirit of
unbiased decision making.41
The concern and disagreements rested on the fact that different organizations
were not happy with the process, feeling that they were excluded. So the
whole process remained at a political level as a political game, rather than it
cascading to the local level for it to be owned by all the people. It could add
value in the promotion of social cohesion, which is one of the key objectives
of the policy. Barbra Meiring noted that “This ideal of a unified and coherent
society would then lead to a continued process of transformation of the
toponymical landscape of South Africa”.42 However the way this process
unfolded in Durban did not seem to have promoted social cohesion but
rather the opposite. There was resistance to the new names, with the IFP and
the DA marching against either the removal of old names which they deemed
to be deserving place in history or in opposition to new names which they
saw as undeserving of monumentalization. There was a continuous renaming
by spray paint of street names as a form of resistance by the aggrieved parties
or members of society. Some names were defaced by people and the struggle
between the political organizations over these names continues; however the
names remain in place in spite of the contestation.

40 P Denis, Orality, memory and the past. Listening to the voice of black clergy under colonialism and apartheid
(Cluster Publications, 2000), p. 10.
41 B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, p. 44.
42 B Meiring, Geographical names and social cohesion, Nova Africana, Nomina Africana, 23, April 2009, pp. 3150.
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Image 2: Former Essenwood road changed to Stephen Dlamini road

Source: A Stuijt, “Durban residents object to ethnic-cleansing of white street names”, November 2008 (available
at: http://censorbugbear-reports.blogspot.com/2008/11/20000-afrikaners-object-to-ethnic.html, as accessed on 30
September 2014).

The resistance on some of the new names was seen through defacing - just
like the names we can see in this photo where the new names of struggle
heroes such as Felix Dlamini and Gladys Manzi, which replaced Essenwood
and Marriot Street names, were defaced by people who disagreed with the
process and the name.
Marginalized voices needed to be acknowledged. The main aim of this
process was to promote healing, reconciliation and the re-writing of history.
The end result created a rift and sharp divisions amongst members of society
and posting a one-sided history in the streets of Durban, one that is biased
towards a particular political organization.

Monumentalization of History as the meeting point between politics and
religion
Monumentalization enables us to remember the names of figures that
influenced society. These do not need to be politicians only. They must include
cultural and religious leaders and ordinary people who have contributed to
making life easier and possible for thousands of citizens, through their faith
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convictions. They have run pre-schools, women’s groups, and HIV&AIDS
campaigns in churches. The values such people hold are important for the city
of Durban so that their memories do not fade but remain in the memories
of the nation, thus invoking a sense of pride, identity and patriotism. African
culture recognizes and adores its heroes even those who are already dead;
they are believed to be present in spirit.43 The religious aspect of geographical
names is significant considering that African people, being very religious in
their orientation, identify with the narrative behind names to an extent of
interpreting them from their religious perspective in order to derive meaning
that is relevant for them. Religion provides people with the language and
symbols they can use to talk about them and understand their world and how
it impacts on them. Yet these leaders are political. Monuments espouse the
values that hold society together - that is why people are always motivated
to build symbols around outstanding figures. This leads to a form of civil
religion, which cements the common vision of the nation or citizens of the
cities. Viewed from this perspective it can be realized that the renaming
process whose objectives were social and political extended to covering issues
of experience and beliefs. This lead to people solidifying the names and their
meaning which results in invoking some religious attachment to them. This
is not only in the South African situation but globally there is a sense that
monumentalized names although having some historical significance are
not only limited to that but rather extend to offer political and religious
meanings.44
In the South African situation it is noteworthy that it was not the
religious sector that initiated the idea of monumentalization but was an
act of government or politicians. In fact most religious communities did
not play even a small role in this process. This is manifested in the lack of
religious leaders’ names - except for two streets which were named after a
highly respected religious leader, Archbishop Denis Hurley, and a Council
of Churches called Diakonia which has been prominent on issues of social

43 J Mbiti, “Foreword”, I Phiri & D Warner, (ed.), Handbook of theological education (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster
Publications, 2011), p. xv; K Nurnberger, The living dead and the living Christ (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster
Publications, 2011), p. 121.
44 S Nuttall & C Coetzee, Negotiating the past: The making of memory in South Africa (Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 2002), p. 19.
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justice in the city for a number of decades as already stated above.45 However
there is no evidence that these names were given in consultation with the rest
of the religious communities. In fact when the relevant religious communities
were asked if they had been consulted with regard to the use of these names
in the renaming process, they said that they had not been consulted.46 It
is also noteworthy that these names were not nominated and supported by
the religious community itself, so there was no proper consultation on why
they should be used. Most of the people whose names were used in the street
naming process were religious and had direct connection and involvement
with the religious sector but the motivation for the use of their names did
not highlight that aspect of their lives. It rather focused solely on their
political work and impact. This means that the contribution of religion in the
formation of political and social leaders was totally ignored or marginalized
in favour of their political membership, motivation and contribution. For
instance, Albert Luthuli was a devout Christian and offered his life both in
the church and the struggle. He even gave testimony that it was his faith as a
Christian that motivated him to be involved in the struggle. He wrote that:47
For myself, I am in the Congress (ANC) precisely because I am a Christian.
My Christian belief about human society must find expression here and now,
and congress is the spearhead of the real struggle… My own urge, because I
am a Christian, is to get into the thick of the struggle with other Christians,
taking my Christianity with me and praying that it may be used to influence
for good the character of the resistance.

However when his name was used first to name the International Convention
Centre in Durban and a major road, this was not mentioned. Instead his
political contribution was given as the reason for the honour. What was
mentioned in his honour was that:48
45 Archbishop Denis Hurley was the most respected Archbishop of the Catholic Church in South Africa and was
based at the City of Durban. He was respected for his work in opposing apartheid. He was also present at the
historical meeting of the Catholic Church known as Vatican 2 and was appointed as a cardinal, meaning that
he was a member of the Pope’s Council. In South Africa he was known for his work against apartheid and he
occupied the position of Archbishop for over 40 years. His work was paralleled only by that of Archbishop
Desmond Tutu. It is interesting that his name was used to name a street, whereas Tutu’s name was not used. The
difference between the two churchmen was that although after apartheid Bishop Tutu continued his prophetic
work, which saw him, criticising the government harshly, Archbishop Hurley changed his tone, he was more
cautious and careful in his prophetic messages, and so he did not create enemies of the government unlike
Desmond Tutu.
46 Mwanda (Programme co-ordinator, Diakonia) telephonic interview, RS Kumalo, 26 June 2014; P Kearney
(Archbishop Denis Hurley Foundation), telephonic interview, RS Kumalo RS Kumalo, 26 June 2014.
47 A Luthuli, Let my people go, (Glasgow, Collins Fount Paperbacks, 1962), p. 138.
48 Department of Art and Culture, My country South Africa: Celebrating our national symbols & heritage, Updated
2nd ed. (Pretoria, 2006-2008, Department of Arts and Culture), p. 42.
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Chief Albert Luthuli was the legendary liberation struggle leader and first
African recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991. Although he grew up in
tribal surroundings, Chief Luthuli believed in and fought for full political,
economic and social opportunities for the oppressed people of South Africa.
Because of his conviction and desire to see all people participate and enjoy the
fruits of a prosperous South Africa, he sacrificed personal gain and comforts,
and dedicated his life to the cause and to the services of his fellow South
Africans. He served as President of the National Congress from 1952 until his
death in 1967.

John Langalibalele Dube responded to his appointment as first president
of the ANC with the words “forward with Christianity and civilization”.49
Nelson Mandela could be heard saying that “without the church, without
religious institutions, I would never have been here today”.50 For Albert
Luthuli, John Dube, AB Uma, Nelson Mandela and many other leaders to be
celebrated in a meeting that brings politics and religion together is fitting to
their characters and legacies since the leaders brought the two into a creative
synergy. This qualifies these leaders to have been monumentalized heroes and
prominent members of the “cloud of witnesses” for they dedicated their lives
and put their religious beliefs into practice by fighting against racism and
ultimately becoming national heroes.
The primary effect of geographical names lies more in the identity,
interpretation, meaning and ownership that people derive from them the
moment they look at these names. This attests to the fact that geographical
names have psychological effects on people. Being part of a highly religious
society, the renaming committee cannot prevent people from attaching
religious notions and meanings from the geographical names and the
spaces they occupy.51 This is even more important when we consider that
geographical names are “national symbols” which are continuously evoked
during national ceremonies and prayers. The ruling party, whose heroes
dominate the geographical names, has always emphasized its close relation
49 H Hughes, First president: Autobiography of JL Dube the first president of the African National Congress
(Johannesburg, Jacana, 2011), p. 121.
50 N Mandela, Mandela: The authorised book of quotations (United Kingdom, McMillan, 2011), p. 229.
51 For instance it has been noted that the vast majority of the population in South Africa is Christian. According
to the 2001 census, some 85 per cent of the population are religious. Laurence Piper has observed that “About
80 per cent of these are Christian, with 33 % belonging to mainline churches and 32 % belonging to Zionist
churches. ... However the main point remains that South Africans remain a religious nation and therefore we
cannot build democracy without including the religious sector which forms the biggest part of our population.”
L Piper, “Faith-based organizations, local governance and citizenship in South Africa”, D Brown, Religion and
Spirituality in South Africa: New Perspectives (Pietermaritzburg, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2009), p.
54.
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with the religious community. Time and again leaders of the ruling party are
heard attesting that the ANC was founded by priests and religious leaders.52
For instance at a meeting of the African National Congress (ANC) and the
World Council of Churches (WCC) in Lusaka in 1987 the then banned and
exiled organization expressed its commitment to working with the religious
community for the liberation of South Africa. The then president, Mr Oliver
Tambo challenged the religious community by saying that:53
The African National Congress has a long history of association with the
church. Our founders were church men and women, throughout the 75 years
that link has never been broken as we enter the final stages of our struggle, and
we believe that you too have responsibility to contribute to the maximum to
remove a regime which offends the very principles on which the church was
founded.

Tambo moved further to demonstrate that his organization’s commitment to
interfaith presence and collaboration was so strong that they had no intention
to sever the ties with the religious community, in spite of the fact that in their
midst they had communists. He said that:54
As in the past, we shall resist all attempts to inject any anti-religious notions
into our midst. Indeed proceeding on the basis of old traditions within the
movement, we are in the process of establishing an interfaith chaplaincy
within the movement to ensure that all members of all faiths have ready access
to such religious counselling and assistance as they may require.

When one considers Tambo’s statements and the fact that he himself was
a deeply religious man and was at the helm of the exiled movement for
over thirty years, one can conclude that there is a genuine commitment to
religion found in the tradition of the ruling party that can be traced from as
far back as its founding and its time in exile.55 This has been clearly stated
in the constitution of the country which has declared South Africa to be a
religiously neutral one. This demonstrates that South Africa has a government
that is committed to taking religion seriously into the future. It is with that
in mind that the discussion on interfaith dialogue should be approached and
52 N Etherington, “Religion and resistance in Natal”, A Lissoni (ed.), One hundred years of the ANC: Debating
liberating histories today (Johannesburg, Wits University Press, 2012), p. 55.
53 Oliver Tambo’s Address to the WCC in Lusaka from the 4th to the 8th May 1987, M Motshekga, The genesis of the
interfaith movement in South Africa, Address to the Eastern Cape Provincial Legislature, Bishop, 30 July 2010,
p. 1.
54 M Motshekga, The genesis of the interfaith movement in South Africa (Paper, Sitting of the religious parliarment,
Eastern Cape legislature, Bisho, 30 July 2010), p. 1.
55 It is said that Oliver Tambo, who was a committed Anglican, sometimes forced his bodyguards to get into the
church with him instead of waiting outside and would insist that they pray before eating.
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we should be encouraging the religious community to embark on strategies of
how they can grow themselves and the contribution they can make to develop
our democratic society.
A number of presidents of the ruling party and the government have
unequivocally committed the government to working with the religious
community. For instance President Mandela called for the religious
communities to be involved in partnership with the government. He said
that:56
The transformation of our country requires the greatest possible cooperation
between religious and political bodies, critically and wisely serving our people
together. Neither political nor religious objectives can be achieved in isolation.
They are held in a creative tension with common commitments. We are
partners in the building of our society.

The same sentiments were expressed by President Zuma when he called for
the religious communities to work in collaboration with the government in
order to enable development. He said that:57
We need the support of the church and all faith-based organizations so
that together we can release our people from the slavery of poverty and its
manifestations. Government should open its doors to enable interaction with
faith-based organizations on policy and implementation. There are many
programmes that require collaboration with faith-based organizations.

