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Abstract  
In South Africa in the colonial, post-colonial and contemporary eras, the 

indentured Indians and their descendants have primarily played the role of 

middle-man minorities, sandwiched between the white elite and the African 

majority, and were often portrayed as scapegoats and villains in times of 

economic and political crisis. For the greater part of a century South African 

Indians were regarded as aliens in the country of their birth, and until 1961 the 

apartheid policy was that they should ultimately be repatriated to India. 

Historically, Indians enjoyed a relatively privileged position compared to that 

of the African majority primarily because of community survival strategies, and 

better access to education in the apartheid hierarchy. Frequently obscured was 

the fact that the majority of Indians belonged to the working class. Indentured 

laboured resulted in the lowering the wages paid to Africans and set the foundation 

for the incipient tensions, suspicions and conflicts between these groups, which 

continues in the post-apartheid era, and is the focus of this paper. Drawing 

generously from my published and unpublished research and public 

commentary on race and segregation for more than thirty years, this paper i) 

briefly evaluates apartheid policies which restricted access to land, housing, and 

trading opportunities; reviews Indo-African tensions in the apartheid era; and 

iii) analyses the anti-Indian discourse emerging in the democratic era. 
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The history of South African Indians and their origins can be traced back to the 

agricultural labour requirements of colonial Natal in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The oppression of Indian indentured labourers and their descendants, 

and their resistance and support for non-racialism during the British colonial 

and apartheid eras, is well known and documented (Desai & Vahed 2010a; 

2010b). Tinker (1974) has appropriately referred to indentured labour as a ‘new 

form of slavery’. In 1884 the British Consul in Paramaribo stated that ‘the 

Surinam planters … found in the meek Hindu a ready substitution for the … 

slave he had lost’ (Emmer 1986:187). In the 21st century, indentured labourers 

would be viewed as victims of human traffickers.  

 In South Africa indentured labour contributed significantly to the 

economic development of the country, but Indians were only acceptable to 

whites in a servile status. The passenger or commercial, merchant and 

professional Indian class were perceived as an economic threat to whites in the 

province of Natal, and this was reflected in racial prejudices of the most 

revolting kind, which were transformed into policies limiting their access to 

land, housing, and trading opportunities. The Indian trading class enjoyed a 

relatively privileged position compared to that of the indigenous Africans. 

However, Indians were not a homogeneous group, and experienced various 

divisions and tensions, particularly between the traders and the working class 

(Maharaj 1995; 1997).  

 The divisive nature of colonial social organisation inevitably generated 

practices and outlooks which were antagonistic and opposed to any form of 

interracial interaction. Historically, Indians enjoyed a relatively privileged 

position compared to that of the African majority primarily because of 

community survival strategies, and better access to education in the apartheid 

hierarchy. Frequently obscured was the fact that the majority of Indians 

belonged to the working class. Indentured laboured resulted in the lowering the 

wages paid to Africans (Meer 1985; Kaarholms 2016), and set the foundation for 

the incipient tensions, suspicions and conflicts between these groups (Hughes 

2007), which continues in the post-apartheid era, and is the focus of this paper. 

Drawing generously from my published and unpublished research and public 

commentary on race and segregation for more than thirty years, this paper i) 

briefly evaluates apartheid policies which restricted access to land, housing, and 

trading opportunities; reviews Indo-African tensions in the apartheid era; and 

iii) analyses the anti-Indian discourse emerging in the democratic era. 
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Apartheid Context 
As they attempted to adjust in an alien and hostile environment indentured 

labourers and their descendants encountered conflict initially with the colonial 

and apartheid governments, and subsequently with the indigenous majority. 

There was a significant degree of coalescence between race, class and ethnicity as 

the colonial authorities had defined and maintained ethnic categories, and 

structured inter-ethnic relations through discriminatory regulations and institu-

tional practices (Maharaj 2018).  

 The Indian question in South Africa featured prominently on the 

national agenda for the greater part of the last century. Politicians from diverse 

parties were unanimous on one issue – the Indian population in South Africa 

should be reduced to the minimum possible. The main mechanisms to achieve 

this were denial of political rights, limited employment opportunities and 

restrictions on their ownership and occupation of land, and promoting 

repatriation to India (Maharaj 1995; 1997). In its 1948 election manifesto, the 

National Party (1947:4) argued that the Indians were, 

  

... a foreign clement which cannot be assimilated in the South African 

set-up .... We accordingly have in mind the repatriation of as many 

Indians as possible, a first step towards which will be a thorough 

investigation of the feasibility of large-scale repatriation, enlisting the 

co-operation of India and (or other countries). This matter is of such 

urgency that South Africa should be prepared for a substantial sacrifice 

in order to finance such an undertaking.  

