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Abstract

The contribution of South African Indians in the struggle against apartheid is
not widely known in contemporary South Africa today, particularly among the
youth. Even less recognised is the part played by Indian women in the
struggle. Little is known of their role in the Indian resistance movements, as
they fought alongside their men to change the course of history (Rajab 1999).
In 1996, when the Indian Government honoured a young 16-year-old martyr
of the South African freedom struggle, Ms Valliamah Munusamy Moodaliar,
who died soon after her imprisonment for resisting apartheid, few South
Africans knew her story and the situation has not changed in any significant
way. For large periods of our history in this country, Indian women were
largely invisible. Perhaps it is true to say that among their counterparts of
white and coloured women, Indian women were the most occupationally
stagnant group under apartheid rule (Walker 1991). Though higher education
records paint a different picture, their qualifications did not always translate
into job opportunities or positions of high status and although they fought
alongside their men in the Satyagraha struggles, the taboos of culture, religion
and other societal norms kept them locked in the restrictive duties of
domesticity (Walker 1991). That Indian women played a valuable and crucial
role towards the liberation of their people cannot be overlooked. In relin-
quishing their traditional role to don the mantle of resistance, they sacrificed
their material comforts for a higher-order principle so succinctly captured in
the words of the great Valliamah, ‘who would not want to die for one’s own
motherland?” This chapter looks at women from indenture to democracy.
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Devi Moodley Rajab

1 Introduction

Given the impact of over 160 years of settlement in South Africa, how have
Indians fared generally and more specifically, how have Indian women
contributed to the land of their adoption? Who are they and how have they
adapted to the various multicultural contexts of life in Africa? This paper is an
attempt to trace the journey from indenture to democracy through profiling the
lives of Indian women in the struggle and beyond. A series of interviews were
conducted by the writer to profile women in politics, law, medicine, academia,
arts and culture, and from various linguistic and religious groupings within the
community. An analysis of the interviews of South African women of Indian
origin reveals a significant metamorphosis over the years closely aligned to
the politics of the day. How they are viewed constitutionally, according to
some political commentators, should provide some insights into possibilities
and contradictions of Mandela’s vision of a multicultural democracy.

2 Chrysalis: Early History

Against the backdrop of indentured labour, unlettered brave
women carry with them an innate spirit of resistance from the
country of their birth to the country of their adoption.

Indian women first entered the struggle in 1913 by way of an open invitation
from officials of the Satyagraha Association to join their men in retaliation to
the Searle judgement which invalidated all non-Christian marriages. By a
stroke of a pen, all Hindu, Muslim and Zoroastrian marriages were declared
null and void. This meant that all married Indian women in South Africa were
reduced to the status of concubines, whilst their progeny were classified
illegitimate and deprived of all their rights of inheritance. Understandably the
cause was an emotive one on the grounds of the social and moral implications
for Indian families (Reddy & Meer 1996). The honour of India’s womanhood
had been insulted. The ruling started a storm of protest, especially since it
imposed additional legal disabilities on Indian women, who were roused in
great numbers to join Gandhiji’s passive resistance campaign. In uncharacter-
istically strident behaviour the women relinquished their traditional roles as
homemakers to join the struggle against their oppression. And in doing so they
had the support of their menfolk and families.
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The contributions of these brave women have to be seen in the context
of the historical and social period in which they lived. Set against this
backdrop their struggle takes on an even greater importance. That these
women resisters helped to transform the Satyagraha into a powerful mass
resistance movement in which 10 000 people from a small community went to
prison and 60 000 workers went on strike in what was described as the largest
general strike in South Africa at that time, is truly remarkable (Walker 1991).
Although Indian women had become involved in Gandhi’s passive resistance
of 1913, they did not attempt to form any long-term women’s organisations or
play an overt political role again until the1940s (Walker 1991).