Often increased religious rhetoric and support has been a precondition for
political support which manifests itself in the crucially sought after political
votes during elections to maintain political dominance. Why is it important
for us to study the interface between religion and politics and to even talk
about these two in the same line? The answer is simply because the two are
inseparable, especially in the African context where life is viewed as holistic
and interconnected. Secondly, because religion “matters” in Africa sometimes
more than politics. Africans in general are “incurably religious”. In the African
context generally speaking religion is political and politics are mostly shaped
by the religious orientation of the participants. It is for that reason that some
scholars have argued for religion to be taken seriously in political processes.
Generally there is agreement that religious organizations play a constructive
role in the development of society.
56 Nelson Mandela’s, Address to the National Religious Leaders Summit (Organized by the Commission for
Religious and Traditional Affairs, Johannesburg, 1997).
57 Jacob Zuma’s Address to the Rhema Church Prayer Service, 15 March 2009.
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Paul Gifford noted that:58
A religion provides definitions, principles of judgement and criteria of
perception. It offers a reading of the world, of history, of society, of time, of
space, of power, of authority, of justice, and of ultimate truth. Religion limits
or increases the conceptual tools available, restricts or enlarges emotional
responses, or channels them, and withdraws certain issues from enquiry. It
inculcates a particular way of perceiving, experiencing and responding to
reality. Religion can legitimise new aspirations, new forms of organisation,
new relations and new social order. Every religion involves struggles to
conquer, monopolise or transform the symbolic structures which order reality.

It is with the understanding similar to Gifford’s thinking that Vadiet Bader
has warned against the exclusion of religious organizations during political
deliberations. He said that:59
The extreme exclusion of religious reasons and arguments in liberal
democracies is morally arbitrary, unfair and practically counterproductive.

For instance in South Africa over 96% of the population professes to be
religious. They follow one religion or another including what they call secular
spirituality. 85% of the population is Christian. These are your voters, members
of political parties and even politicians. When they engage in political activity
they do not leave their religion at the door, but rather they go with it. They
take religion with them into political meetings, to their voting booths and
sometimes they take their politics to church meetings, rallies and so on. There
is a certain type of civil religion that is accepted. It is one that does not critique
the state but rather supports it. Prophetic forms of religion do not sit well with
governments. This means that the geographical names must suit the socioreligious and cultural conditions of South Africa. This contribution argues
that transcending the political, social and cultural meanings that are created
by the geographical names there are religious meanings that are created which
lead to a form of civil religion that is held by the people. This civil religion is
linked to the names of the people who are being celebrated and extend to the
political organizations to which they belonged.

Marginalization of religious sector
The marginalization of religion in the process of monumentalization was a
58 P Gifford, African Christianity: Its public role (London, Hurst & Company, 2001), p. 26.
59 V Bader, “Religious diversity and democratic institutional pluralism”, Political Theory, 31(2), pp. 265-294.
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serious oversight on the part of those who are responsible for managing the
process. There are two reasons why religion has to be taken seriously in this
process. Firstly, monuments invoke religious interpretations and meaning for
people, beyond the political ones that were intended. Secondly, most of the
people who are monumentalized were products of religious institutions. For
instance, most were educated by institutions such as the church, protected
by these institutions when they were being persecuted by the apartheid
government and others found their motivation for fighting for freedom
from their faiths. This is not Christian religion alone, but Islam, African
Initiated Churches and others. These churches and faiths produced leaders
such as Nehemiah Tile, Enoch Mgijima, Isaiah Shembe etc. who mobilized
the African people to resist colonization and apartheid under the banner of
religion.60 Some Muslim leaders drew resources and inspiration from their
religion to fight firstly against colonization and later apartheid. Farid Essack
has noted that:61
Speaking as one who has made some contribution to our struggle for justice,
I am also aware of the enormous strength that many of us (Muslims) have
derived from our religious traditions. Many of us have earned the right to argue
for the consideration of our religious values in our country’s constitution. For
example, as a Muslim, I believe in comprehensive faith with comprehensive
morality.

African Initiated Churches also made a tremendous contribution in resisting
not only apartheid but colonization. In his work on Shembe, Gerald West
has observed that Isaiah Shembe, who is the founder of the Shembe Baptist
Church, founded it as a response to oppressive readings of the Bible. For
Shembe, mainline Christianity was consistent with the laws that supported
the subjugation of black people and this manifested itself in the way that
scripture was interpreted and the hymns that were sung in churches. It was for
these reasons that Shembe decided to re-interpret scripture in a manner that
affirmed African (Zulu) culture and composed new hymns. 62
It is important to note that in spite of the ambiguous role that was played by
religions during the years of oppression, there is general agreement and ample
60 M Ngada, & M Mofokeng, African Independent Churches (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster Publications, 1994); B
Sundkler, Bantu prophets in South Africa, 2nd ed. (London, Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 100-161; M
Daneel, All things hold together (Pretoria, University of South Africa, 2007), p. 361.
61 F Essack, On being a Muslim: Finding a religious path in the world today (Oxford, One World, 2009), p. 170.
62 Gerald West echoes the same sentiments in J Cabrita, Text and authority in the South African. Nazaretha Church
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 32; L Garner, The Man of Heaven and the Beautiful Ones of
God (Pietermaritzburg, UKZN Press, 2004), p. 14.

242

Monumentalization and the renaming of street names in the city of Durban

evidence that some religions also played a liberative role. Writing from an
African Initiated Church’s perspective Archbishop Ngada noted that:63
Black Christians in ever greater numbers were throwing off their white
masks and preaching Ethiopian message of Arica for the Africans. These new
churches were saying that they would not rest until Africans were freed from
their hardships of British rule. What was developing was a spirit of African
nationalism.

Then the question is why were they excluded? Some churches were sites of
struggle and there were bishops who fought in the struggle but there are no
names remembering them in public places and on roads. These are churches
like Central City Mission yaseThekwini under the leadership of Bishop
Norman Hudson, who used to accommodate meetings, conferences and even
funerals by the United Democratic Front (UDF) and the Mass Democratic
Movement (MDM) when the City Hall was not opened for black people
and organizations. Having educated the first black elites, supported them in
the struggle against oppression, bought land on behalf of black people, and
opened places of worship as sites of the struggle, one expected the religious
sector to be represented in this process and even allowed to raise names of the
struggle heroes who came from this community.64 However this sector was
totally ignored and instead the whole process became a political one
As a result, there has been a commemoration function throughout the country,
which has included the renaming of roads, towns and public buildings after
these heroes, most of whom are children of religious institutions. This has led
to rigorous debates and contestations, sometimes even protest marches from
dissatisfied groups. Such commemorations have been marred by vigorous
contestations from different sections of society, thus making it difficult to
achieve one of the principal aims which is to unite the nation and contribute
to its healing and reconciliation. Instead the opposite has been the reality. In
some cases instead of bringing about healing these commemorations have
opened up the wounds of the past and promoted further divisions and

63 NH Ngada, & KE Mofokeng, African Christian Witness: African Indigenous Churches (Pietermaritzburg, Cluster
Publications, 2001), p. 6.
64 Here one is thinking of missionaries like James Allison of the Wesleyan Church and William Wilcox, Adams
Newton, Daniel Lindley, and Aldan Grout of the American Board, who organized black people and helped
them to own land, trained them to be successful farmers, built schools and hospitals for them. It was the work
of such pioneers that laid the foundation for the liberation movements that produced the heroes that are now
to be monumentalized.
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anger.65 The religious sector has not been spared this confusion. Religious
communities have the greatest number of followers in the population and
should have been at the forefront of this process but their role has been nonexistent.

Monumentalization as the canonization of History
Canonization is a moment in history where a community agrees on a people
who represent their values, aspirations, and identity. The canonization process
has to be people-driven because it is their history. It involved all people and is
representative of all people groups and races. It needs to be vetted by all and
it is the people not the politicians who must be involved in the dialogue. If
you canonize without this due process you have marginalized other voices.
Will there be an opportunity in future to update the history? An unfortunate
conclusion can then be reached that attempts have been made in some cases
to maintain the dominance of the ruling party in the street names, thus
marginalizing smaller or less popular community leaders. This means that
history is repeating itself when those who are in power are writing it to suit
and maintain their own political narrative. Indeed history is written from the
perspective of the winner and the powerful. This means that history is now
told from one perspective and all the others are lost, because as time goes
on people will depend on the geographical names to learn the history of the
struggle against colonization and apartheid. So while the aim of the renaming
process is to tell the story of the nation as a whole, it ends up telling the
story of the ruling elite so that they can perpetually remain in power. Thus
the monuments themselves are used as tools of maintaining dominance by a
particular group in society. Therefore it is clear that the renaming process is
not an innocent process that cannot be manipulated and is self-correcting.
This has two important implications for history. Firstly, it means that now
history is contested and seen by others not to be complete, but rather biased
towards a particular political narrative. But it has been cast in stone as ‘The’
story of liberation in the city of Durban. Whilst genuinely committed to
the proper representativeness of the geographical names, the ruling party
is concerned that their narrative must not be forgotten and therefore the
opposition parties represent a threat to their hegemony. Therefore the party
65 In the process of building the nation the Christian church has an important role to play because it influences a
significant number of the population in the country and since over 82 % of the population claims to be religious
and over 72% is Christian.
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is happy to push forward the naming process. It has become very clear that
due to the power that it commands in the province and especially in the city
of Durban, both in the municipality and in society in general the ruling party
cannot be prevented from having names of its heroes and cadres dominating
the geographical names. That means the dream of using the geographical
names as a tool of developing social cohesion has not only failed but rather
has achieved the opposite - social exclusion represented by the unhappiness
caused by the geographical names which will be always in the faces of people as
they walk the streets. For this incoherence to be remedied there is no need not
to stop the process, but to continue it and find ways of bringing the opposing
parties into dialogue and collaboration. This may even lead to compromise
where more spaces can be created for other geographical names to be used;
these should be given to the aggrieved parties.

History and justice
One of the key questions that comes to mind when one looks at this process
is what happens to the names of those who were proponents of colonization
and apartheid? Should their names be removed because they are irrelevant in
a democratic dispensation? If yes, does this not mean wiping an important
part of history away? A case can be made that for history to be complete it
needs to present both the heroes and villains of an era of a particular society.
A good story has its roots from a bad story, or every historical fact has two
sides, good and bad and therefore, for history to be complete both sides of
the story need to be presented. The names that existed were telling the story
of the people. For instance Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi is amongst the most
vilified leaders, and then his name was removed and replaced with that of
Griffiths Mxenge a hero and martyr of the struggle aligned to the ANC. The
IFP differed from this by supporting a huge march against the removal of
Buthelezi’s name.
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Image 3: Members of the IFP marching in the streets of Durban protesting the changing of
the name of Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi highway to Griffiths Mxenge of the ANC

Source: Independent Online, “Thousands turn up for march against renaming”, May 2007 (available at:
http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/thousands-turn-up-for-march-against-renaming-1.351040?ot=inmsa.
ArticlePrintPageLayout.ot, as accessed on 30 September 2014).

Members of the IFP marching in the streets of Durban protesting the
changing of the name of Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi highway to Griffiths
Mxenge of the ANC.
The point that I am making in this section is that monumentalization must
not be one-sided by the telling of the good story only. It must be balanced. It
should not come from one school of thought; it should not be for the populous
and powerful. The contesting voices, especially from those people from the
streets, must be heard. That is why you need the most vilified names to be
included - because they are part of the history. History has to be balanced by
presenting both sides of the story and by giving an opportunity to all groups
to preserve their part of the story, even if they are no longer politically correct.