 

In South Africa a number of processes have been responsible for the inequitable 

distribution of political power and wealth, but the dispossession of land is the 

most important for black communities. The land question revolves around the 

fact that Africans were dispossessed of their land in terms of the 1913 Natives 

Land Act (Bundy 1979; Beinart & Delius 2014. However, the legal segregation 

of Indians preceded that of urban Africans by more than 30 years. The whites of 

Durban were more concerned about the ‘Asiatic menace’ than the ‘Native 

problem’. Natives were perceived as a passive threat, but Indians were regarded as 

a ‘sophisticated and active menace to their own position in colonial society, 

competing for space, place, trade, and political influence with the imperial 

authority’ (Swanson 1983:404). 
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 In 1871 the Durban City Council (DCC) adopted a policy to create 

separate Indian locations. It represented the ‘first concerted attempt at group 

area segregation in Durban and one of the first in a major South African town’ 

(Swanson 1983:405). The scheme failed because the governor refused to 

consent to it. White demands for the compulsory segregation of Indians in 

Durban continued into the 20th century. 

 An assessment of segregation measures which preceded the Group Areas 

Act (1950) reveals a trend from isolated, localised measures in the 1880s to 

progressively more systematic, comprehensive national legislation in the 1940s, 

especially the Ghetto Act (1946). The central state was reluctant to introduce 

statutory residential segregation because of international repercussions, 

particularly its relations with India. As far as was possible it preferred voluntary 

residential separation. This was evident with the establishment of the Lawrence 

Committee (1940) and the abortive Pretoria Agreement (1944). Even the Pegging 

Act (1943) was a temporary measure for three years, during which period the state 

anticipated that the problem would be resolved satisfactorily (Maharaj 1995).  

 Following the ascent to power of the National Party (NP) in 1948, the 

Ghetto Act provided the foundation for the Group Areas Act (GAA) of 1950, 

which exercised nation-wide and comprehensive controls over urban land with 

respect to ownership, occupation, residence and trading. The DCC’s collaboration 

with the national government resulted in the group area proclamation of 6 June 

1958, in terms of which Durban was zoned a ‘white’ city. As a result, about 75 

000 Indians and 81 000 Africans would be uprooted from settled communities 

(Maharaj 1997). 

 The nature of colonial social organisation was based on strict racial lines. 

This inevitably generated practices and outlooks which were antagonistic and 

opposed to any form of interracial interaction, and racial stereotypes were 

entrenched. A telling indictment against the political leadership of the period was 

the failure to mobilise across racial barriers: 

 

 A study of the working-class areas of Durban would surely reveal that 

even by the 1930s there was a considerable intermingling of African and 

Indian workers. Much of this was superficial – on the race track, in the 

cinema, or in the bus – but some was more durable, in terms of worker 

or home relationships. This urban intermingling might have become the 

basis for a political movement, if the Indian leaders had not remained so 

completely middle class, whether they were moderates or radicals in  



Indians as Pariahs in the Apartheid and Democratic Eras ...?  
 

 

 

217 

 their ideology (Tinker 1973:525). 

 

Working class Indians competed with Africans in the urban labour market, 

especially in secondary industry, where there was a huge demand for unskilled 

labourers. Indians had a comparative advantage over Africans in that they were 

more highly urbanized (Freund 1995). With their experience, Indians dominated 

in the semi-skilled and supervisory jobs which whites rejected (Kirk 1983). 

Consequently, the incipient conflict between these two groups resurfaced 

episodically which increased the vulnerability of the minority group. The 

incipient conflict between Africans and Indians erupted in January 1949 in Cato 

Manor.  

 
 

1949 Cato Manor Riots 
The Cato Manor riot was ignited by an assault on an African youth by an Indian 

shopkeeper in the Indian central business district on 13 January 1949. Africans 

sacked and looted Indian stores. The riots were most intense in Cato Manor. 

After two days of bloody rioting 50 Indians and 87 Africans were killed, and 503 

Indians and 541 Africans were injured. Thousands of Indian stores and dwellings 

were destroyed or damaged (Ladlau 1975: 17 - 18).  

 The history of settlement in Cato Manor is very complex, especially in 

terms of its race - class configuration, types of legal and illegal tenure, and the 

extent to which the right to live in the area has been ‘fiercely and often violently 

contested’ (Edwards 1994:415). After completing their period of indenture, many 

pioneering Indians settled here and began developing the area. With the passage 

of time the area grew by leaps and bounds.  