In 1946, the new leadership challenged the harsh, segregationist
Asiatic Land Tenure and Representation Act (the so-called Ghetto Act) that
was passed by the government. This law established separate areas of land
tenure in Natal towns and placed severe restrictions on Indian settlement. This
gave rise to a wave of anger in the Indian community, which fed into a
campaign of passive resistance. The campaign had an important impact on
Indian women, initiating a new political activism in their ranks (Reddy &
Meer 1996). Dr Goonam, a young medical doctor, was the main organiser, and
in March 1946, a well-attended meeting of Indian women was held. Goonam,
Fatima Meer and Mrs NP Desai were the speakers. The women pledged their
support for the initiative and many women volunteered. As they emerged from
‘pots to politics’ they displayed a remarkable versatility in the roles that they
were called upon to play (Rajab 1999).

3 Pioneers

As a new generation gives utterances to their fears and
aspirations in the land of their indenture, community life is
paramount and the Gandhian spirit of upliftment and resistance
prevails.

3.1 Dr Kesavaloo Goonam (1906 — 1998)

Dr Goonam was one of the early stalwarts who lived through two World Wars
and fought a third symbolic one in the country of her birth. Goonam was born
in May Street, central Durban in 1906, some 50 years after the arrival of the
first batch of indentured settlers. Her mother came from Mauritius and her
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father from India, but she always regarded herself as being a part of Africa,
although the strains of the Indian influence added to her identity as a South
African of Indian origin. Her later travels to England and Scotland for
professional training added yet more dimensions to this interesting character.
As one of the earliest women to qualify as a medical doctor, Goonam was well
ahead of her time.

She lived in an era when Indian women had limited education and
were largely relegated to marriage and domesticity, although they did appear
sporadically, with the endorsement of their fathers and husbands, to partici-
pate in anti-apartheid activities. Goonam’s politicisation was inevitable, as she
was raised in the midst of resistance against repression. Starting with the
threats of repatriation of indentured labourers to the gradual erosion of
privileges with the withdrawal of the franchise in the early nineteenth century
— issues which framed her formative life — and the increase in anti-Indian
legislation, she found she had no choice but to stand up against the European
governments of the day. As a teenager she lived through the indignity of her
family home being expropriated by the Durban City Council, and her sense of
the deep injustices prevalent in South African society was roused during her
education and life overseas in various parts of the ‘Empire’.

There were clearly many dimensions to this multifaceted woman.
There was the political activist, the professional medico, and the socialite who
did not conform to traditional Indian cultural expectations. In Edinburgh,
where she trained as a medical doctor in the mid-1930s, she thrived on the
civil freedoms that existed for all races but, with a principle that marked so
many early Indian leaders, she was drawn back home out of a real sense of
having to return something to the community which had provided for her to
study overseas. Part of her attraction was that she spoke Tamil eloquently and
although her community was wary of her emancipated ways they were in awe
of her and her ability to address large gatherings in the vernacular. Frustrated
by apartheid’s laws, Goonam joined a group of her colleagues from Edinburgh
to form the Bellair Club where they could party in peace, partly to cushion
themselves from the indignity of being constantly refused admission to hotels
and restaurants and other public places. They purchased a rambling cottage on
three acres of land where, in between being sent to prison, directing political
campaigns and practising medicine on a social welfare basis, she relaxed —
dancing and playing bridge with the likes of Dr. Monty Naicker, Dr. B.T.
Chetty and other stalwarts of the movement.
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When she returned from the UK in 1936, having qualified as a
medical doctor, she advocated strongly for birth control and the legalisation of
abortion to address the problems of overpopulation. She made inroads into
other communities, despite racial reservations at the time. lronically, she was
well received among the lower-income group of the white community.
Anecdotally, she once visited a white family and heard the little child say: ‘Oh
Mummy, “the coolie doctor” has arrived’. This became the title of her
autobiography, which is the first struggle autobiography of an Indian woman
ever to be published.