Conclusion
The aim of this article has been to highlight a hidden aspect of the process
of renaming streets in Durban from 2006 to date. The thesis of the article has
been that the religious sector did not play a significant role, as they should
have, in this process. It has argued that the religious sector should have played
a pivotal role but it was unconsciously marginalized in the process. In the
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year 2006, the City of Durban embarked on a street renaming programme
which culminated in over 182 streets and major roads having changed their
names from those of English and Afrikaner heroes, who marked the colonial
and apartheid history of the town, to those of black heroes, in order to mark
the democratic dispensation. The positive effect of this project is that it
marked the political change that not only the city but the country as a whole
had experienced. Through the monumentalization of the streets using heroes
of the struggle, recorded a new narrative of the history of Durban and its
citizens. The negative side is that the process was marked by tensions and
contestations as a result of different views on the naming process. Amongst
the potential key players who remained on the peripheries of this process,
whereas they deserved serious consideration because of their contribution
in the struggle for the end of colonization and apartheid, was the religious
community. Linked to that is the fact that this community has the capacity
to help with the re-interpretation and creation of a deeper understanding
and meaning of monuments. However it is hoped that in the long term even
these tensions will be healed and the real objective of this process which is
the “promotion of healing and reconciliation” will be realized.66 A few lessons
have been drawn from this process and I would like to conclude this paper by
highlighting each one of them.
Firstly, a “politicized” process. The monumentalization defeated the very
purpose for which it was aimed, which is to enable healing, reconciliation and
social cohesion, by having been too politicized. The renaming of geographical
spaces - be they roads, buildings or public facilities such as stadiums - are
not always free of the influence of the ruling elite. Whilst the policy may
be open and calling for the participation of all interest groups in society to
influence this process, there is a factor that sometimes is ignored which is the
conscious attempts by those who are in power to influence the process in their
favour. This is by ensuring that names they prefer are used in the process, be
they their political heroes and allies, or at most even making sure that their
opponents do not get an opportunity to include their preferred names in the
list of geographical names. As already discussed above, the renaming process
was dominated by political organizations that saw it as an opportunity to
record their own narratives of the struggle by naming the streets using their
heroes. This was possible because since the process was managed at the local
municipality, the political parties were privy to the guidelines and process and
66 No. 118, Act of 1998, The Geographical Renaming Policy.
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they formed the renaming committee. Although an invitation was extended
to all members of the community to participate by submitting names, the
process had already privileged political organizations by allowing the process
to be driven by the municipality. The moment the political parties started
squabbling over the names, other civil society groups including religious
communities were engulfed by fear that this could lead to political violence,
especially in a province that has a history of political conflict and violence.
This discouraged the already apathetic members of the religious sector from
being involved in this process. A good example is the implementation of
this process in Pietermaritzburg, which was less politicized; the guidelines
underlined the fact that the renaming process was aimed at promoting healing
and reconciliation and social cohesion. Therefore the renaming process
was to be celebrated and owned by various sectors of the Pietermaritzburg
community, although admittedly they had held different stakes in the process
and identified with the new geographical names of their monumentalized
streets.
Secondly, “independence and transparency of the management of the
naming process”. The degree to which geographical naming is entrenched or
not in people’s minds depends on the levels and type of education given to
them. Appreciation of the geographical names policy and process required a
constant, thorough and rigorous process of education, where the objectives,
processes and long term implications of this process were drilled into the
people’s minds. The education process should have been conducted and driven
by civil servants, activists from civil society groups and people from faithbased organizations. Had this been done, members of the community from
all persuasions would have been better prepared for participating in this very
important but fragile process of re-writing the history of their city through the
names of their heroes and leaders. Since an involved process of education did
not take place, the community was underprepared and unconscientized for
the rigorous process of renaming. The contestations and the court judgements
reveal the faltering of those who led the process, which shows that they also
did not manage it properly. For instance in 2008 the court ruled in favour of
the DA and IFP and ordered the eThekwini Municipality to start the process
afresh, and to ensure that the process is representative of the IFP and other
bodies.
Thirdly, “power issues in this process of monumentalization”. The
geographical naming process has been affected largely by the policy, but the
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implementation of this policy depends mainly on the attitudes and agendas
of the ruling class and the amount of resistance by the opposition parties.
The question that leaders of such a process must ask is not who is present,
but who is not present and then find ways of bringing them to the table for
dialogue. This includes women, religious leaders, and children and physically
challenged people. Marginalized voices of women, differently abled people
and minority groups have to be included.
Fourthly, “monumentalization as work in progress”. The process of
monumentalization must not stop but rather be ongoing because we need to
bring in new heroes, even the most recent ones, as we go. The owners of this
process must keep going, so that when society recognizes a new hero, they
must be free to honour them, just like others before them. This means that
the process must be open-ended, allowed to continue to the future. It also
means that money must be put aside to continue the work and even involve
more people from all age groups. It must also be noted that this is work
that is focused on recording the history of the nation, and will be handed
over to future generations who will judge the process and the names that
were monumentalized. This point was noted by Colin Gardner who was the
Speaker of the uMgungundlovu Municipality which was responsible for the
name changes in Pietermaritzburg, a city that was hailed for having handled
this process with excellence, compared to many others in the country. Colin
Gardner asserted that:67
…the public was consulted, most objections came from a particular age
group in one section of the population; the new names must fill out our local
history and commemorate the people of different races who contributed in
various ways to the ending of apartheid; people who want the changes are
prepared to see money spent on them; there will be confusion, but it won’t last
forever; and although we do not know what future generations will do, they
are unlikely to want to remove the names of heroes of the struggle.

The statement above makes it clear that the progress requires consultation,
including broad-based involvement of people from diverse age groups. Of
significance is the point to take into account the way future generations will
view this history which is being handed over to them. The process is not just
about the current leadership and how they would like to satisfy their political
agenda, but it is re-writing the history of all the citizens, past, present and
future.
67 E Jenkins, Falling into place: The story of modern South African place names (Claremont, David Philip, 2007), p. 140.
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Fifthly, “history and justice must be balanced”. The telling of the narrative of
a nation must be balanced, by representing both the ugly and good sides. That
means keeping some of the monuments of the villains because they embody
one side of the story and the heroes the other side. The completion of the
naming process can be attributed to the inevitable changes brought about by
the political dispensation. The changed names of the streets have to evince the
conflictual history among some of the residents of the city who had enjoyed
the earlier names and identity with the city; they were reluctant to adapt to
the new version of celebrating the historical-political heritage of Durban.
This article makes a contribution in highlighting the significance of ensuring
that all sectors of society participate in the renaming process, especially the
religious community. Had the religious community been involved, the
naming process would have been more inclusive and the monumentalized
names would have been different. It contends that the process would have
been more inclusive, leading to healing, a degree of reconciliation and social
cohesion, as these were the key objectives of the National Geographical Names
Policy of 1998.

250

“Doing time for crime”
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Abstract
The increase in the number of correctional facilities as institutes for
punishing convicted offenders was a purposeful and gradual process which
developed over many centuries, from basic beginnings in the early sixteenth
century to contemporary approaches in the 21st Century. Over the centuries a
range of models or approaches to the treatment of criminals were attempted.
New buildings emerged with different designs in order to keep offenders
away from society. New approaches were tried, but the situation in penal
institutions worsened in terms of the conditions due to overcrowding. Merton
in Cilliers states that, “we shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings
shape us2.”In keeping with Merton’s words that buildings shape us to fit in
with the specific design, South African correctional facilities were designed
and built according to international standards to accommodate criminals,
and in order to ‘satisfy’ the objectives of punishment, namely, retribution,
rehabilitation, deterrence and protection of society. In this article the aim is to
discuss the progression of the treatment approaches (models) over the centuries
and during different periods of incarceration will be analysed with specific
reference to the Westville Correctional Facility which is located in Durban,
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. A historical perusal into the development of
treatment ideals for inmates “doing time for crime” will be discussed, both
from an international perspective to the South African context in the 21st
century due to the fact that South Africa has drawn from the American and
European systems of incarceration. The method in which these models/
approaches to treatment of inmates have been implemented by South African
Correctional facilities is explored .This paper will contribute to the study on
the treatment of incarcerated inmates within correctional facilities in South
African prisons especially in light of an enormous gap between correctional
1
2

The term Corrections in South Africa was previously referred to as Prisons. For the purpose of this research
paper, which deals with the historical development of treatment models (approaches) within correctional
institutions, the terminology prisons/corrections will be used synonymously.
CH Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture”, Open Learning Group, 1998 (available at: www.
openlearninggroup.co.za, as accessed on 15 August 2003), p. 5.
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policy and practice which needs to be addressed by the National Department
of Correctional Services.
Keywords: Westville; Prison; Crime; Durban; Treatment; Offenders.

Introduction
A discernible feature of the earliest prisons is the lack of a systematic policy
concerning imprisonment of convicted criminals. For decades, a huge variety
of buildings were used as prisons, for example, cellars beneath public buildings.
These buildings as a rule were not fit for habitation or the incarceration of
offenders. Individuals who the community wanted to isolate were imprisoned
in these “prisons”. The physical situation was appalling and “… felons, debtors,
petty offenders and sometimes the insane with little attempt to separate them
by sex or age or by any criterion, except perhaps by the capacity to pay for
preferential treatment. No regard was paid to sanitary or moral welfare. There
was no separation whatsoever, and the herding of men and women together
into dayrooms made promiscuity inevitable. The sale of liquor by the warders
guaranteed licentious behaviour, and Goal fever was practically endemic”.3
Treatment as a means of correcting criminal behaviour has moved on the
continuum of being punitive to reform to rehabilitation. The correctional
panaceas of one generation all too frequently have been seen as disasters by
the next. For approximately two hundred and sixty years, various approaches
have been implemented to improve, change or rehabilitate offenders.
Although this has been done through the years, researchers cannot assert that
they have established an approach or model for the treatment of offenders
that indisputably works. Although some research has been conducted in this
area, South African correctional facilities’ treatment approaches can only be
understood from a backdrop of apartheid and post-apartheid eras. During
the apartheid period, policy makers and correctional officials associated
themselves with the norms and values of the Western World. These norms
and values were also put into practice within correctional facilities which
impacted on the incarceration of inmates.
This paper will highlight the various approaches/ models of treatment gleaned
from international approaches which have been implemented in South African
correctional facilities. The specific purpose is to try and ascertain how these
3

CH Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture”, Open Learning Group, 1998..., p. 2.
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approaches of the past have been tried and tested, changed over the decades and
impacted on incarcerated inmates within South African correctional facilities,
with specific reference to the Westville Correctional Centre (WCC). Due to
the fact that this publication is a special issue which looks at regional issues,
the Westville Correctional Facility (WCC) in Durban, South Africa will be
discussed in detail. The data for this article was derived through three methods:
firstly a detailed literature review was conducted; secondly, observations,
interviews and focus group discussions were conducted with inmates and exinmates on several occasions with the correctional officials since 2005-2010
and lastly; in 2012 interviews were conducted with offenders who were still
serving their sentences at the WCC and ex-offenders who had been released
from prisons and were currently attending the Tough Enough Programme
(TEP) at the National Institute for Crime Prevention and Reintegration of
Offenders (NICRO). NICRO is a Non-Governmental Organization that was
established in 1910 to provide crime reduction and prevention services. Their
objectives include offender reintegration programmes, community victim
support programmes, diversion and youth development programmes as well
as economic opportunities programmes. These programmes begin while the
offender is still within corrections and continues once the offender is released.
In order to contextualise the treatment models that evolved over time, the
historical contextualisation of the development of correctional systems over
the centuries will first have to be analysed.
Historical contextualisation of the development of the prison
(correctional) system as a means of punishment for offenders over the
decades
Currently correctional facilities are an important establishment in society
and it is difficult to fathom that correction as a place of punishment only
dates back approximately two hundred and sixty years. It emerged first in the
United States and soon after in Europe, and its early phase of development
was that of 1789-1848, conforming to what historian Eric Hobsbawm has
termed The Age of Revolution.
Some of the most important information and practices, which led to the
establishment of prisons, were associated with the American Quakers4,
4

Quaker concept of penitentiary was a place where prisoners could reflect on their crimes and become penitent
and thus undergo reformation. Inmates were classified by their offenses. Serious offenders were placed in solitary
confinement without labor, while other offenders worked during the day together in silence and were confined
separately at night.
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around the year 1787, but there were also early European strivings in this
regard. The Quakers were astounded by the cruel physical punishments
of that era, especially the shedding of blood, and their revulsion led to the
substitution of imprisonment for corporal punishment in those American
colonial areas which they dominated for a considerable period, i.e. West
Jersey and Pennsylvania. The Philadelphia Society for Alleviating the Miseries
of Public Prisons was formed in 1787. They petitioned the legislature for
changes in law and in the treatment of offenders, which eventually led to
the first penitentiary at Walnut Street Jail, Philadelphia. The ideas inspiring
humanitarian reforms were in accordance with Quaker theology, which held
that “the light of God” lives in everyone.5
The treatment of criminals improved greatly in the United States after 1776,
especially in Pennsylvania under the guidance of the Quakers.6 It was here
that prisoners had the opportunity to meditate upon their sins and repent,
while being given moral instruction by a group of friendly visitors. Eastern
State Penitentiaries in America embodied Quaker ideas about the nature of
man and the redemptive powers of solitary reflection and penitence. These
humanitarian ideals were complicated to implement in practice. Problems
with crowding, discipline, and abuses of power corrupted the system from
the start.7
By the mid-1800s reformers had become disappointed with the prison
model. Neither the Pennsylvania system nor the Auburn in America achieved
the expected objective of rehabilitation and deterrence. Thus, penitentiaries
soon became overcrowded, understaffed, and brutality was most extensive.
In 1831 a French delegation visited the USA with the intention of making
an independent assessment of the Pennsylvania and Auburn systems. Various
European visitors followed the French delegation, and by 1850 solitary
confinement in terms of the Pennsylvania system were introduced to Belgium,
England, Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden. In Belgium, for example, solitary
confinement was carried through to exercise yards with the wearing of masks
for prisoners and the use of numbers instead of names. The purpose hereof
was to negate all reference to the prisoner as a human being.8