 This was not unrelated to the fact that being located outside the jurisdiction 

of the Durban City Council (DCC), they were able to erect substandard dwellings 

at low cost. With the extension of the city’s boundaries in 1932, Cato Manor was 

incorporated into Durban. However, it remained a chronically neglected area in 

terms of services and facilities, with overcrowding, inadequate health and 

sanitation services, and rampant disease (Edwards 2003). 

 In addition to Indians, the area had a large African population. Africans 

began to move into Cato Manor in the early 1940s as they were ejected from areas 

like Overport and Puntans Hill by the DCC. Many Indian farmers realised that they 

could make more profits by allowing Africans to build shacks on their lands, and 

many of them became ‘shack lords’. Often Indians would let a huge plot of land 
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to an African for a nominal site rent. The tenant would then sub-lease to hundreds 

of others who would build shacks and pay rent. As a result, a large class of African 

‘tenant-landlords came into being, who had a vested interest in the continued 

existence of Cato Manor (Maharaj 1994).  

 This group also operated ‘shack shops’ in Cato Manor, and experienced a 

great deal of insecurity and competition, as reported by the newspaper, Fighting 

Talk: ‘They lead an insecure, harassed existence squeezed by the authorities on 

one side and by competition with Indian traders on the other. These illegal traders 

and ‘tenant-landlords’ form the social soil for the anti-Indian attitudes that one 

finds in the area’. Notwithstanding the competition and tensions, Indian businesses 

in Cato Manor provided opportunities for African workers and their families to 

escape from the austerity of direct local state control. The traders ‘provided the 

basic infrastructure of the squatters’ slums: the bus services and retail outlets – the 

services which could be provided because of the particular position of Indian 

people as a ‘buffer group’ in the racial hierarchy of urban segregation’ (Hemson 

1977:103).  

 The apartheid state viewed the violence as a racial conflict between 

Indians and Africans, and argued that this justified its policy of racial separation. 

This view was reinforced by evidence submitted by individual Africans to the Van 

Den Heever Commission of Inquiry, especially ‘monopolisation of those branches 

of trade and transport serving African areas’ (UG 36 – 1949).  

  However, while there was Indian-African tension, the riot was a ‘complex 

phenomenon, fed by white prejudice and Government policy as well as by the 

aspirations of an embryonic African bourgeoisie’ (Ladlau 1975:19). Although the 

riots appeared to be unplanned, structurally, they were predetermined by the nature 

of the South African social formation, where Indians were perceived to be 

occupying a ‘middleman’ buffer position between whites and Africans. Social 

anthropologist, Hilda Kuper, argued that like Jews in other countries, Indians were 

being used as ‘scapegoats’ by the dominant ethnic groups:  

 

 Sufficiently wealthy to serve as a bait for greed, too few to be feared and, 

in the main, ideologically opposed to counter aggression with physical 

violence, their ethnic difference and cultural diversity serve as excuses for 

discrimination and oppression (The Star 4/6/79).  

 

It was rather unfortunate that prominent African leaders in Natal have from time 

to time attempted to threaten Indians by referring to the 1949 riots (Moodley 
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1980). Indo-African tensions burst into the open again in 1985 with the Inanda 

riots.  

 
 

The 1985 Inanda Riots 
Inanda was a peri-urban area located to the north of the city of Durban which had 

developed without any formal authority structure, similar to Cato Manor in the 

1920s. In the absence of a formal authority structure the relationship which came 

to be established between landlord – retailers (mostly Indian) and tenant- 

consumers (mostly African) was one in which the landlord cum-retailer wielded a 

significant amount of power in the area, and especially over the condition of their 

tenants (Maharaj & Desai 2009). 

 The state also deepened lines of fracture between Indian landlords and 

tenants by forcing them to provide services or evict tenants. This was done at a 

time when the State was touting a plan to expropriate Indian owned land. It is 

significant that the state did not call on African landlords to provide services. The 

State was keen to draw Inanda into the KwaZulu Bantustan which was governed 

by the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). The cost of consolidation would involve 

paying compensation to 326 Indian landowners (Meer 1985). 

 Indian and African landlords and retailers did not develop an ‘alliance of 

interests’. Rather the relationship was competitive and often antagonistic. There 

was also no real community of interests between Indian and African tenants. (Meer 

1985; Hughes 1987). Often Indian tenants were seen to be favoured in their 

relationship with Indian landlords.  

 By the mid-1980’s relations between Indian landlords and African tenants 

was becoming increasingly tense. At the beginning of 1984, newspapers reported 

that Indian landowners were being molested, threatened and victimised by African 

tenants. Under banner headlines like ‘Inanda timebomb’ Indian tenants 

complained that they were being assaulted (Herald 26/2/84). 