4 Stalwarts

In the febrile light of day, against a harsh and unsympathetic climate, these
women grew out of the pioneers’ example and became iconoclasts. As
freedom fighters they were ideologically diverse. Some were moralists, some
were pragmatists, and some could be seen as ameliorators. All were
nevertheless heroes of the community. Among this group the most prominent
were Fatima Meer, Shanti Naidoo, Amina Asvat Cachalia and Rajes Pillay
(Rajab 2010).

4.1 Fatima Meer (1928 — 2010):

The Voice of the Dispossessed

As a political leader, academic, writer, human rights and gender activist and
lifelong Gandhian, Fatima Meer’s name resonates with the liberation struggle
and the downtrodden. A close friend of Mandela she was tasked to write his
biography. Fatima published more than 40 books on a wide range of socio-
political subjects, and was acknowledged both locally and internationally with
a bounty of awards in recognition of her anti-apartheid work. Ranked by our
citizens as 45™ of the 100 Great South Africans in 2004, she is one of our
country’s most distinguished 20"-century leaders and icons and a champion of
the underclass. Her death in 2010 was a nation’s loss.

Fatima’s political life started early when, as a socially conscious 16-
year-old in 1944, she helped raise funds for famine relief in Bengal. In 1946,
together with thousands of Indians, she joined the passive resistance cam-
paign while still a high school student and established the Student Passive
Resistance Committee, which propelled her into the public eye. Although
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short and petite, she became a powerful public figure. She was poised,
intelligent, quick-witted, intense, strong-willed and energetic. Fatima’s battles
were fought on many levels. In 1949 the outbreak of race riots among blacks
and Indians in Durban hampered relations between the communities and
affected the solidarity among non-white peoples in their battle against
apartheid. The race riots were one of the turning points in Fatima’s life, and
she spent the better part of her life working tirelessly to improve race
relations, promoting justice, reconciliation and non-violent action.

Her activism was further sparked when she led the historical women’s
march on the Union building on 9 August 1956 against the unfair pass laws
for black women. As a result of her activism, she was banned. Fatima’s modus
operandi against oppression was well thought-out and multifaceted. Realising
the importance of institutional foundations for a political cause in defiance of
her banning orders, she established many organisations such as the Institute
for Black Research, and various skills training centres for impoverished shack
dwellers, domestic workers and black youth. It is significant that the citation
for the conferment of her honorary degree from the University of Natal in
1998 stated that ‘Meer was among the first South Africans to have ever
existed, a dutiful citizen before citizenship was enfranchised for her’.

4.2 Shanthie Naidoo (1935 -)

When one meets Shanthie Naidoo, one does not expect a meek and fragile
person. Instead, one expects to find a strong, angry, belligerent woman who
was able to bear the brunt of solitary confinement and long banning orders
under which even the bravest would shudder. Granddaughter of Thumbie
Naidoo, Gandhi’s lieutenant in South Africa, and daughter of Roy Naidoo,
who became Vice-President of the Transvaal Indian Congress, Shanti and her
siblings come from a politically charged background. At our first meeting, she
carried her history in a large plastic bag filled with old photographs and press
cuttings roughly assembled over the years. In addition to cuttings on her
father, she showed me pictures of the strong women in her family from the
supplement to the Gandhi-founded Indian Opinion of 29 October 1913,
‘Brave Women Passive Resisters: Sentenced at Newcastle to three months
imprisonment with hard labour’. All the women were sari-clad, bearing
children from babies to toddlers. Among the group of grimfaced, mainly
Tamil women were her grandmother, mother and aunts.
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Shanti clearly remembers the day she was arrested under the
Terrorism Act in June 1969 where the police tried to break her spirit to
provide evidence against 22 ANC members. They included Winnie Mandela,
Ruth First, Lilian Ngoyi, Joyce Sikakane, Barbara Hogan, and Dorothy
Nyembe. She spent a total of 371 days in solitary confinement interspersed
with interrogation. This was almost immediately followed by a five-year
banning order in 1971. In relating her story, Shanti cries and it becomes very
clear that decades later, the pain and torment still linger. When asked,
however, whether she would have chosen to live her life any differently, she
states that her life was her very purpose,

If 1 had not done what | did, and others not done what they did, then
the trial of 22 people would have taken place — but because we all
refused to give evidence it fell apart. Our unity was our strength, and
our conviction was our weapon.