5
6
7
8

C Bowditch, “Teaching guide to Eastern State penitentiary”, Forged Images Productions, 1998, p. 5.
ST Reid, The Correctional system. An Introduction (New York, Holt, Rinehard and Winston, 1981), p. 28.
C Bowditch, “Teaching guide to Eastern State penitentiary”, Forged Images Productions, 1998, p. 10.
CH Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture”, Open Learning Group, 1998..., p. 15.
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Europe followed the Pennsylvania system slavishly, with few amendments.
Only persons who were guilty of serious or dangerous crimes were kept in
solitary confinement. Prisoners were compelled to wear masks if they were
in each other’s company. Although both systems showed deficiencies, they
nevertheless served as models for later development.9 Similarly Cilliers asserts
that not only were very few prisons constructed, but those that were, were
designed according to the Auburn system if they were built in America, or
the Pennsylvania system if they were constructed in Europe. The physical
surroundings of the prisoners did not keep up with developments in the field
of penology. Barnes and Teeters10 assert that:
If it is to have any prospect of success in practice, an enlightened program for
treating convicted delinquents must have an appropriate and fitting physical
setting… it is generally agreed by enlightened students of the problem that
most of the rehabilitative programs worked out over the last two or three
generations have failed to live up to the expectations of their sponsors. No
single item has played a greater part in this failure than the fact that the
physical setting of convict life has almost everywhere been in conflict with the
ideals underlying the reform programs.

In keeping with Barnes and Teeters’ statement above, a number of strategies
have been embarked upon to deal with the key challenge of overcrowding,
(which is considered to be a world-wide phenomenon) in corrections. The
persistence of brutality, the damage to inmates and their families, the lack of
useful purpose, and the great amounts of time wasted behind bars all suggest
that the problems are inherent in the institution. “No one has been able to
run a decent prison - not the Quakers, not the Soviets, not the conservatives
or liberals, and not the counties”.11
Historical development of corrections in South Africa
Historically, the distinguishing feature of the development of South
African corrections (prisons) was its similarity to the mine compound. Such
compounds housed mine workers, of whom many were convicts supplied by
the prison system. Even today these remnants of the past are discernible in the
large communal cells filled with rows of metal bunk beds in which prisoners
9 JJ Neser, Pentitentiary penology (Isando, Lexicon Publishers., 1993), p. 65.
10 HE Barnes and NK Teeters, New horizons in criminology (New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, Inc, Englewood Cliffs1959),
p. 482.
11 R Sommer, The end of imprisonment (New York, Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 88.
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are housed.12
When the Dutch occupied the Cape in 1652, physical punishment was meted
out to offenders and also public executions and crucifixions were the norm.
When the British occupied the Cape (1795-1803), physical punishment was
replaced by imprisonment. When slavery was abolished in South Africa in
1807, a penal policy was introduced in the Cape. Due to the abolishment of
slavery a great shortage of labour was experienced in the Cape. In order to
control this, an elementary pass system was introduced and violation of this
pass system resulted in incarceration.
In 1859, the Breakwater Prison was built in the Cape and it was the first
prison to initiate racial segregation. These prisoners were used as unskilled
labour to build roads and to work in the harbours. This trend continued until
the 20th century. The British occupation of the Transvaal and Orange Free
State Republics in 1900 led to a major re-organisation of the penal systems in
these provinces. This era will most likely be remembered most for an already
inflated inmate population, mostly due to transgressions of the pass laws,
and the fact that mining companies used prison labour at very low rates.13
After the Union in 1910, the Prisons and Reformatories Act 13 of 1911 was
introduced. The result was that the courts began to play an instrumental
function in the improvement of penal law and the treatment of prisoners inside
the prison system. There was a great deal of talk about rehabilitation but very
little really materialised. Punishment for transgressions within correctional
centres was cruel and it included whippings, solitary incarceration, nutritional
punishment and extra labour. Racial separation within correctional centres
was set by legislation and it was strongly enforced throughout the state.
In 1945 a development of particular significance was made with the
appointment of the Penal and Prison Reform Commission - the Lansdown
Commission. The compelling reason for its implementation originated from
the Penal Reform Committee of the South African Institute of Race Relations
(SAIRP). The main aim of the Penal Reform Committee included:14
•

Urging greater use by the courts of remedial and rehabilitative measures in
place of imprisonment;

12 Institute for Security Studies (ISS), “The problem of prisons - correcting corrections, prospects for South Africa’s
prisons”, Monograph, 29, October 1998 (available at: http://www.iss.co.za/Pubs/Monographs/No 29/Prison.
html, as accessed on 14 January. 2003), p. 1.
13 “White paper on corrections”, 2005 (available at: www.gov.za, as accessed on 21September 2012), p. 24.
14 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice (Durban, Butterworths, 1992), p. 26.
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•

Demanding the abolition of racial discrimination resulting in unequal sentences;

•

Suggesting improvements in prison regulations and the abolition of spare diet,
solitary confinement, and corporal punishment.

The Commission warned against militarisation. The Lansdown Commission
found that the Prisons and Reformatories Act No 13 of 1911 had not
introduced an innovative period in South African Prisons but that it had in
fact been a means for maintaining the cruel and unjust prison system that
preceded.15 Africans continued to be unrelentingly incarcerated for failure
to pay their taxes and for pass offences, which implied that incarcerated men
were still available for work.
The Nationalist Government, which came into power in 1948, had great
hostility to the general approach of the Commission. Simultaneously the
fragile social consensus around prisons was breaking down in other aspects.
Defiance of the pass laws, of the kind that the Lansdown Commission had
warned against, increased which impacted directly on prisons.16 Lansdown
recommended that rehabilitation of prisoners should be the focus of the
Prisons Department, which would be enhanced by the civilian accoutrements,
and administration of senior officials. On the question of statutory offences
applicable only to Africans, the Commission was more evasive. It acknowledged
that these offences led to many short sentences of imprisonment being
imposed and agreed that such sentences not only caused overcrowding, but
also held the danger of criminalizing a large section of the population.17
With the introduction of the Prisons Act, No 8 of1959, the former South
African government introduced legislation, which effectively provided for
the application of the policy of apartheid in the then Prisons Service. On 1
September 1959 the new Prisons Act 8 of1959 was amended and this resulted
in a completely new dispensation. The department’s responsibilities were
described in section 2(2) of the above act as follows:
•

Safe custody of prisoners;

•

Treatment and rehabilitation of sentenced prisoners;

•

Efficient management of prisoners; and

•

Other duties charged from time to time.

15 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper (Pretoria, Government Printers, 2003).
16 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 30.
17 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 28.
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New laws were introduced which were based on the guiding principles of
apartheid and entrenched the racial segregation of prisons. The consequence
of this was not only the segregation of whites and blacks, but also the ethnic
separation of black prisoners. The Act not only implemented a two-stream
correctional policy for Bantu and European offenders, but also (so far to a
lesser extent), special arrangements for members of different Bantu nations
in one institution. Placing the Bantu offender in a correctional institution for
people of his own group and race not only recognises existing ethnological
differences but in addition is in accordance with the national policy of
differential developments.18
Prior to the establishment of the new Prisons Act No 8 of 1959, the
department’s most important function was the safe custody of prisoners.
In the light of the important social services, which were expected of prison,
personnel, recruiting and training methods had to be considerably changed.19
In addition, all prisons became closed institutions, i.e. all media and outside
inspections were prohibited as well as the reporting and publishing of
photographs. The consequence of this was the entrenchment of a relatively
closed institutional culture within the prison service and as a consequence the
norms of prison law were relatively remote from everyday practice.20
There were also attempts to gain international acceptance for the South
African prison system. At the centre of this was the Standard Minimum Rules
for the Treatment of Prisoners adopted by the First United Nations Congress
on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders held in Geneva
from 22 August to 2 September 1955. The Director of Prisons, Mr VR
Verster, who was also a member of the International Penal and Penitentiary
Foundation, represented the Union of South Africa. Mr Verster, in 1958,
produced a booklet in which he made an analysis of the existing system in
relation to international standards. He claimed that:21
The prison system of the Union of South Africa is conducted in conformity
with the basic principle of non-discrimination on grounds of race, colour,
sex, language, religion, political outlook, national or social religion, birth or
other status. All laws, regulations, etc, pertaining to penal institutions and the
manner in which prisoners confined therein are to be treated, refer specifically
18 Institute for Security Studies (ISS), “The Problem of prisons- correcting corrections, prospects for South Africa’s
prisons”, p. 1.
19 JJ Neser, Pentitentiary penology..., p. 69.
20 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
21 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 32.
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to ‘prisoners’ in the widest sense of that word without any discrimination
whatsoever”.

Post 1959, prisons were managed under the rules of apartheid and the
militaristic approach increased. At first, prisons were not used on a large- scale
to control political unrest. However, this quickly changed in the post-Sharpville
period of the early 1960s, when the incarceration of political detainees and
sentenced political prisoners became a feature of South African prisons.22
Consequently from the 1960s a greater number of political prisoners were
added to the South African prison population. The written documentation and
legal protests to the authorities contributed to an international condemnation
of the prison conditions. This led to an increasing attack on the legitimacy of
the prison system. The incarceration of high profile prisoners raised immense
concern amongst international organisations such as the Red Cross, Amnesty
International and the United Nations. The response of the government at the
time was to grant more powers to prison authorities.
The Viljoen Commission proposed another important “agent of legislative
change” in 1976. This Commission had some impact on the evolution of
prisons. The Viljoen Commission was appointed to inquire into the penal
system of the Republic of South Africa and to make recommendations for
its improvement, provided that the enquiry as to whether the death penalty
should be retained shall not be inquired into.
The authenticity of the prison system was further questioned in the 1980s.
On 1 November 1980 the Department of Prisons once again became part of
the Department of Justice. In South Africa by 1981 the state acknowledged
that drastic steps were necessary in order to limit the prison population
figures, which had also grown disproportionately world-wide.23 The Krugel
Committee was appointed to examine the overcrowding problem, yet it
took 10 years before correctional supervision could be legally implemented.
There were amendments to the law for the imposition and implementation of
correctional supervision in the Criminal Procedure Act, Act 51 of 1977, and
the Prisons Act 8 of 1959 which were approved during the 1991 parliamentary
session. The amended Correctional Services and Supervision Matters
Amendment Act 122 of 1991, which made provision for the treatment of
22 Institute for Security Studies, “The problem of prisons-correcting corrections, prospects for South Africa’s
prisons”, p. 1.
23 Institute for Security Studies, “The problem of prisons-correcting corrections, prospects for South Africa’s
prisons, p. 41.
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sentenced and unsentenced offenders was approved by the State President in
August 1991.24
During the early 1990s there were extensive reforms in the prison system.
The political changes, which began in 1990, had a direct impact on the
prison system in South Africa. Reference to race was removed and prisons
were desegregated. The gradual release of political prisoners during the course
of 1990 and 1991 meant that the prison authorities could look forward to a
period in which prison management would not necessarily be linked to major
national political questions.25
Subsequent to the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the
African National Congress in the early 1990s, measures were taken to
reorganize and improve the Department. The Criminal Procedure Act was
amended in 1990 in order to limit the imposition of the death penalty. There
was also the lifting of the State of Emergency in 1990 and the Internal Security
Act No 74 of 1982 in 1991, was modified. Amendments to the Prisons Act
No 8 of 1959 to the (Prisons Amendment Act 92 of 1990) addressed the
abolition of apartheid in the prison system. Fundamental in this respect was
the elimination of the condition that “white” and “non-white” prisoners had
to be housed separately.26
In 1990, apartheid in the prison system was formally abolished, with the
withdrawal of the section requiring black and white prisoners to be housed
separately. The Prison Service was separated from the Department of
Justice and renamed the Department of Correctional Services and on the
21 September it was re-instituted as a fully-fledged state department. The
Prisons Act No8 of 1959 and the Criminal Procedure Act No 51 of 1977 were
amended during 1991 to provide for the imposition and implementation
of correctional supervision. The Prisons Act was renamed the Correctional
Services Act No 8 1959 in 1991.27
In October 1994, the Department released the White Paper on the Policy
of the Department of Correctional Services in the New South Africa. Its plan
was to stimulate debate on correctional matters and redefine priorities that
will eventually lead to where it should be, so that it comes to grips with a
24 JJ Neser, AE van der Hoven, A Marce & DN Swart, Contemporary crime issues and reaction to crime (Pretoria,
UNISA, 2001), p. 5.
25 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 40.
26 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 32.
27 JJ Neser, Pentitentiary penology..., pp. 74-75.
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correctional model for a new South Africa. On 21 October 1994, a White
Paper on the Policy of the Department of Correctional Services recognised
the fact that the legislative framework of the Department should provide the
foundation for a correctional system appropriate to a constitutional state,
based on the principles of freedom and equality.28
On 1 April 1996 the correctional system was demilitarised, a step that
was necessary for the department to be able to carry out its responsibilities
with regard to the development and treatment of offenders. The National
Crime Prevention Strategy (NCPS) accepted by Cabinet in 1996 adopted an
Integrated Justice System (IJS) approach that aimed through Pillar 1 of the
NCPS at making “the criminal justice system more efficient and effective”.
It aimed at providing a sure and clear deterrent for criminals and reduce the
risks of re-offending”.29 A milestone in the history of the Department was the
promulgation of new legislation in the form of the Correctional Services Act,
Act 111 of 1998. According to this legislation, there had to be a total departure
from the 1959 Act and it embarked on a modern, internationally acceptable
prison system, designed within the framework of the 1996 Constitution. The
overcrowding of corrections continued to be a predicament. Throughout
the period between 2000 and 2003 there was incessant engagement with
the Strategic Direction of the Department. Various role players have tried
to interpret the purpose of the correctional system and decide on the policy
direction, which was essential for successful delivery on rehabilitation and the
prevention of recidivism.
The Correctional System of Natal30
For a substantial period there was no prison in Natal in the true sense. In
1849 a brick building was established with the provision for ten communal
cells. By 1907 due to the increasing offender population this had increased
to 260 cells. Proper accommodation was a problem in Pietermaritzburg for a
considerable period, but a prison was completed in 1863. The initial number
of 25 cells had expanded to 158 by 1907. By this stage there were already 40
prisons in Natal.31