 The spark for the violence was the assassination of a prominent United 

Democratic Front (UDF) leader, Victoria Mxenge outside her house in the 

African township of Umlazi. Protesting the assassination, a school strike and 

boycott spread out of Umlazi and engulfed Kwa Mashu, Clermont, Lamontville 

and Inanda in quick succession. Inanda became a battlefield between warlords 

aligned with the IFP and supporters of the UDF (Desai 2014). 

 In Inanda gangs of youth began threatening Indian shopkeepers, landlords 

and residents. The threats gave rise to mass panic. When, on 6 August 1985, two 
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Indian-owned shops and houses were looted and burnt, 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 as many houses were 

destroyed, whilst 2000 Indian refugees pondered their future in Phoenix (Maharaj 

& Desai 2009). 

 As Indian refugees made their way into Phoenix, tensions and anger 

heightened in the sprawling township. On Friday, 9 August 1985, armed groups 

massed on both sides of the Inanda/Phoenix group area divide ‘spoiling’ for a fight. 

Whilst the confrontation did not materialise, both sides followed each other in 

ransacking and ultimately destroying the Gandhi Phoenix Settlement – a shrine of 

peace (Hughes 1987). The media and many in the Indian community billed Inanda 

1985 as a repeat of the 1949 riots. Indian property was largely targeted in Inanda. 

African warlords rapidly moved in to take control  over  Indian-owned  land,  and 

that there was never any attempt to re-instate or compensate the Indian land-

owners. 

 

 

Democracy and the Betrayal of non-Racialism? 
While memories of these violent conflicts continued to linger, they were over-

shadowed by the birth of post-apartheid South Africa. Many of the conflicts were 

blamed on apartheid’s creation and maintenance of racial divisions. With Nelson 

Mandela leading the building of a new society in which racism was to be a thing 

of the past and non-racialism would be the abiding trajectory, it was expected that 

Indo-African tensions would subside and a new South Africanism would emerge 

as the dominant strand in South Africa. The South African Constitution laid the 

foundation for a democratic, non-racist, non-sexist society democratic country, 

and also embedded dignity and human rights (Maharaj & Desai 2009). 

 Notwithstanding constitutional commitment to non-racialism, an 

incipient anti-Indianism has been infiltrating South Africa’s democracy. 

Disappointingly, the non-racial dream is rapidly turning into a nightmare as the 

ruling ANC political party is torn asunder by ethnicity, tribalism, racism, (and 

above all, corruption), unimaginable when the democratic South Africa’s 

founding document was penned. As Justice Malala has pointed out, ‘it has 

become fashionable in our political discourse to spout with impunity racist 

rhetoric about South African Indians’ (Malala 2022:8). While there are exploit-

ers in all racial, tribal, ethnic and cultural groups, threatening one minority 

community is tantamount to a form of persecution. More sinisterly, the anti-



Indians as Pariahs in the Apartheid and Democratic Eras ...?  
 

 

 

221 

Indian vitriol appears to be emerging from the deep under-belly of the ANC. A 

few examples will suffice. 

 
 

Strong Brave Men to Confront Indians 
In early 2002, internationally renowned playwright and composer, Mbongeni 

Ngema released an inflammatory anti-Indian song, AmaiNiya, in the Zulu 

language in which he called for, 

  

strong and brave men to confront Indians. This situation is very diffi-

cult, Indians do not want to change, whites were far better than Indians. 

Even Mandela has failed to convince them to change (Itano 2002:1).  

 

The song was condemned by the South African Human Rights Commission, 

and was subsequently banned from the airwaves. 

 There was support for Ngema’s views as encapsulated in the following 

letter to the Sowetan newspaper, which had an African readership: 

 

I was disgusted by the banning of Mbongeni Ngema’s beautiful song, 

which laments the oppression of blacks by Indians. It is a known fact 

that most Indians are worst racists than whites ... The Indian people are 

opportunists and the real racists in South Africa and the rest of Africa. 

Our people are treated like dogs when working for Indians. In most 

workplaces Indians treat black people like nothing. They do not think 

blacks have brains to shape their own destiny. In Parliament today and 

in government parastatals, you find more Indians than black people 

holding senior positions. In KwaZulu-Natal total racism is meted out to 

blacks by Indians (Mokoena 2002:16). 

 

Another view from within the Indian community (albeit a minority one) was 

that rather attacking Ngema there was need for honest reflection and intro-

spection: 

 

Instead of making hypocritical indignant accusations of racism in the 

light of Mbongeni Ngema’s attempt at getting some dialogue going, 

Indians should rather honestly ask themselves why is it that Africans 

generally despise them so much … Indians must extricate themselves 
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from their little enclaves and start integrating themselves as South 

Africans and stop marginalising themselves. Africans, on the other 

hand, must give them a chance and stop treating them like foreigners in 

their own country (Thaver 2002:9). 