4.3 Amina Asvat Cachalia (b. 1930 — 2013):

Activism in the Blood

‘Whilst | am proud of my Indian roots, | never joined the struggle as an
Indian. 1 was just one of the millions who had been stripped of dignity and
human rights and who decided to fight for liberation’. Amina Asvat Cachalia
is a woman well worth remembering and honouring. A lifetime spent
establishing or serving institutions fighting for a democratic order and the
rights of women, her Order of Luthuli presidential award appropriately com-
mends her ‘contribution to the struggle for gender equality, non-racialism and
a free and democratic South Africa’. Lodged between the greatness of a
Gandhi and a Mandela, married to a stalwart and born of an activist father, this
personality seems to have been influenced by patriarchy to reach great heights
despite her gender and the restrictions of her era.

Amina Cachalia is no ordinary woman. Amina was born in the rural
town of Vereeniging in 1930, the youngest daughter of Ebrahim and Fatima
Asvat. The family was politically conscious and played a meaningful role in
the Gandhian struggles at the turn of the century. ‘When | was 15, | became
involved in politics in a kind of natural way. As an Asvat, there was a
predisposition towards political activism in our home’. Her political activities
were enhanced and formalised when she met her future husband, Yusuf
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Cachalia, who was a prominent figure in the South African Indian Congress
and who played a leading role in the Defiance Campaign in 1952.

With the clampdown in the aftermath of the Rivonia Trial of 1962, the
Cachalias both received banning orders, together with other political activists.
Both were placed under house arrest, and prohibited from social gatherings,
membership of organisations and from entering publishing or educational
institutions. They served three consecutive banning orders amounting to 15
years of house arrest. To underscore this, a few years earlier when Amina was
jailed along with 28 other women for 14 days in a Boksburg prison for
organising the 1952 Germiston march, the apartheid laws which had sought to
separate races were defied in the women’s cells. ‘For once, all the races could
live together, even though it was under a prison roof. | spent very night and
every day with [those] women, serving our sentence, in the Boksburg jail’,
Cachalia reminisced. In fact, she remembers that as the youngest and one with
a heart condition, the women took turns to take special care of her. Despite the
social isolation, the Cachalias were forced to endure throughout much of their
marriage, Amina feels no bitterness or hatred. ‘They did terrible things to us’,
she says. ‘For instance, a dead cat was hung on the handle of our front door’.
Yet she prefers to dwell on the good times, when comrades met, had parties
and fun. She did what she had to do and is content now to enjoy her children
and grandchildren. Amina was elected a Member of Parliament of the
National Assembly in the first democratic elections in 1994. She was also
offered an ambassadorial posting, but graciously turned it down because of
family commitments. Until her death in 2014 she continued to serve in
organisations that focused on the upliftment of women and the nurturing and
protection of children.

