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Indians in South Africa: Perspectives from
1860 to the 21 Century

As | gaze through the telescope into the starry night sky, I wonder, ‘Who am
1?” in this universe. In this macroscopic world —1 am a microscopic being, on
this journey of life, living and growing in this great school of earthly
experience, ... teachings from our forebears forever etched and revolving and
evolving, generation after generation ... trying to make a difference in the
lives of the people whom we trace.

Professor Shanta Balgobind Singh






Foreword:
Indians in South Africa

Ela Gandhi

Many may look upon the title, ‘Indians in South Africa’, as though we are
referring to a homogeneous group when we speak of Indians in South Africa.
Far from it. A deeper look will reveal that there are those of Indian origin who
arrived in South Africa even before the 1860 indentured workers arrived. These
were slaves captured by colonial powers, and brought to this country. Then
there were the 1860 indentured workers from India, and other indentured
workers from other parts in the East, who arrived thereafter. These were lured
to come to South Africa only to find themselves being sold to various people
for various types of menial jobs, and remained enslaved to the purchaser with
little if any rights for five years. Thereafter they could return to India, or remain
and be re-indentured or try to eke out a living under stringent British colonial
legal conditions. Both these groups struggled under terrible conditions and the
many stories of their sufferings, trials and tribulations have been written about
extensively in many books and articles. So, | will not repeat them here.

In addition to these two groups, there were Indians who had some
money and came to South Africa to do business. Again, they had great difficulty
to build businesses under colonial rule, but also great resilience and foresight
which saw them being able to survive and educate their children. Others came
as professionals to provide a service to local people. They too, had many
challenges in terms of the racist colonial policies and the legalised racist attitude
that prevailed in the country at the time. Nevertheless, through hardship, they
toiled, so that their children could obtain education.

The key to the initial social development of the Indian groupings,
therefore, was education. Many schools were built by people of Indian descent
through their own hard work and savings. These include the Sastri College and
the M.L. Sultan Technikon among many others. Both provided vital education
and skills training. But there were also many primary schools that were built as
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government aided schools. Among the early ones, was the Natest School that
still exists in Phoenix Township today. In addition, many skilled teachers
provided private education to the many youth who were unable to gain
admission to the few high schools that existed at the time. This was known as
the Congress School and admission was free, and voluntary service was
provided by a number of dedicated teachers. So, clearly, education was an
important aspect of life of the community that originated from India.

The next generations began to prosper as their skills and education
levels rose, but the limited scope of employment and lack of access to some
jobs reserved for whites only, prevented some from accessing employment of
choice or even studying for highly qualified jobs such as engineering. Some
with great talent obtained bursaries to travel overseas where they were able to
train as well as get employment. These were South Africans of Indian origin
who migrated and continue to live in various countries of the world. But a large
number stayed on in the country while some became engrossed in the struggle
for liberation, sacrificing careers and family life. Some died in the struggle.
Others suffered many years of incarceration together with fellow comrades.
Yet, they remained loyal to the struggle and free future South Africa.

Proportionately a large number of people of Indian origin were
involved in the struggle for liberation. But of course, as with every community,
there were those who became government agents and played a nefarious role in
tracking, torturing and eliminating people who were participating in the
liberation struggle. As in the July uprising in 2021, there were some Indians
who did show racist tendencies and were violent, while by far, the majority of
the South African Indian population was peaceful but also fearful. Despite the
fear, evidence indicates that there were Indians who assisted those who were
wounded and took them for medical attention and dropped them off closer to
their homes, fearful of entering the townships where the population was entirely
of another race group. These are the effects of racially segregated townships in
which South Africans were forced to live since colonial times. As effects of
history, we are compelled to continue to live in these segregated conditions.

Culturally, and in terms of religion, there was a strong effort made by
our forefathers to keep the Indian traditions and languages alive, as well as the
various religions they belonged to. At great personal sacrifice, people-built
temples, churches, and mosques and worshipped in their various traditions. Like
other South African communities, the Indian community too, is diverse in terms
of language and religion, and other stratifications related to class, caste, and
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gender. As with the Christian faith, the Hindu and Islamic faith have different
denominations.

In the last twenty-five or more years, the centrality of the English
language as the de facto South African lingua franca, has resulted in other
languages being side-lined, and so today, the youth mainly speak English. Very
few read, write or understand their own traditional languages. In addition, no
substantial effort has been made by many to learn the isiZulu language of the
majority of the people in the KwaZulu-Natal province, either by the people or
by the government. This is a factor that further alienates one group of people,
whose mother tongue is isiZulu, and those who only know English. Similarly,
the traditional Indian religious heritages have become a less important aspect of
the life of the youth in most religions, with the exception of the Islamic faiths,
where the traditions are still being followed rigidly by all, and handed on from
generation to generation.