 

Bronwyn Harris, a former project manager at the Centre for the Study of 

Violence and Reconciliation at the University of Cape Town, contended that 

Ngema’s song was xenophobic, and also raised questions of identity and 

citizenship: ‘AmaNdiya does not only portray negative stereotypes that are 

drawn on racial lines. It also creates prejudice through the language of 

xenophobia. By presenting ‘Indians’ as outsiders from India, the song raises 

questions about belonging within South Africa. This moves beyond race alone 

because it introduces concepts of citizenship and nationality. It implies that 

‘Indians’ are not South African, and, therefore, have less legitimate claim to 

their citizenship than others’ (Harris 2002:1). 

 Professor Achille Mbembe similarly warned of the ‘creeping pogrom’: 

xenophobia and ‘national-chauvinism is in permanent need of scapegoats. It 

starts with those who are not our kin. But very quickly, it turns fratricidal. It 

does not stop with ‘these foreigners’. It is in its DNA to end up turning onto 

itself in a dramatic gesture of inversion’ (Mbembe 2015:1). 

 

 

Struggle for the Warwick Market 
Since 2009 the David and Goliath battle between the eThekwini Metro and 

those whose livelihoods depended on the Early Morning Market (EMM) in 

Warwick Avenue has made international headlines. The EMM had an umbilical 

connection with the descendants of indentured labourers. The bureaucratic and 

political leadership in Durban violated all regulations pertaining to democratic 

consultation and public participation as well as the common human decency 

demanded by the South African Constitution, as it favoured mall developers 

over the poor and disadvantaged whose livelihoods depended on the Warwick 

Market. Outdated laws were dusted off the shelves to restrict the market 

operations and frustrate those who engaged in honest labour, in order to favour 

‘tenderpreneurs’. In true Gandhian, passive resistance tradition, the traders 

resorted successfully to legal action and interdicts to keep the market open 

(Maharaj 2020).  

 At the height of the struggle to save the EMM, at a meeting convened  
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by the Durban Metro on 10 July 2009 at the International Convention Centre, cries 

of ‘Hamba khaya! Hamba uye eBombay!’ (Go home! Go to Bombay!) 

reverberated in the presence of senior ANC officials, including Mayor Obed 

Mlaba and Deputy Mayor Logie Naidoo. According to eyewitness, Dr Lubna 

Nadvi: ‘The most shocking aspect of the meeting was the racialised language 

used by management … [City Manager] Dr Sutcliffe referred to the … Indian 

market on more than one occasion, attempting to create the impression that 

those who were fighting to keep it, were actually pro-Indian and by implication 

anti-African’ (Nadvi 2009:3). Some have viewed this as a classic apartheid 

divide and rule ruse. 

 According to another eyewitness and civil society activist, Trevor 

Ngwane, ‘many people left the ICC thinking that the main social benefit of 

getting rid of the market was getting rid of the Indians and that the proposed 

mall would provide business opportunities to long-denied Africans’ (Ngwane 

2009:16). 

 Councillor Majola, who was chairing the meeting, quoted an old ‘ANC 

strategy and tactics document’ stating that the struggle was about liberating 

blacks in general and Africans in particular. A senior city official was less 

restrained: ‘Kufanele sibakhiphe iqatha emlonyeni’ (we must remove the piece 

of meat from their mouths)1. 

 This was further confirmed by a Wikileaks report on the 17 July 2009 

public meeting organised by the eThekwini municipality: The Chairperson of 

the eThekwini Business and Market Committee Faso Majola said in Zulu that 

‘Indians only want to protect their interests in the Warwick area and they don’t 

want township people moving in’. The Head of eThekwini Business Support 

and Markets Philip Sithole declared that: ‘Let us take the food from the mouths 

of the Indians! Now is the time for Africans to be in power! We will remove 

them all and replace them with blacks!’2 

The Daily Maverick commented that ‘South Africa has regressed to 

being a society where dangerous threats can be made openly against an entire 

community and nobody interrogates them’ (Munusamy 2013:1).  

While the Municipality subsequently distanced itself from such com-

ments, Trevor Ngwane warned that the ‘ANC administration in Durban should 

                                                           
1 The Mercury, 22 July 2009 (http://historymatters.co.za/anc-administration-

sows-seeds-of-racial-discord)  
2 http://www.wikileaks.org/origin/256_0.html  

http://historymatters.co.za/anc-administration-sows-seeds-of-racial-discord
http://historymatters.co.za/anc-administration-sows-seeds-of-racial-discord
http://www.wikileaks.org/origin/256_0.html
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refrain from sowing dragon’s teeth as they appeared to be doing at the meeting. 