6.4 Rajes Pillay (b. 1944 — 2020):

Ode to an Unknown Soldier
Rajes Pillay’s life story is an ode to the Unknown Soldier — broken but
unbowed. She may be described as a low-profile freedom fighter about whom
few people in the country knew. Drawn from a desire to combat injustice, her
involvement was a personal journey made out of a deep sense of morality and
what she considered to be fair play. Pulled in by the headwinds of resistance
which grew beyond her control, and then left her trapped in the purgatory of
exile for a decade and a half, she languished between Swaziland, Mo-
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zambique, Zambia and Angola. As her words prove, the life of resistance is a
grim experience not to be glamourized — that of floor-bound mattresses,
constant moving and a daily battle to motivate oneself and one’s compatriots
as to the nobleness of their end goal. In keeping with the exile experience, the
country and community to which she returned was a very different,
occasionally alien, place. She was a most unlikely candidate to embark on this
journey and did not fit the usual stereotype of a vitriolic freedom fighter. Hers
was not a battle of climbing platforms to raise her voice with impressive
speeches or of burning flags and marching against government officials.
Instead, it seems that apartheid knocked against her ribs and forced her into
exile.

The much-sought day of liberation, once bright with possibilities,
ended up offering little for exiles like Rajes, whose country now sought
capitalist accumulators of the rainbow nation, not past activists. Much afflict-
ed by the psychological scarring of a life constantly on the run, Rajes has been
in and out of mental institutions since this interview in 2010. Rajes was born
in Pietermaritzburg in 1944 in a large and sprawling estate where her maternal
parents lived. Her father was a comfortably well-off, respected businessman in
Kimberley. ‘When | completed matric in 1960 the Separation of the
Universities Act was passed and Indian students were forced to study at ethnic
institutions run by the government. There was a lot of debate around whether
one should go to universities within the country under protest or seek an
education outside of South Africa. Those like us who could afford to do so
did’. After 3 years doing her A levels in the UK, Rajes returned home.

What makes a young woman begin to defy authorities in the face of
obvious danger to herself and her family? For Rajes it began early, initially as
a general awareness that things were unjust. As a young girl she watched how
her father as a listed person was constantly harassed by the Security Branch
police each time he sought permission to leave the province on account of his
membership in the Coloured People’s Congress in Kimberley and a senior
member of the Kimberley branch of the Natal Indian Congress. Many other
influences in Rajes’s life shaped her political thinking. ‘London was also a
factor in my politicisation’, she says pensively,

... because | enjoyed the freedom of living in an open society where
all views could be expressed without fear of reprisals. Our ANC
stalwarts were also free to organise protests in London where it was
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a part of the culture for people to speak openly against the
establishment. As a student | also enjoyed the activities that brought
all nationalities together through the Commonwealth Students Union.
We were very active in a lot of fields such as raising money for
underdeveloped countries and distributing food and clothing through
Oxfam.

When Rajes returned to South Africa in the early 1960s, having
encountered this freedom, she had great difficulty with life under the apart-
heid regime where everyday life meant standing in different queues, attending
separate institutions, being restricted to certain beaches and benches and being
muffled by censorship. Her head-on collision with the Special Branch came
shortly after she had joined SACHED (SA Council of Higher Education) and
became secretary to the SRC in 1963. Later she joined the Natal Indian
Congress movement as a volunteer and her formal training as an activist
began. Her political socialisation matured in the 1970s with friendships among
comrades who shared a common vision and enemy. One of the friendships led
to a chance request from an exiled ANC activist for covert information and
assistance — directories, detailed maps and money to be left at secret
addresses. An initially naive Rajes agreed without fully comprehending the
ramifications of her involvement which, over the following years, became
deeper and deeper. Gradually, she became a conduit between covert ANC
sympathisers in the country and operatives living outside the borders,
arranging for money transfers and the transfer of state documentation. To her
horror she received news in 1979 from the underground ANC structures
instructing her to leave the country immediately — her last contact had turned
out to be a mole within the South African Police. Rajes had no alternative but
to flee into a life in exile. Rajes was first sent to the independent but porous
Swaziland via Piet Retief on the back of a furniture truck. Her first job in
Swaziland was that of a Refugee Counsellor. She recalls that on her first day,
the South African army bombed and flattened a house occupied by exiles in an
area called Two Sticks, and she had to counsel the survivors.