28
29
30
31

Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper.
Natal is now referred to as KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), and Durban is a city within KZN.
CH Cilliers and J Cole, Penology PNL 199-C (Pretoria, UNISA, 1997), p. 112.
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The correctional conditions were harmful and unhygienic. Corrections were
overcrowded and there were basic shortcomings in the system. A recurrent
problem was that of escapes and attempted escapes. Due to the overcrowded
conditions in prisons, there was no classification of inmates. Corporal
punishment was common and included the use of the whip. Objections
were raised against the use of this device; however, the whip was replaced by
the cane. There was no question of reform at this point in time because of
the lack of scientific knowledge of crime causation and insufficient facilities
in the existing institutions.32 In 1887 a tripartite classification system of
“Europeans”, “Indian” and “Native” (African) was adopted in a government
notice. In 1888 this classification system was applied to labourers. This had
a ripple effect in terms of segregation of accommodation for prisoners. Thus
there was no major penal reform in Natal before the Union in 1910.33
Much has changed in Natal over the past decades and since the last century.
Firstly corporal punishment, in South Africa, has been abolished for it goes
against the constitutional rights of the individual. Secondly, there is adequate
knowledge about crime causation and facilities are being upgraded in prisons
so that programmes for the rehabilitation and prevention of recidivism
(namely the rate at which offenders re-offend after completion of sentence)
could be implemented. Notwithstanding the slow progress, the overcrowding
and appalling conditions in prisons hamper the efforts that are instituted for
transformation.
The establishment of the Westville Correctional facility in Durban
Westville is a residential suburb close to Durban in KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa, which is situated 20 km inland from the Durban city centre.
Previously an autonomous metropolitan area governed by a Town Council,
it currently forms part of the eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality, which
also includes Durban. The Westville Correctional Centre (WCC) is one of
the largest correctional facilities in the country and the only prison located in
the Durban, Westville area. There are thirty nine (39) correctional centres in
KwaZulu-Natal and the Westville Correctional Centre is the largest.
Durban Westville Correctional Centre was opened in 1985 but was preceded
by two small prisons, named Central prison and the Point Prison, which were
32 CH Cilliers and J Cole, Penology PNL 199-C..., p. 112.
33 D van Zyl Smit, South African prison law and practice..., p. 18.
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situated in the city centre. These prisons were very similar to Robben Island
prison, as they were situated close to the old harbour. Overcrowding was then
already a huge problem. The Point prison accommodated only maximum
security inmates, (which means inmates who were detained there were
sentenced), whereas Central prison accommodated a combination of sentenced
and remand prisoners. The reason why Central prison accommodated a
combination of inmates was because it was situated nearer the magistrate
courts, from where offenders were admitted.
Even prior to the two said centres there was another prison in the North
Coast of Durban, named Verulam prison; this is where the late honourable
Mahatma Gandhi was detained due to pass laws. The then styled prisons were
attached to either a police station, or to a hospital, from where assistance was
easily received when necessary.
However, the first prisoners started to fill the Westville prison in June/
July of 1985 but by then gang related problems were already a challenge
to authorities. As an attempt to handle the prevalent gang related activities
among prisoners the 28” prison gang members were detained in the B – side
and the 26” members in the C-side of the prison.
The B-side was a maximum security classified prison and inmates detained
there were mostly transferred from Point prison. So the gradual amalgamation
into the Westville prison, of the said two small Durban prisons occurred in
1985.
Currently the Durban Westville Correctional Centre consists of a total of
five(5) sections/Correctional Centres namely:
•

Durban Correctional Centre A (which houses awaiting trial offendersunsentenced);

•

Durban Correctional Centre B (which houses sentenced male maximum
security inmates);

•

Durban Correctional Centre C (which houses sentenced short-to-medium
security inmates);

•

Durban Youth Correctional Centre (which houses youth who are in conflict
with the law and have been sentenced); and

•

Durban Female Correctional Centre (which houses female sentenced inmates).

263

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

The WCC has approximately ± 12 500 inmates, including sections for males,
females, juveniles and remand (awaiting-trial) offenders. Each centre has a
medical facility available to it, but only Medium B has beds that serve as an
internally-based hospital.The WCC was initially built to accommodate 6023
prisoners. The centre also accommodates inmates with very long sentences
and awaiting trial detainees who are incarcerated for long periods of time
The Westville Correctional facility is one of the largest centres in South Africa
and has experienced changes in direction to the detention and treatment of
inmates within the system (different approaches) and the challenges facing
the Department of Correctional Services over the past few decades; especially
those of overcrowding and related problems as in most South African
corrections.
Image 1: Durban Westville Correctional Centre34

The historical development of the models of approach to institutional
treatment
The history of correctional thought and practice has been marked by
enthusiasm for new approaches for the treatment of incarcerated offenders,
disillusionment when these approaches do not work, and then substitution
of these approaches with yet other approaches or models of treatment. For
approximately two hundred and sixty years, various methods have been
34 This photo appeared on the website of the Department of Correctional Services (available at: www.dcs.gov.za,
as accessed on 11 November 2014), p. 1.
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implemented to improve, change or rehabilitate offenders. Throughout the
decades, researchers cannot maintain to have established a single system for
the treatment of offenders that unquestionably works. There has been a shift
of focus from the punishment to the rehabilitation of offenders. During the
contemporary period the correctional treatment and planning have progressed
through the various stages of which the following will be discussed:
•

The medical model;

•

The re-integration model;

•

The warehousing/overcrowding era;

•

The restorative justice model;

•

Rehabilitation.

Each model was designed differently based on its overriding goal, and this
affected the physical design, policies, and programs that were implemented
within each of the models. The development of the treatment systems (often
referred to as models or approaches) over the different periods will be analysed
and an explanation of each of these models will be given with the emphasis of
rehabilitation in South Africa being discussed in detail.
The medical model
This model was used extensively during the 1920s in America. The medical
model provides for the offender to be viewed as a diseased person. According
to this model, his crime is merely a symptom of his disease.35 Due to his illness
the offender was unable to control his behaviour, and the best place to “treat”
him was in prison. The development of rehabilitation programmes began in
the1930s and 1940s when the skills of psychologists, social workers, educators
and ministers of religion were used by the treatment team. Although they
could make diagnoses, psychiatrists found it difficult to design a treatment
programme for prisoners.36
The medical model was based on determinism, which held that the offenders
behaviour is determined by circumstances beyond his control-offenders
are thought not to be able to exercise free will, thus they cannot be held

35 CH Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture...”, p. 25.
36 CH Cilliers and J Cole, Penology PNL 199-C..., p. 128.
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responsible for their actions.37 The popularity of this model declined in the
late 1960s in America. Institutional treatment did not succeed in reducing
recidivism. The community began to doubt whether treatment could lead to
change. During the 1970s there were other changes to the prison legislation,
which were not linked with the political changes. Within the South African
context corrections in their evolutionary history experimented with such a
model
The re-integration model
Beginning in the 1960s the realities of prison crowding, combined with a
renewed faith in humanity and the treatment era’s belief in the possibility
of behavioural change inspired a movement away from institutionalised
corrections towards the creation of opportunities for reformation within local
communities.38 The re-integration model is founded on the principles that
the offender’s problems emanated in the community; therefore they have to
be solved within the community. The community therefore is also responsible
for affording the offender the possibility for becoming a law-abiding citizen
and continuous, adequate contact with society is necessary to achieve reintegration.39 Within the framework of the reintegration model change comes
about by means of internalising.
In South Africa the present standpoint being adopted by the Department
of Correctional Services is that the relationships between the offender, the
victims, both the individual and the victim community, the community of
origin, and society at large need to be nurtured and rebuilt throughout the
period to which the offender has been sentenced.40 Thus social re-integration
is an essential component of rehabilitation and success cannot be achieved
in isolation with the Department. Involvement of the community at large is
crucial for the reduction of the recidivism rate. According to the Department
of Correctional Services Draft Green Paper 2003,41 the rate of recidivism in
South Africa, is widely acknowledged as being unacceptably high. The lack
of a proper infrastructure to handle released offenders contributes extensively
to the overcrowding of corrections. The emphasis has been on transforming
37 C Bartollas, Correctional treatment: Theory and practice (New Jersey, Prentice-Hall Inc, 1985), p. 26.
38 F Schmalleger, Criminal justice today - An introduction text for the 21st century (New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, Inc.
1997), p. 448.
39 CH Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture...”, p. 27.
40 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
41 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
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the South African prisons from being so- called “universities of crime” into
effective rehabilitation centres that produce individuals who are trained in
market-related skills and who are capable of successful reintegration into their
community as law-abiding citizens.

The warehousing: Overcrowding era
During the late 1970s and the 1980s, public disappointment, bred on
high recidivism rates coupled with dramatic news stories of inmates who
committed gruesome crimes while in the community, led many legislatures
to restrict the most liberal aspects of educational and work release programs42.
Recidivism rates were widely quoted in support of the drive to warehouse
offenders: that is, an imprisonment strategy based upon the desire to prevent
recurrent crime, but which has abandoned any hope of rehabilitation.
Although many of these measures are currently being enforced in countries
such as America, Britain and South Africa, and various others throughout
the world, overcrowding is very much a reality today. Thus overcrowding is
the legacy of the warehousing era. Warehousing, a strategy, which continues
to be advocated by many, has produced record correctional populations and
possesses the potential to expand the number of people in corrections still
farther.43

The restorative justice model
Restorative justice, as opposed to retributive justice, requires synergy across
the integrated justice system as to the rationale of sentencing an individual,
the process of incarceration, and the role of correction.44 Restorative justice
endeavors to restore the balance within the community after offences have
been committed. The current justice system in South Africa focuses on the
relationship between the perpetrator and the state; the victim, however, is
marginalized. Restorative justice reverts victims into the spotlight of the
justice process. Restorative justice brings victims and offenders together in an
attempt to promote community reintegration of the offender, rather than the
42 F Schmalleger, Criminal justice today..., p. 450.
43 F Schmalleger, Criminal justice today..., p. 453.
44 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
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exclusion resulting from punitive prison sentences.45
Thus Restorative Justice can be defined as a systematic response to wrongdoing
that emphasizes healing the wounds of victims, offenders and communities
generated by crime. The principles that underlie the approach to restorative
justice shape the Department’s approach to corrections namely:
•

Crime is a violation of one person by another;

•

All human beings have dignity and worth;

•

The focus is on problem solving, healing and restoration of harmony and
relationships; and

•

Dialogue/Mediation and process negotiations are normative.