In their eagerness to win the argument, they retraced their steps away from 

South Africa’s non-racial vision. Respect and fairness should be accorded to 

everyone, irrespective of country of origin or historical origins of our ancestors’ 

(Ngwane 2009:16). 

  The Durban Metro tried to drown out voices of opposition and tied this 

to the resurrection of old apartheid stereotypes of sharp business practices and 

sowing racial divisions between traders, but non-racial solidarity was thriving 

at the EMM. In face of determined resistance, rather than want to listen to other 

voices, the city used its own propaganda machine and resources to intensify its 

campaign of vilification and self-validation. There was no disagreement about 

the upgrading of services and infrastructure in the Warwick area. The 

opposition was to forced removal and relocation (reminiscent of the apartheid 

era) and the outcome will always be the same – the banishment of poor, black 

people to even greater levels of impoverishment (Maharaj 2017).  

 
 

Julius Malema’s Diatribe 
In October 2010, when he was the leader of the ANCYL, Julius Malema, 

referred to ‘amakula’ (a derogatory term for Indians) when addressing a 

meeting in Thembelihle, ‘where service-delivery protests have been lent a 

sharper edge by perceptions that Indian residents of nearby Lenasia are treated 

better by the government’. More recently, speaking on the EFF’s 4th 

anniversary celebrations in Durban, Commander-in-Chief Malema referred to 

Indians as exploiters: 

 

We also want to call upon our fellow Indians here in Natal to respect 

Africans. They are ill-treating them worse than Afrikaners will do. We 

don’t want that to continue here in Natal. This is not anti-Indian 

statement, it is the truth (Patel 2017:1).  

 

The Times newspaper questioned Malama’s motives, and warned about 

its ominous consequences:  

 

What is Malema’s intention in using such language – perhaps to incite 

a Rwandan-style genocide? We are no rainbow nation. That much is 

clear. And the glibness with which supposed leaders manipulate race 
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and dispossession to fight their causes will surely come back to haunt 

us all. We have already witnessed the shocking atrocity of foreigners 

being attacked and killed in South Africa. This time, if we are not 

careful, it will be our people who are targeted3. 

 

Former Public Protector Thuli Madonsela posed a critical question: ‘As 

we confront alleged and perceived racism, sexism, disability discrimination and 

other forms of bigotry today, shouldn’t we ask if we have truly transcended the 

legacy of our unjust past, where the hierarchisation of difference was not just 

the order of the day, but also a legal requirement?’ (Madonsela 2018:1).  

Arguing in the City Press that there was an ‘Irresistible comparison 

with Idi Amin’, ANC veteran Mavuso Msimang succinctly summarised the 

implications:  

 

History, it must be stated, is replete with examples of dire conse-

quences that befall societies when ethnicity is recklessly used for 

opportunistic short-term ends. In the late 1960s, Ugandan dictator Idi 

Amin expelled tens of thousands of Asians from the country on the 

pretext that they were involved in economic sabotage. He was widely 

cheered for this by people who saw it as giving them the opportunity to 

take possession of shops abandoned by the expelled citizens. Before 

long, Amin turned to indigenous Ugandans and conducted an ethnic 

purge that resulted in at least 100 000 deaths during his nine-year rule. 

This is only one of many examples of ugly ethnicity-based atrocities 

around the world (Msimang 2018:1). 

 

The Sowetan warned that Malema’s remarks are ‘reckless’ and 

emphasized the role of Indians in the non-racial struggle for democracy: 

 

For decades, even before we became a free country, there was a 

concerted effort to forge us into a united nation, in spite of our cultural 

and ethnic diversity. The founding fathers of the post-1910 Struggle 

rejected the colonial project which sought to divide indigenous blacks 

into ‘tribal groups’. In the 1940s, subsequent generations fought against 

                                                           
3 http://www.timeslive.co.za/opinion/editorials/2011/10/20/manipulation-of-

race-for-gain-hasno-place-in-this-sa  

http://www.timeslive.co.za/opinion/editorials/2011/10/20/manipulation-of-race-for-gain-hasno-place-in-this-sa
http://www.timeslive.co.za/opinion/editorials/2011/10/20/manipulation-of-race-for-gain-hasno-place-in-this-sa
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attempts by the apartheid regime to drive a wedge between indigenous 

blacks and black people of Indian origin as a way of breaking the 

backbone of a broad alliance against oppression. From the 1960s to the 

1990s black people of Indian ancestry fought side by side with other 

comrades to attain freedom. Some, like Sulaymaniyah ‘Baba’ Saloojee, 

Ahmed Timol and Lenny Naidu, laid down their lives. We should never 

lose sight of this historical fact: the tree of freedom was nourished with 

the blood of fighters of all races4. 