For Rajes this was just the beginning. Several other sporadic
bombings caused refugees to come flooding into the office to seek relief. She
supported these traumatised people as best as she could by arranging funerals,
births, scholarships and travel with assistance from the United Nations.
Always sensitive, she became increasingly affected by the trauma and death
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surrounding her and, over the years, she was hospitalised on several occasions.
Rajes’s involvement in the armed struggle was almost inevitable. The life of
exiles in Swaziland was difficult. They were hounded like rodents by the
South African army which had infiltrated Swaziland’s borders with impunity.
As a result, many exiles were kidnapped, shot at or bombed. Rajes spent 12
years in exile in Swaziland. By the late 1980s, the paranoid, claustrophobic
atmosphere — both real and imagined — meant that few exiles in southern
Africa were unscathed emotionally. The toll on Rajes was especially marked,
resulting in her being sent for medical and psychiatric treatment to Holland.
For Rajes the two most important incidents that happened to her when she
came back home were, firstly, to see that her former husband had returned
home safely and, secondly, to see the old, hated South African flag go down
and the new one go up. ‘Then | knew that it was all worth the struggle’.

5 Women Under Apartheid: Breaking Barriers, Building
Bridges

5.1 Professor Devi Bughwan (1926)

Professor Bughwan was an important educationalist, influencing a generation
of students at a time when there were few female role models in our society.
She was the first, long-serving Head of the Department of Speech and Drama
at the University of Durban-Westville. But the true measure of her was that at
a time of entrenched racial differentiation, she was able to give her community
pride by proving that we could beat Europeans at their own game — she was
the first Indian woman to hold a doctorate in English, and served on the SABC
advisory board — the bastion of all things English. Devi worked within a
system outside of protest politics unlike struggle stalwarts who boycotted
these establishments or went into exile. Yet she held her own and fought for
her rights within a system that she never allowed to define her. She made
inroads into speech and drama, education, theatre, radio and academia and
broke down many barriers.

5.2 Soromini Kallichurum (1931 - 2002)
She was a pioneering woman in the medical field in the 1960s and1970s who
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broke down barriers to succeed in a world that had long been considered a
male stronghold. Over a distinguished career of 40 years, she became an
internationally recognised anatomical pathologist and an authority on lung
diseases in the black population. She was also a role model to a generation of
South African medical students and academics. In 1983 she became the first
person of colour and female dean of a medical school in the country when she
led the Natal Medical School (later Nelson Mandela Medical School), a rare
honour bestowed upon an Indian. Later she was the first woman to be
appointed President of the South African Interim Medical and Dental Council.
Kallichurum was also the first woman to serve as a member of the Medical
Research Council and, after the advent of democracy, became the first
President of the Health Professions Council of South Africa, in which she
played a transformative role. The remarkable thing about Professor Kalli-
churum was that she was able to move up the ranks in the medical profession
at a time when blacks were not given many opportunities.

6 Women Post-Apartheid Freedom

Post-apartheid freedom has, however, allowed for a renaissance among
women achievers in the Indian community. The trailblazers in this regard who
have made their mark on the global stage include Judge Navi Pillay as
Africa’s first United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and
Advocate Shamila Batoyi, who has recently been appointed as the National
Director of Public Prosecutions by the President of South Africa. In the
science field, Professor Quarraisha Abdool Karim is an award-winning
infectious diseases epidemiologist whose research on the application of
Tenofovir gel for HIV prevention among women is globally recognised. In
addition, there are several women on the bench, in business and the arts, who
are emerging to take their rightful place in society.