According to Zehr46 viewed through a restorative justice perspective, crime
is regarded as a violation of people and relationships. It creates obligations
to make things right. Justice involves the victim, the offender, and the
community in a search for solutions, which promote repair, reconciliation,
and reassurance, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
in South Africa where reconciliation, restoration and harmony became the
fundamental basis of adjudication in the country.47
By the same token Giffard48maintains that a restorative justice approach in
South African corrections can assist correctional authorities to help develop
the offender’s sense of responsibility. A correctional based restorative justice
approach has as its central principle a confrontation between offender
and victim. Rather than removing all decision-making from offenders,
correctional authorities using this approach can support the offender in
preparing for the responsibilities of a life in the community while he is still in
the correctional facility. Restorative justice can provide the structure within
which correctional authorities can develop transformation strategies, which
are still underdeveloped in South African corrections.

45 C Giffard, “Restorative justice in prisons – An option for South Africa?” Track Two, 2002, 11(2) (available at :
http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za)two/11_2/restorative.html,, as accessed on 14 January 2003), p. 1.
46 DH Zehr, Changing lenses: A new focus for crime and justice (Scottdle. Ontario, Herald Press, 1990), p. 1.
47 A Skelton, “Juvenile justice reform: Children’s rights and responsibilities versus crime control” (Paper prepared
for the conference on children’s rights in a transitional society centre of child law, University of Pretoria, 1998),
p. 4.
48 C Giffard, “Restorative justice in prisons..., p. 15.
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Rehabilitative model in South Africa and specifically at the Westville
Correctional Centre
In line with DCS’s strategic principles and policy on rehabilitation and
reintegration of offenders, the Judicial Inspectorate for Correctional Services
(JICS) was established in 1998 with the mission to ensure that all prisoners
are detained in humane conditions and treated with human dignity which
would prepare them for a dignified reintegration into their communities.
Furthermore, the Act 111 of 1998 which established this Inspectorate states
that it is an independent office with the object to facilitate the inspection of
correctional centres in order that the treatment and conditions of inmates in
correctional centres are reported to relevant authorities (Correctional Services
Act 111 of 1998).
The Mission Statement of the Department of Correctional Services developed
in 2002 regarded: “Placing rehabilitation at the centre of all Departmental
activities in partnerships with external stakeholders, through:49
•

The integrated application and direction of all Departmental resources to focus
on the correction of offending behaviour, the promotion of social responsibility
and the overall development of the person under correction.

•

The cost-effective provision of correctional facilities that will promote security,
correction, care and development services within an enabling human rights
environment.

•

Progressive and ethical management and staff practices within which every
correctional official performs an effective correcting and encouraging role.”

In partnership with the Department of Correctional Services in Durban, nongovernmental organizations such as Khulisa and NICRO and The President’s
Award for Youth Empowerment have contributed tremendously in fighting
and eradicating crime from its grass roots through offender rehabilitation
and reintegration programs which attempt to break the cycle of crime and
violence in South Africa. My path,50 rehabilitation and reintegration programs
for offenders who have a minimum of two years (remaining) to serve at time
of programme registration is facilitated by Khulisa and includes a number of
processes that promote behavioural change and skills development.

49 White Paper on Corrections, 2005 (available at: www.gov.za, as accessed on 21 September 2012), p. 37.
50 My Path is a rehabilitation programme offered to offenders the Westville Correctional Centre.
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Furthermore, Khulisa place offenders on a path to prepare them for re-entry
into a positive, productive and meaningful lifestyle by building partnerships
with potential employers to make jobs available upon their release and try to
employ ex-offenders whenever possible. On the other hand, Tough Enough
Program (TEP) facilitated by NICRO starts in prison and targets prisoners
remaining with six or less months to serve and lasts between nine and twelve
months. This programme assists offenders and their families to explore the
opportunities and possibilities in assisting them to reintegrate into their
community.51
During the period between 2000 and 2003 there has been continuous
engagement with the Strategic Direction of the Department. Various role
players have tried to interpret the purpose of the correctional system and
decide on the policy direction, which was essential for successful delivery on
rehabilitation and the prevention of recidivism. The Mvelaphanda Strategic
Plan for 2002-2005, adopted by the Department in October 2001, put
rehabilitation at the centre of all DCS activities. The Department continues to
refine the Strategic Plan by further developments of concepts and components
of the strategy.52
Successful reintegration should be the main aim of the correctional system.
In his study on the role of civil society, organisations in prisoner support,
rehabilitation and reintegration, Muntingh53 found that some ex-offenders
were not satisfied with the manner in which they were prepared for release.
One participant described the pre-release programme used by the DCS as
follows:
The pre-release programme from DCS does not really help. They tell how
traffic lights work; green means go and red stop. But we know these things,
this is not useful. How do you really prepare a person for release? You are really
just dumped outside. We need a proper reintegration programme. DCS must
at least try to have a reintegration programme. There are different options but
they need to try harder to make it work, like learnerships.

51 K Mpuang, “The case for effective offender reintegration”, Document compiled for the National Symposium
on Correctional Services, 1-2 August 2000, Florida, Technicon SA.
52 K Mpuang, “The case for effective offender reintegration”, ...
53 L Muntingh, A societal responsibility: The role of civil society organisations in prisoner support, rehabilitation and
reintegration (University of the Western Cape, Institute for Security Studies and the Community Law Centre,
2008).
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Challenges facing some programmes offered at Westville Correctional
Centre
There are various rehabilitation programmes available at WCC; for example;
life skills, education, diversion, sports and recreation, court readiness, sexual
offences programme, aggressive offences programmes, drug and alcohol abuse;
pre- release programmes, social work services, psychological services, religious
care, education and training and work programs are offered.
For the purposes of this research and due to the restrictions on the page
limit, the Tough Enough Programme (TEP) will be discussed. Currently the
emphasis is placed on transforming South African prisons from being socalled universities of crime into effective rehabilitation centers that produce
individuals who are capable of successful reintegration into their communities
as law-abiding citizens.54 It is in line with this reasoning that the National
Institute for Crime Prevention and Reintegration of Offenders (NICRO),
instituted the Offender Reintegration Programme which assists pre- and
post-release prisoners with skills development, building and improving
relationships, developing potential and motivation for action. Tough Enough
Programme (TEP) is based on the assumption that change can be brought
about in people by creating opportunities for them that will stimulate
responsibility. This intensive programme challenges offenders to take full
responsibility for their actions and hold themselves accountable for their
future and their families. After being released, the prisoner and his/her family
are supported for a period of six to nine months, after which the service is
terminated depending on the prisoner’s progress at the time.55
In a study conducted in Durban, South Africa, 2012, interviews with
offenders were conducted within the Medium C Westville Correctional
Centre. Interviews with ex-offenders were conducted at the Correctional
Services’ satellite Office in Durban City Centre whereas interviews with
NICRO staff were conducted at NICRO’s offices situated in the Durban
Central Business District. Interviews with ex-offenders were also conducted
at NICRO’s Office and the DCS satellite office in Durban.
Participants raised concerns about offenders, who upon release have nowhere
to go and end up committing more crimes so that they can go back to a
54 Department of Correctional Services, (2004) Strategic Plan 2005/2006 –2009/2010, Government of South
Africa.
55 K Mpuang, “The case for effective offender reintegration”, ...
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correctional institution where they will get their basic needs such as shelter,
food, water and clothing free of charge. They suggested that the same way
there are orphanages for children who do not have parents or old age homes
for older people, relevant stakeholders in government and non-governmental
organizations should think about providing such homeless offenders homes,
otherwise corrections may be the only place they can call home.
At this stage their theory is ok but what about those people who are in prison
and they don’t have homes where they go after finishing their sentences? That’s
another challenge
Our Government must build something like old age homes, like places
where they keep orphans, just to keep people who have been released because
they can come out and commit another crime because at least in prison they
don’t have to worry about accommodation or food.

Participants who implemented the programme also cited that sometimes
they encounter problems of offenders who do not open up easily fearing that
they may be exposed if they disclose sensitive information about themselves.
Our sessions involve discussing with offenders their crimes and try to see
what their shortcomings were, but some offenders are not ready to open up
probably fearing that it may affect their chances of being considered for parole

During the course of this study, through the interaction with offenders, it
has emerged that they have unhealthy attitudes toward DCS service providers
compared with NGO service providers which may influence the outcome of
services offered to them. When asked why they behave differently towards
their services providers they said they feel more comfortable around outside
service providers because as they argue, they treat them with respect and
care and are not negative about them compared to DCS staff whom they
spend most of their time with in their everyday correctional institution life.
It is evident that offenders choose when and with whom they open up to,
depending on how they perceive them, yet offenders who participated in this
study claim that they are more comfortable with outside service providers when
internal service providers believe they do not open up enough. Rehabilitation
is achieved through interventions to change attitudes, behaviour and social
circumstances.
Others expressed concerns about offenders, who attend the programme with
high and sometimes unrealistic expectations that upon their release NICRO
will find them employment, shelter or funds to start their own businesses.
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Some offenders join our program hoping that we will provide them with
money, tools or material things. We used to provide these in the past but due
to financial constraints and finding out that they would sell tools we give them
to get money; we no longer provide financial assistance or tool kits.

At the Westville Female Section the Journey Outreach programs for
correctional facilities were first initiated in 2006 and are currently ongoing
in South Africa. This project was initiated in 2006 to provide Journeywork to
female inmates at Westville Prison and has grown to include centres in Durban
and KwaZulu-Natal. The main aim of this programme is to present offenders
with an intensive rehabilitation program so that the rate of recidivism is
reduced and that offenders are equipped with the essential self-empowerment
mechanisms to reintegrate into their families and society upon their release.
Although these are offered, the implementations of these programmes are
often hindered due to the lack of human and financial resources and the
large offender profile at the centre. Furthermore, prison overcrowding causes
administrative problems and harmful consequences to prisoners’ morale.
The influx of prisoners and the high level of overcrowding it produces,
badly compromise the evaluation and classification of incoming prisoners,
consequently, assigning prisoners to facilities depends largely on whether and
where there is available bed space rather than any matching of individual
prisoner’s need with available programming resources.
Conclusion
Imprisonment began in the eighteenth century by the Pennsylvania Quakers
as a humane way to treat lawbreakers. Instead of being subjected to public
humiliation, being mutilated or flogged. Offenders were given the Bible to
read and placed in solitary confinement to do penance. Over the decades,
despite the changes and improvements in the correctional systems of most
countries, imprisonment has still remained an instrument of retaliatory
punishment rather than an instrument of rehabilitation. History has indicated
that prisons that are focused on punishment to the exclusion of everything else
fail miserably in their attempts to reform and rehabilitate offenders. The same
applies to correctional institutions where discipline and control are absent.56