 

Malema was right that there were racists in the Indian community. But 

there are also racists in the white, coloured, Chinese, Zulu, Xhosa, Pedi and 

other communities. However, Malema has decided to tarnish most Indians as 

racists. In doing so he also emerges as a bigoted, prejudiced and promoting hate 

speech – conduct unbecoming of someone who aspires to be a president of 

South Africa. Malema is basically a demagogue – ‘a political leader who seeks 

support by appealing to popular desires and prejudices rather than by using 

rational argument’5.  

 There is a view that Malema’s attacks on Indians coincided with 

challenges he had with regard to income tax. He claimed in 2012 that he was 

being harassed by ‘a small clique of Indians in bed with Afrikaners’ and fingers 

were pointed at Minister Pravin Gordhan (Momoniat 2022: 8). 

 
 

July 2021 Looting and the ‘Phoenix Massacre’ 
Between 9 - 14 July 2021 there was an outbreak of mass looting and destruction 

of property across KwaZulu-Natal and to a lesser extent, Gauteng, during which 

the state security agencies appeared to be struck by paralysis. This failure to 

respond was attributed to the internal factional politics of the ANC. The looting 

and mayhem have been variously attributed to support for the release of former 

president Jacob Zuma (sentenced to 18 months in prison for contempt of court 

for not complying with a subpoena to appear before the Zondo Commission of 

Inquiry into State Capture); radical economic transformation; rebellion of the  

poor against poverty and inequality, ethnic mobilisation, and insurrection.  

                                                           
4 https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/opinion/columnists/2018-06-18-malemas-

remarks-are-reckless/  
5 https://www.econlib.org/archives/2014/05/demagoguery_exp.html  

https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/opinion/columnists/2018-06-18-malemas-remarks-are-reckless/
https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/opinion/columnists/2018-06-18-malemas-remarks-are-reckless/
https://www.econlib.org/archives/2014/05/demagoguery_exp.html
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 The events of the week of 12 July 2021 were devastating in terms of 

the loss of lives, looting, violence, damage to property, loss of jobs and 

international reputational repercussions, especially investor confidence. About 

340 people lost their lives nationwide. The looting and riots were an attempted 

insurrection against a legitimate government. The SAPS and metro police were 

largely invisible, and when they did respond they appeared to be largely 

overwhelmed – no tear gas or water cannons and ran out of rubber bullets and 

communities had to fend for themselves.  

 As the anarchy unfolded across the affected regions, communities 

mobilised and took to the streets to protect their families and property, through 

community policing forums and neighbourhood watches and in a few cases, 

private security companies. It subsequently emerged that vigilante and criminal 

groups engaged in activities that led to the loss of at least 33 black and three 

Indian lives in Phoenix. This took centre stage in the national news and was 

presented as a racist discourse. 

 The Daily Maverick reported that: ‘Many Indian and Black residents in 

Phoenix and surrounding areas in KZN, have largely agreed on one thing – if 

the police and the SANDF had reacted sooner, much of the suffering now being 

experienced by communities of all races could have been avoided’ (Erasmus & 

Hlangu 2021:1). 

 Significantly, Malema visited Phoenix on 18 September 2021, and 

adopted a reconciliatory tone (perhaps because he was on a local government 

election campaign trail): 

 

I don’t want tension, I want peace, and those who don’t want peace are 

enemies of the EFF … innocent people lost lives here in Phoenix but 

that must not be attributed to every Indian you come across, because to 

do that amounts to self-hate. There are lots of Indians against that … I 

am here to say despite what happened, we belong together and we will 

overcome all these challenges together. I am happy to see the EFF here 

(Matiwane 2021:1). 

 

In oral testimonies to the South African Human Rights Commission  

(SAHRC) investigation into the July 2021 looting and riots victims who were  

attacked in Phoenix and lost loved ones relived their experiences:  

 

Eyewitnesses described harrowing details of what took place between  
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12 and 15 July. Their testimonies highlighted the fragmented 

relationship between residents in Phoenix and the surrounding 

townships Bhambayi, Ntuzuma, Inanda, Amaoti, Zwelisha and 

KwaMashu. As each witness took the stand, traces of unresolved racial 

and social fragmentation made the testimonies tense. The experiences 

of survivors, as well as the emotional impact on their families, finances, 

physical and mental states, were put before the public. Some witnesses 

identified officials in the police and emergency departments who did 

not do their jobs …. Witnesses of the Phoenix violence questioned the 

lack of policing, and wondered how both organised and spontaneous 

vigilantism spiralled into three days and nights of terror for African 

people. Witnesses testified to being shot at, assaulted and called racist 

names (Xolo 2022:1). 