This paper is an attempt to tell their stories and chart some areas of the
development of such women, from indenture to contemporary times. It is by
no means a demographic representation of their achievements, but rather a
qualitative profile of contemporary women of Indian origin. | have tried to
capture a portrait of who they are and what they have achieved as individuals,
mothers and community leaders in the realm of civic, public and private life.
This is an attempt to create a profile of a community that has contributed
significantly to the country of its adoption.
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In a small way, we provide an alternative view to what Ralph Ellison
refers to as ‘historical amnesia prevalent among a people wishing to forget
their origins in their desperate need to be assimilated into the country of their
adoption’. This condition often results in people either filing away or
forgetting aspects of their past, and reconstructing new identities without a
clue of their indigenous heritage. In line with this thinking, some may dismiss
the subject of this work as an ethnic glorification of women. On the contrary,
in this case, ethnicity may be considered a bearer of culture and an expression
of historically evolved memories through which individuals give meaning to
their worlds.

In profiling the lives of high-achieving women, one needs to
acknowledge the importance of those women who work unobtrusively behind
the scenes to develop their communities, care for the indigent and prop-up
families. They are our teachers, nurses, social workers and housewives, the
true backbone of our society, whose contributions have an impact on the
national good of the country. At a more visible level, | was particularly moved
by several internationally recognised scientists working in the field of
HIV/AIDS medical research, heading multi-million-dollar funded NGOs to
fight our scourge. Others excel in law, engineering and architecture; in
commerce, politics and the arts. Almost all these positions have opened up for
women only since the advent of our new democracy.

They include, amongst others, the first Indian woman Dean of the
Faculty of Law, Professor Managay Reddy; the first Indian woman brigadier
in the Defence Force, Neelambal Moodley; Deputy Vice-Chancellor of Wits
University, Professor Leila Patel; the first woman Speaker of Parliament in the
ANC government, Professor Frene Ginwala; the first Indian woman editor of
the Mail and Guardian and latterly the City Press, Ferial Haffajee, and among
many others the first woman Deputy Minister of Housing, Maggie Govender.
The remarkable aspect of their achievements lies in their motivation to
succeed despite being held down for decades. Now under the new
government, despite the threat of quotas, Indian women are allowed to
blossom as never before.

From my interviews with the various women | noted that all the
women, regardless of age, profession, religion, political affiliation or social
standing, unanimously saw their identities as being clearly rooted in South
Africa. Even though many were educated and lived abroad under apartheid’s
restrictive laws, they still considered themselves as South African nationals.
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‘“This is our home. We are South African first and Indians after’, they claim
unequivocally. When asked, ‘What does it mean to be a South African
Indian?’, the responses span a post-modernist impression of dual continents —
the smells and tastes, sights and sounds of these worlds emerge into a
kaleidoscopic fusion of one’s cultural identity. For South African Indians,
India remains a place of cultural renewal; a place to probe roots and go on
holidays or pilgrimages. Bollywood films, music and, more recently,
cricketers, are great drawcards of the youth. Saris, pots and pans and objets
d’arts are sought after. However, there is no interest in Indian politics or
history. Identity and allegiance are proudly linked to South Africa.

There appears to be a very clear definition of a South African Indian.
According to Professor Fatima Meer, this constructed identity has ‘imbued
Indian South Africans with a sense of pride in their ancient culture so that far
from developing feelings of inferiority, they cultivated their own brand of
ethnocentrism’. However, there is another view to this perspective, which
many of the participants in this project echoed, namely the relevance of the
replacement of race with culture. They feared that the assertion of an Indian
cultural identity over a national identity would interfere with their true place
as fully-fledged citizens of the country.

While the older generations may still nurture cultural links with India,
a new breed of fourth- and fifth-generation women born exclusively in the
Republic have no ties with India other than adopting the popular notion of
culture previously mentioned. Many cannot speak an ethnic Indian language,
though they may practice the rituals of their religion with little understanding
of their context or meaning. Though they consider themselves to be Africans,
few can speak an African language well other than a local, much-watered-
down Kkitchen Zulu, although many can speak Afrikaans moderately well
(Mesthrie 1995). Interracial marriages between whites and Indians, previously
restricted by apartheid’s Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act, are more pre-
valent as Indian women are choosing partners from all racial groups with, a
particular preference towards white partners. Unlike their mothers, Indian wo-
men in contemporary South Africa are pursuing careers even before marriage.
In fact, a career is now being viewed as augmenting one’s marriage chances.
In many households today, women experience more freedom than their pa-
rents’ generation because they contribute financially to the family on par with
their male counterparts. More than any other force, this economic practice has
changed the traditional status of women considerably (Rajab 2011).