56 Cilliers, “Historical development of prison architecture”, p.31.
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Historically, confinement of an individual in a small cell behind a huge wall
segregated from the rest of society for the supposed benefit of society was
rationalized and condoned because it fulfilled a public retributive urge, forced
compliance to “social norms”, deterred other potential law violators, and
allowed preventative imprisonment of dangerous persons. The philosophical
trend then turned away from each of these rationales, and thoughtful and
humane scholars, administrators, and clinicians justified incarcerating
facilities solely on their rehabilitative potential. Over the decades different
models or approaches for the treatment of incarcerated offenders emerged
and changed as the years progressed.
The purpose of the correctional system in South Africa is not punishment,
but the protection of the public, promotion of social responsibility and
enhancing human development in order to prevent recidivism. Sentences do
provide a deterrent to repeat offending if justice is seen to be swift, effective and
consistent, but the essence of deterrence is rehabilitation, buy-in that crime
does not pay and that good citizenship is the duty of all. It is rehabilitation
and not punishment that breaks the cycle of crime leading to a reduction of
crime-hence a reduction in the prison population.57
Two contrasting views are held concerning the possibility of reforming the
offender within the framework of imprisonment within the South African
context. On the one hand, there is the view that rehabilitation or reform is
applicable only to offenders who have been sentenced to imprisonment.58 On
the other, the idea is propagated that prison is not the most suitable place for
the rehabilitation of offenders, and this does not imply that rehabilitation in
the prison set up is impossible-just that due to conditions of overcrowding it
becomes very difficult. In the past, when a greater belief in the rehabilitative
value of imprisonment existed, it was alleged that rehabilitation is not possible
with short-term imprisonment, because reform work (which is supposed
to take some time) is not possible during a short sentence.59 These oftencontradictory historical fluctuations make it difficult to forecast just where
corrections will be tomorrow, as society again re-evaluates its priorities. In
the meantime, the challenge is to adapt to more punitive sanctions without
abandoning more positive solutions.60
57 Department of Correctional Services, Draft green paper...
58 MA Rabie and SA Strauss, Punishment, an introduction to principles (Cape Town and Johannesburg, LexPatria
Publishers, 1981), p. 14.
59 SS Terblanche, The guide to sentencing in South Africa (Durban, Butterworth Publishers (Pty) Ltd. 1999), p. 242.
60 JB Stinchcomb and VB Fox, Introduction to Corrections (New Jersey, Prentice-Hall, 1999), p. 120.
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Elizabeth van Heyningen’s The Concentration Camps of the Anglo-Boer War: A
Social History is the first extensive scholarly study focusing on the history of/
and everyday-life of the concentration camps in the South African War. Van
Heyningen also highlights the fact that the concentration camps in South
Africa were not unique occurrences, since a vast range of camps were seen in
other parts of the world, especially due to colonial warfare.
Although Van Heyningen started doing research specifically on the medical
history of the camps, she realized that the medical history could not be
separated from the broader history against the backdrop of the social. As such
the book developed into an important contribution to South African social
history. It attempts to fill a gap within the South African historiography where
the history of the general society, affected by the camps, was significantly
neglected. A vast range of historical texts were written discussing the political
history of the war, but the idea of the camps tended to be generalized and
compartmentalized thus disregarding the social effects and history thereof.
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Through Van Heyningen’s intense research of the previously neglected primary
sources such as administrative correspondences, camp registers, testimonies
and so forth, she had made a notable contribution to the historiography of
the South African War.
The book consists of four parts that give a semi-chronological, but also
informative analysis of the camps. Van Heyningen’s account of the mythology
of the concentration camps provides the study with an important foundation
and also serves as key motivation for undertaking the study. She discusses
ideas regarding the history of the camps which has been accepted as an
ultimate truth, while certain facts has either been ignored or forgotten.
These mythologies have not only influenced historiography, but also the
general understanding of the camps. Consequently the book is an attempt
and method to either prove or disprove the mythologies through means of
historical analysis and scrutiny of information accepted as “facts” relating to
the camps.
An important discussion is the diversity of the people in the camps,
with accounts to the different races and classes who have been influenced.
Generalization of the history of the war disregarded the vast range of people
and thus also the vast influence of the war on the broader South African
community.
The social and economic state of South Africa before the war are important
aspects to consider, because the country was not in the same stage of
development as Europe and still rested on a pre-industrial type of hierarchy.
British women had a significantly different role in the family and society,
where the Boer women’s roles were idealised and they possessed a status
unequalled in contemporary Britain. The Boer women participated in the war
to a large extent and Van Heyningen stresses the agency of the Boer women,
especially because it is an indication of one of the motivations for Britain to
establish the camps.
Van Heyningen explains how Britain had a lack of decent policies regarding
the camps and how these reluctant policies led to the crises for which the
camps are known. Kitchener was the main propagator of the ruthless measures
of the camps with aims to force the war to an end. Van Heyningen shows that
these policies did not take the realities of an almost “total war” into account
when it came to civilians. Therefore the administration was also not sufficient,
leading to practical mismanagement which contributed to the poor food and
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medical sources. Health care was non-existent as well as the lack of proper
infrastructure. Her thorough focus on the nature of these policies goes further
than previous studies of the camps.
A large portion of the book focuses on the physical and emotional challenges
experienced by both white and black women and children in the camps and
an idea is sketched of what “being in a camp” involved. Van Heyningen’s
discussion regarding the black concentration camps is a much needed
discourse in the current South African historical field. Historians tended to
neglect this part of the war for a significant amount of time. The extent to
which black women and children also suffered and died due to the camps,
had not been previously realized. These tragic experiences are not euphemized
in the book and the horrifying circumstances are explained. By explaining
these experiences, one gains a better understanding of why the South African
War is still such a source of regret and tragedy.
Since the book started as a medical history of the camps, a portion in the third
part of focuses solely on medical history – a topic on which Van Heyningen
has published in the past. Many controversies and ideas regarding the British
and Boer medical care were under debate at the time of the war, but even
though the Boers were made out to be unhygienic, little was done to improve
their circumstances in the camps. Nurses had little or no medical supplies
and the fatality rate in the camps skyrocketed. In the recent historiography
of the South African War, this part of the book contributes to what has been
called “a debate without end” when the causes of all the deaths in the camps
came under the scrutiny of historians.
Although the book focuses on the camps and the women and children, Van
Heyningen does not neglect to discuss the men in the camps. The general idea
was that there were not a lot of men in the camps except for hensoppers and old
men. However, her study proves that more men were included than originally
believed and their circumstances equaled those of women. Furthermore, they
experienced difficulties regarding their identity in the camps and the hensoppers
were despised for giving up and betraying the Boers. Probably the most ironic
part of the camps, was that the British tried to educate the “refugees” in the
camps to become more “civilized”.
The final part discusses the aftermath of the war and the end of the
camps. Even at the end of the war Britain had false ideas and misguided
interpretations about the camps and the inhumane way in which they were
277

New Contree, No. 70, Special Edition (November 2014)

managed. Additionally, the end of the war did not represent happiness for the
Boers or the Black population of the two former republics, since their homes
and farms were destroyed. Trust between each other was demolished and
families were scattered and devastated. Black people had a lot of difficulties,
since they were called traitors by the Boers, but they also did not get what
they were promised by the British and consequently their suffering cannot be
ignored in favor of ideas that have been propagated by historiography in the
past, namely that only the Boers carried the brunt of the war.
The trauma experienced in the aftermath as well as the remembrance thereof
was a post-war depression that hung over the country, with both psychological
and physical impacts on the inhabitants. The South African demography
was altered to a massive extent, but the war had paved a way for the rise of
Afrikaner Nationalism. Van Heyningen states that the black people suffered
the most, but they were also a form of collateral damage, since their political
situation did not improve much after the war. The concentration camps had
an immense impact and Van Heyningen succeeds in explaining why this was
the case.
Taking into account the length of the book, it is undeniable that there are still
noteworthy areas that could also be discussed concerning the concentration
camps. The lack of sources about the black camps also contributes to the lesser
account thereof in the book, as Van Heyningen points out as well. The term
“Anglo-Boer War” is a debatable label in the title, hence it could have been
wiser to use the politically correct term of “South African War”, especially
since it is more commonly used in current South African historiography.
Nevertheless, the book presents a comprehensive overview that is an asset to
the corpus of South African historical studies. In addition, it is comprehendible
for non-academic readers and will certainly appeal to the general public. Van
Heyningen illustrates a paradigm shift in the historical approach of the South
African War through sufficient knowledge and information, as well as a nonnormative approach through which the agency of women and children were
especially emphasized. The Concentration Camps of the Anglo-Boer War: A
Social History is without a doubt valuable reading and research material for
students and historians of South African history.
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The forgotten people: Political banishment under apartheid
(Johannesburg, Jacana Media, 2012, 352 pp., illus., index. ISBN: 9781-4314-0479-7)
Saleem Badat

IJ Venter
University of Pretoria
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In the historiography of apartheid some voices from the past have been
lost – conveniently forgotten and pushed into the shadows of oft repeated
struggle stories and figures with mass appeal. But these voices need to be
heard in order for the present generation to be able to deal with the past. A
book that opens with nine quotes on the importance of remembering the
past in order to successfully take on the future clearly aims to address this. In
The Forgotten People: Political banishment under apartheid, Dr. Saleem Badat
focuses on a mostly overlooked form of repression employed by the apartheid
government to maintain control of the rural areas, with which he hopes “to
reinsert ‘peasants and migrants as actors and shapers along-side the black
proletariat [and] the heroes of the African nationalist struggle’.” (xxiii) In this
he succeeds admirably.
Political banishment during apartheid entailed the forceful removal of critics
of the state or those simply accused of being “dangerous to the peace and good
order” (p.14). Without an opportunity to face their accused or even hear what
they were charged with, these “inciters” were taken to remote areas thousands
of kilometres from their homes, healthcare and means of employment to
areas where their own languages were not spoken. The physical and emotional
hardships that the banished faced have been overlooked – largely because of
a focus on the urban struggle and the tools of suppression that went with
it. Badat points out that: The intensely repressive character of the apartheid
state is well known. Less well known, however, is its operation in the rural
areas, especially during the period beginning with the electoral triumph of the
National Party (NP) in 1948 and ending soon after the banning in 1960 of
the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC)
(p. xiii).
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In The Forgotten People Badat reminds the reader of those individuals who
stood up against an oppressive regime and its machinations in the rural areas
and the unjust treatment they faced as a result.
The book opens with a chapter that briefly traces the history of banishment
in Eurasia and Africa. Beginning with ancient history, it then provides broad
outlines of incidences of banishment employed by colonial powers to break
the leadership in areas that they wished to colonise. This is followed by more
modern examples, notably of Soviet leaders who experienced banishment
without trial under the Tsarist regime and subsequently under Communist
rule highlighting that banishment is typically an administrative punishment
devoid of formal charges or opportunity to defend oneself in court. More
modern examples from Greece, Israel and again Russia indicate how effectively
banishment was used to silence those who criticised a ruling party. Whilst a
short skimming of the surface of the history of political banishment, Badat
uses these examples to great effect and summarises several key characteristics of
political banishment from them. A brief section on the history of banishment
from the days of DEIC rule to just before 1948 makes the point that banishment
in South Africa was not unique to the apartheid state and in fact relied on a
British colonial law, the Native Administration Act of 1927, whereby those
who were considered instigators and breakers of the peace could be removed,
without being formally accused or tried, thousands of kilometres away and
kept there for an indeterminate period of time. Badat also provides the socioeconomic context of the rural struggles and why banishment was considered
such an effective response when compared to other forms of repression used
by the apartheid state, such as exile and forced removals.
Whilst political banishment was applied to a relatively small (160) number
during apartheid, it had very effective results in maintaining the racist order.
Blending in specific case studies with historical analysis, the three chapters that
follow describes some of the more notable incidences of rural uprising dealing
with the uprisings from locations with relatively large numbers of banished in
a loosely chronological order. This provides much needed information on rural
resistance that has generally been overlooked in studies on apartheid and the
struggle. Banishment seems to have been especially effective in curbing rural
uprisings as they were, during the 1950’s and 60’s, not typically connected
to the larger organisations (ANC and PAC) and the removed agitators were
therefore less likely to keep up their resistance when removed from their
people. It was used when there was no adequate legal point with which to
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remove a suspected agitator, and it was particularly effective because it could
be so long lasting since there was no specified period of time assigned to the
internment.
For the most part, well known, mostly male, leaders, large organisations
and major urban uprisings have been studied and reproduced in political and
cultural messages at the expense of other struggle narratives, such as that of
women and rural resistance. Badat addresses this shortcoming by illuminating
the role of rural uprisings and reprisals as well as focusing on a few key women
who were banished. Badat employs the case studies of individuals, in these
chapters and the subsequent two to effectively show how little the banished
individual knew of the reasons for banishment, as no formal charge was
necessary nor any trial. It also shows how the victims rarely anticipated the
action and often were taken away with no warning and only the clothes they
had on their backs. Often, the victims were those who had already served a
term in prison that the government wanted to remove but had no means of
doing so through the court system.
In chapters 7 and 8, Badat provides some experiences of those subject to
banishment and various responses to banishment. The privations that they
faced during their forced stay on locations far removed from their people,
healthcare, or shops are supported by photographs by Ernest Cole who
captured the extreme loneliness, inactivity and poverty that accompanied
banishment. The author emphasises that those banished were not passive
victims but also reacted to and endured with courage the deprivations that the
isolation brought with it: “…to view those banished to alien, often remote
and desolate locations not only as victims, which they were, but also as
indomitable, courageous, tenacious and resilient people capable of enduring
considerable hardship and overcoming adversity” (p. 219).
While these two chapters highlight key aspects of the circumstances, brutality
and injustice that went with banishment, they do tend to feel repetitive as the
same information and quotes used in the individual stories in earlier chapters
are used again in explaining their lived experience during banishment and in
their attempts to fight it. This creates the impression that the last two chapters
have not been well-integrated with the book as a whole.
Yet, despite erring on the side of repetition, the book does meet the aims
of the author in that it provides much needed focus on the rural popular
struggles of the 1950s and 1960s in South Africa, on an overlooked repressive
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and cruel treatment in the form of banishment and in giving a voice to those
who had been removed from their family and their sacrifices in fighting for
justice largely forgotten by society. It also illuminates “…a much neglected and
largely unknown dimension of apartheid repression, to create an awareness of
banishment as part of the ‘the struggle of memory against forgetting’…” (p.
xxiii).
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Guidelines for New Contree Book Reviewers
The New Contree Journal publishes reviews of significant books that are relevant to historians. Book reviews are written on invitation from the office of
the review editor, but unsolicited reviews may also be considered. New Contree has an interdisciplinary outlook and welcomes suggestions of historically
significant works written by scholars in other disciplines. The review should
be submitted to the review editor within two months of receipt of the book.
If this deadline cannot be met, a mutually agreeable alternative date can be
negotiated. If it becomes impossible to review the book, it should be returned
to the review editor. All reviews will be submitted to the members of the editorial board before acceptance for publication.