 

In a submission to the SAHRC investigation on behalf of the Social 

Cohesion Group (a group of civic leaders and professionals) KZN MEC Ravi 

Pillay condemned the killings in Phoenix ‘without qualification’ but objected 

to the demonization of the entire community:  

 

We believe that the labelling of the entire Phoenix community and 

through the characterisation of the events in Phoenix as a ‘massacre’ 

has demonised the entire Indian community because of the actions of a 

few. We are of the view that the commission should make a conscious 

effort to distinguish between the actions of the perpetrators of violence 

from those of the community as a whole …Acts of violence and killing 

occurred in Phoenix, but unlike similar incidents in other areas it took 

on a particular racial form [which must be] condemned without 

qualification .... The phenomenon of impunity and state capture laid 

part of the foundations for the unrest and could be construed as some 

of the underlying causes (Goba 2022:1). 

 

In his submission to the SAHRC, President Ramaphosa said two 

million jobs were lost as a result of the looting (which he termed an ‘attempted 

insurrection’) and economic losses exceeded R50bn, and were ‘nothing less 

than a deliberate, coordinated and well-planned attack on our democracy, 

intended to cripple the economy, cause social instability and severely weaken 

or even dislodge the democratic state’ (Erasmus 2022:1).  
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Evaluation and Conclusion 
It is evident from this chapter that descendants of indentured labourers con-

tinue to be treated as pariahs in the land of their birth. Historian Hugh Tinker 

has questioned whether descendants of indentured labourers ‘create their own 

difficulties by their own way of life, and by remaining separate from the host 

society; or do their troubles arise mainly from excess chauvinism or racism in 

the country of their adoption? Do they offend because they are, visibly, both 

pariahs and exploiters in alien societies? Or are they scapegoats, singled out for 

victimization because their adopted country (or its government) needs an alibi 

for poor performance in the national sphere?’ (Tinker 1977:138-139). 

One possible reason for the anti-Indian hype, according to the late 

Professor Fatima Meer, was that ‘when the majority community is beset by 

want, anxiety, dissatisfaction and fear, it tends to exhibit a lack of compassion 

and tolerance for minorities. It may become dangerously hostile when the 

minority community next to it … is prospering and on the rise socially, eco-

nomically and politically’ (Meer 2000:59). 

Their resilience in overcoming adversity was emphasised by senior 

ANC member Mr Phumelele Stone Sizani in a Parliamentary address on 16 

November 2010, the 150th anniversary of the arrival indentured labourers: 

‘These Indians, like African slaves and workers in America, came from diverse 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds, but were united by their spiritual traditions 

which nourished their self-respect, self-worth and self-esteem, culture of self-

help and self-reliance’6. 

 However, as racism, tribalism, ethnic chauvinism, xenophobia, 

cronyism and the celebration of mediocrity become pronounced in South Afri-

ca, and the ruling elite blatantly flout democratic principles forged on the anvil 

of struggle, the passive descendants of indentured labourers increasingly feel 

disillusioned, marginalised and excluded from the rainbow nation, and 

anxiously retreat into their religious and cultural cocoons. Some pray that 

subliminal connections with India become stronger.  

 A major problem has been a dearth of astute, credible leadership in the 

community, who can genuinely represent the working class and the poor. The 

                                                           
6 https://www.pa.org.za/hansard/2010/november/16/proceedings-of-the-

national-assembly-tuesday-16--2/indentured-labourers-of-indian-origin-in-

south-afr  

https://www.pa.org.za/hansard/2010/november/16/proceedings-of-the-national-assembly-tuesday-16--2/indentured-labourers-of-indian-origin-in-south-afr
https://www.pa.org.za/hansard/2010/november/16/proceedings-of-the-national-assembly-tuesday-16--2/indentured-labourers-of-indian-origin-in-south-afr
https://www.pa.org.za/hansard/2010/november/16/proceedings-of-the-national-assembly-tuesday-16--2/indentured-labourers-of-indian-origin-in-south-afr
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various deprecatory comments and racial slurs since the year 2000 may well be 

an appropriate warning to the South African Indian community to awake and 

arise from their apathetic slumber. As the government fails to deliver to the 

poor, the search for scapegoats will begin. 
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