120



South African Indian Women from Indenture to Democracy

7 Conclusion

In my observations of the women profiled in this book, I noted that they
differed in the degree of support which they received from their spouses and
their marital families. By and large professional women had a heavy dual
career obligation which they were forced to meet, regardless of their status as
judges or as medical practitioners. Added to this, the expectations from the
larger community to attend social and religious functions, funerals and wed-
dings were very much a part of their lives. The gestalt of the Indian profess-
sional woman’s life, in comparison to her Western counterpart, appears to be
much more heavily filled with obligations and duties. As a minority group,
Indians were forced to create their own world of temples, mosques, verna-
cular schools and residential living, by which they demarcated themselves
from others and created a small, cohesive community. Now in the new South
Africa, economic and social opportunities are creating an emergent wealthy
class, thus fragmenting a once homogeneous community.

However, the Indian extended and nuclear family structure is still very
strong and it is this aspect that provides the social glue for the cohesiveness of
the community in which there is a strong sense of self-help. Though the
divorce rate has increased dramatically in the Indian community, the support
emanating from the larger extended family and community seems to keep the
minority group intact. The changing status of Indian women over a period of
160 years has been a remarkable journey of triumph over struggle. In the
process a metamorphosis of great historical and sociological impact is clearly
discernible when a grandmother picking tea leaves under the hot African sun
has produced more than a pot of tea for her masters. She has laid the fertile
foundation through her industrious efforts and mighty will to produce
daughters in the corridors of the highest institutions in the land. From a 16-
year-old Valiamma who gave her life for the cause, to a Navi Pillay, former
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, South African Indian
women can proudly claim that they are conquerors and not slaves.

References

Moodley, K.A. 1975. South African Indians: The Wavering Minority. In
Thompson, L. & J. Butler (eds.): Change in Contemporary SA. Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press.

121



Devi Moodley Rajab

Moodley, K.A. 1979. The Ambivalence of Survival Politics in Indian -
African Relations. In Patchai, B. (ed.): SA Indians: The Evolution of a
Minority. USA: University of America Press.

Meer, F. 1969. Portrait of Indian South Africans. Durban: Avon House.

Mesthrie, R. 1995. South African Indian English: from L2 to L1. In Mesthrie
R. (ed.): Language and Social History: Studies in South African
Sociolinguistics. Cape Town: David Philip Publishers, SA.

Mesthrie, U. 2000. From Cane Fields to Freedom: A Chronicle of Indian
South African Life. South Africa: Kwela Books.

Naidoo, J.C. & D.R. Rajab 2005. The Dynamics of Oppression: A Psycho-
political Analysis of the Traumatic Experiences of Minority Asian
Indians in Apartheid SA. Psychology and Developing Society 17,2: 139 —
159. India: Sage Publications.

Patchai, B. 1971. The International Aspects of the South African Indian
Question 1860 - 1971. Cape Town: Struik Publishers.

Patchai, B. (ed.). 1979. South Africa’s Indians: The Evolution of a Minority.
Washington DC: University Press of America.

Rajab, D.R. 1999. South African Indian Women in the Struggle. Africa
Quarterly 39, 3.

Rajab, D.R. 2011. Women South Africans of Indian Origin. Auckland Park:
Jacana Press.

Walker, C. (ed.). 1991. Women and Resistance in South Africa. Cape Town:
David Phillip.

Dr. Devi Moodley Rajab

Former Dean of Student Development, and
Psychologist

University of KwaZulu-Natal

Durban

122