Content
The review should summarize what is important in the book, and critique its
substance. The reviewer should assess the extent to which the author achieves
the stated aim of the book. It is important that the reviewer should engage
the material instead of simply reporting the book’s contents. For this reason,
the reviewer should try to avoid summations of book chapters or the separate
contributions in an edited collection. Instead, the reviewer should assess the
ways in which chapters and contributions are relevant to the overall context
of the book. Reviews should be written in a style that is accessible to a wide
and international audience.

Format
The review should generally be between 800 and 1 200 words, and should
include as little bibliographic data as possible. When necessary, use page references for quotations in the text of the review and provide complete bibliographic details of the source. The review should begin with a heading that
includes all the bibliographic data. The elements of the heading should be
arranged in the order presented in the following example:
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The early mission in South Africa/Die vroeë sending in Suid-Afrika, 17991819. By Karel Schoeman. Pretoria: Protea Book House, 2005, 272 pp., map,
chronology, bibl., index. ISBN: 1-9198525-42-8.
Do not indent the first line of the first paragraph, but indent the first line
of all successive paragraphs. Use double spacing for the entire review. Add
your name and institutional affiliation at the end of the review. Accuracy of
content, grammar, spelling, and citations rests with the reviewer, and we encourage you to check these before submission. Reviews may be transmitted
electronically as a Word file attachment to an email to the review editor. If
you have additional questions, please contact:
Archie Dick
Book Review Editor, New Contree
Email: archie.dick@up.ac.za
Tel: 27 + 12 + 420 2264
Fax: 27 + 12 + 362 5181

Prof Dick will manage the December 2014 edition of New Contree’s Book
Review section as his last contribution. Due to an abnormal work load professor Dick must retire his activity in this regard. The Book Review Section of
New Contree progressed in a very healthy way since Prof Dick’s involvement
from 2009. He is thanked for his enormous contribution so far.
Any other New Contree members, interested in the vacancy of Book Review
Editor for New Contree as from January 2015 should establish e-mail contact
with the editor:
Elize S van Eeden at Elize.vanEeden@nwu.ac.za. A Curriculum Vitae is also
requested.
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New Contree
Template guidelines for writing an article
1.

Font type: Adobe Garamond Pro (throughout document)/Arial (if the first
font type is unavailable).

2.

Font size in body text: 12pt.

3.

Author’s details: ONLY provide the following: Title, Campus & University
and E-mail address.
Title: 10pt, regular font; Campus & University: 10pt, italics; and E-mail address: 10pt, regular font. (Consult previous articles published in the New Contree journal as an example or as a practical guideline). Example: Pieter van
Rensburg, Vaal Triangle Campus, North-West University, p.vanrensburg@gmail.
com.

4.

Abstract: The abstract should be placed on the first page (where the title heading and author’s particulars appear). The prescribed length is between a half and
three quarters of a page.
The abstract body: Regular font, 10pt.
The heading of the Abstract: Bold, italics, 12pt.

5.

Keywords: The keywords should be placed on the first page below the abstract.
The word ‘Keywords’: 10pt, bold, underline.
Each keyword must start with a capital letter and end with a semi-colon (;).
Example: Meters; People; etc. (A minimum of six key words is required).

6.

Heading of article: 14pt, bold.

7.

Main headings in article: ‘Introduction’ – 12pt, bold.

8.

Sub-headings in article: ‘History …’ – 12pt, bold, italics.

9.

Third level sub-headings: ‘History …’ – 11pt, bold, underline.

10. Footnotes: 8pt, regular font; BUT note that the footnote numbers in the article text should be 12pt.
The initials in a person’s name (in footnote text) should be without any full
stops. Example: LC du Plessis and NOT L.C. du Plessis.
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11. Body text: Names without punctuation in the text. Example: “HL le Roux
said” and NOT “H.L. le Roux said”.
12. Page numbering: Page numbering in the footnote reference text should be
indicated as follows:
Example: p.space23 – p. 23. / pp. 23-29.
13. Any lists in the body text should be 11pt, and in bullet format.
14. Quotes from sources in the body text must be used sparingly. If used, it must
be indented and in italics (10pt). Quotes less than one line in a paragraph can
be incorporated as part of a paragraph, but within inverted commas; and NOT
in italics. Example: An owner close to the town stated that: “the pollution history of the river is a muddy business”.
15. Quotes (as part of the body text) must be in double inverted commas: “…
and she” and NOT ‘…and she’.
16. Images: Illustrations, pictures, photographs, tables and figures: Submit all
pictures for an article in jpeg, tiff or pdf format in a separate folder, and indicate where the pictures should be placed in the manuscript’s body text. All
visuals are referred to as Images.
Example: Image 1: ‘Image title’ (regular font, 10pt) in the body text.
Sources of all images should also be included after the ‘Image title’.
Example: Source: ‘The source’ (regular font, 9 pt). Remember to save and
name pictures in the separate folder accordingly.
Important note: All the images should be of good quality (a minimum resolution of 200dpi is required; if the image is not scanned).
17. Punctuation marks should be placed in front of the footnote numbers in the
text. Example: the end.1 NOT …the end1.
18. Single and left spacing between the sentences in the footnote.
19. Dates: All dates in footnotes should be written out in full. Example: 23 December 2010; NOT 23/12/2010 [For additional guidelines see the Yesterday
& Today Reference guidelines].
20. Language setting in Microsoft Word as English (South Africa); do this before
starting with the word processing of the article. Go to ‘Review’, ‘Set Language’ and select ‘English (South Africa)’.
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New Contree
Reference guidelines for writing an article

FOOTNOTES
Only the footnote method for references is accepted in articles for New Contree.
Footnote references should appear at the bottom of each page. Footnotes should
be numbered sequentially throughout the article and starting with 1. No other
numerical system is allowed. Archival sources/published works/authors referred
to in the text should be cited in full in the first footnote of each new reference.
Thereafter it can be reduced to a shorter footnote reference. Do not refer to the exact
same source and page numbers in footnotes that follow each other.
No exact repetition of a footnote reference on the same page is allowed. For example, if you refer to Y Krone’s source as in footnote 1 and then also in footnote 2, the
page references must at least differ. They can’t reference the same pages.
The use of the Latin word “Ibid” is not allowed. Rather refer to the actual reference
again (or in its shortened version) on the rest of a page(s) in the footnote section.
The titles of books, articles, chapters, theses, dissertations and papers/manuscripts
should NOT be capitalised at random. Only the names of people and places (and in
some instances specific historic events) are capitalised. For example:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77;

NOT
P Erasmus, “The ‘Lost’ South African Tribe – Rebirth Of The Koranna In The Free State”,
New Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

PLEASE NOTE: Referencing journal titles imply that every word of the journal
must start with a capital letter, example: Yesterday&Today Journal.
Only the first letter of the surname of authors should be capitalized, not the complete surname. No names of authors, in full, is allowed. The following practical examples will help:
Avoid punctuation between initials IN footnotes (and in the article text).
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Examples of an article in a journal
R Siebörger, Incorporating human rights into the teaching of History: Teaching materials,
Yesterday&Today, 2, October 2008, pp. 1-14.
S Marks, “Khoisan resistance to the Dutch in the seventeenth and eighteen centuries”, Journal of African History, 3(1), 1972, p. 76.

Example of a shortened version of an article in a journal
From:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe – rebirth of the Koranna in the Free State”, New
Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

To:
P Erasmus, “The ‘lost’ South African tribe…”, New Contree, 50, November 2005, p. 77.

[Please note: ONLY the title of the article is shortened and not the finding place]

Examples of a reference from a book
WF Lye & C Murray, Transformations on the Highveld: The Tswana and the Southern Sotho
(Cape Town, David Phillip, 1980), pp. 7, 10.
JJ Buys, Die oorsprong en migrasiebewegings van die Koranna en hulle rol in die Transgariep tot
1870 (Universiteit van die Vrystaat, Bloemfontein, 1989), pp. 33-34.

[Please note the reference variety to page numbers used]

Example of a shortened version of a reference from a book
From:
JA Conforti (ed.) or (eds.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the Congregational Ministry, and reform in New England between the
Great Awakenings (Washington, Christian University Press, 1981), p. 23.
To:
JA Conforti (ed.), Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement…, p. 23.
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Example of a reference from a chapter in a book
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means: SWAPO’s liberation war”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle: The two-edged sword (London, Oxford University
Press, 1995), pp. 19-39.

Shortened version:
S Brown, “Diplomacy by other means…”, C Leys, JS Saul et.al, Namibia’s liberation struggle…, pp. 19-39.

Example of a reference from an unpublished dissertation/thesis
MJ Dhlamini, “The relationship between the African National Congress and the Pan Africanist Congress, 1959-1990” (Ph.D, NWU, 2006), pp. 4, 8, 11.

Examples of a reference from a newspaper
P Coetzee, “Voëlvlugblik ATKV 75 op ons blink geskiedenis”, Die Transvaler, 6 Januarie
2006, p. 8.

or
Zululand Times, 19 July 1923.

Archival references:
• Interview(s)
Provide at least key details such as: Name of interviewee and profession; the interviewer and profession and date of interview

• Example of interview reference
K Rasool (Personal Collection), interview, K Kotzé (CEO, Goldfields, Johannesburg Head
Office)/E Schutte (Researcher, NWU, School of Basic Science), 12 March 2006.
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• Example of shortened interview reference (after it has been used once in article)
K Rasool (Personal Collection), interview, K Kotzé/E Schutte , 12 March 2006.

• Example of an Electronic Mail - document or letter
E-mail: W Pepler (Bigenafrica, Pretoria/E van Eeden (Researcher), 22 October 2006.

• National archives (or any other archive)
National Archive (NA), Pretoria, Department of Education (DoE), Vol.10, Reference
8/1/3/452: Letter, K Lewis (Director General) / P Dlamini (Teacher, Springs College), 12 June 1960.

[Please note: After the first reference to the National Archives or Source Group
for example, it can be abbreviated to e.g. NA or DE]

A source accessed on the Internet
A Dissel, “Tracking transformation in South African prisons”, Track Two, 11(2), April 2002
(available at http://ccrweb.ccr.uct.ac.za/two/11-2transformation.html, as accessed on 14 January 2003), pp. 1-3.

A source from conference proceedings
First reference to the source:
D Dollar, “Asian century or multi-polar century?” (Paper, Global Development Network Annual Conference, Beijing, January 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: Trade investment and the China-in-Africa discourse”
(Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: Race, relations and reflections, Centre
for Sociological Research, University of Johannesburg, 28 July 2007), p. 7.

Shortened version:
D Dollar, “Asian century...” (Paper, GDN Conference, 2007), p. 7.
B Sautmann, “The forest for the trees: ...” (Paper, Public Seminar: China in Africa: ..., University of Johannesburg [or UJ]), p. 7.
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GENERAL
Submission requirements
Articles finally submitted to the New Contree for publication, after approval, must
be editorially revised and a submission must be accompanied by a memorandum
from a qualified language practitioner. No article will be published without such a
memorandum of approval.

Illustrations
Photographs, sketches, tables, diagrams; graphics, maps etc should all be referred to
as Images (Eg. Image 1-6). The appropriate positioning of the illustration should be
indicated in the text. Original copies should be clearly identified on the back. High
quality scanned versions are always welcome.
Authors, PLEASE obtain copyright and reproduction rights on photographs
and other illustrations
Copyright on all material in New Contree rests within the Editorial Advisory Committee of New Contree.
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