So, in the first number of years post-1994, there was recognition of the
contribution of the people of Indian descent in the national liberation struggle,
and a variety of forms of anti-apartheid activism in the local communities. As a
result, many Indians were appointed in many governance positions in the public
and private sectors. But, over the last number of years, the numbers have
dwindled. Even so, a process is unfolding where the racial boundaries between
the different groupings in KZN are being blurred, as we see more and more
cross-cultural marriages and the children of such marriages following their own
traditions. Gandhiji, many years ago, had predicted in a speech at the
Johannesburg YMCA on 18 May 1908:

If we look into the future, is it not a heritage we have to leave to
posterity, that all the different races commingle and produce a civili-
sation that perhaps the world has not yet seen?

But, while this was said in 1908, since then, many divisive strategies
were adopted by the then colonial and alter apartheid governments to create a
wedge among the different race groups. One such system of separation, was the
group areas act, through which the race groups were separated into different
geographic areas in which each race group was placed like pawns on a chess
board. They were not allowed to attend schools together and in many other ways
contact between the races was minimised, if not prohibited. Any intimate
relationship between white and black was prohibited by law and was regarded
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as immoral. Education was so strangely racist, that every child became aware
of race from an early primary school level, where children were taught about
the different race groups in South Africa. Being differentially allocated to the
different race groups, white schools received proportionately the lion’s share of
resources available, which in turn caused additional forms of alienation and
antagonism.

This was manifested in the 1949 riots between Indian and African
communities. This was soon after the Nationalist party came into power in the
1948 elections. As in July 1921, the security services failed to protect the
population and killing, looting and inciting to violence, were allowed to
continue with impunity. It was the African and Indian leadership of Chief Albert
Luthuli and Dr Monty Naicker and others who went from area to area
addressing the communities to stop the mayhem, that brought about a calm after
the storm. It was this initiative that brought an end to the carnage that was taking
place. Again in 1985, the African community in eNanda was deprived of water,
roads, schools and municipal services. Outbreaks of cholera and typhoid were
experienced and when these infections were carried by workers to the white
areas, then only did the municipality intervene by bringing tankers of water for
the people and attending to their health needs, albeit half-heartedly and also not
fully committed to the refuse removal from the area.

While this was happening in eNanda, adjacent to eNanda, the Phoenix
Township was developing, providing housing for the Indian community
displaced by the floods in the Springfield area where the uMngeni river swelled
and broke its banks causing hundreds of Indians living on the banks in informal
housing to be affected. Their homes and belongings were destroyed by the
flood. The housing was small and congested, but comprised of bricks and tiles,
giving the appearance of affluence. The community also had tap water and
sewer toilets in their homes. They had tarred roads and government schools built
by the House of Delegates, comprising of Indians, which was part of the
Tricameral parliament (1984 — 1994).

Despite there being African residents residing in eNanda too, some
unknown forces began spreading resentment towards the Indians who were
living in eNanda, many of whom have lived there for generations. So, over 5
days in August 1985, over 10 000 Indians were forcibly made to flee from their
homes and sought shelter in community halls in Phoenix. The apartheid security
forces were conspicuously absent. The House of Delegates again intervened,
and built homes for these internally displaced refugees, and accommodated
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some, while others found new homes elsewhere.

And then, as is well-known, in July 2021 there was a spate of violent
and looting incidents throughout KwaZulu-Natal, that also spread to parts of
Gauteng. Like everywhere else in the Province of KZN, there was no police
protection and people were forced to protect themselves. Indians in Phoenix,
Chatsworth and elsewhere too, had to fend for themselves. Once more, even
though we were liberated, no protection was provided to the community. A
result was that some angry attacks did take place and some lives were lost. An
estimated 350 people were reported to have died and there has been as yet no
account of how or where they died. The 35 people who died in Phoenix became
the centre of attention on social media. In the commentary of some politicians,
and in some reports in mainline newspapers, Indians were accused of being
racist and instigating violence. The community was once more made to feel
vulnerable and terrified. Those with means, were able to seek shelter else-
where. But the rest of the 800 thousand-odd families in these predominantly
Indian residential areas were left to their own means.

South Africa is liberated. Indians played a role alongside others in this
liberation. The liberation movement spoke of building a South Africa which
belongs to all those who live in it. Yet there is a small yet powerful faction that
continues to raise racial, ethnic, and exclusionary nationalist innuendos caus-
ing uncertainty and fear among vulnerable groups such as refugees, immi-
grants, and Indians who were born and lived in South Africa for generations and
who have never had the opportunity to even visit another country outside South
Africa. This is their only home. The patriotic grandmothers who had faced gun
toting police during the liberation struggle now have to live in fear of their’ s
and their children's lives.

It is important therefore to tell the story of Indian South Africans, and
that some of these important factors, also be expressed. While there are stories
of some who have been able to achieve much after the liberation and the opening
up of opportunities for them to excel in their field of expertise, the stories of
being mugged, assaulted and even killed — irrespective of race, ethnicity,
gender, or class —, are a blot on the emerging democratic order in South Africa.

These realities are not only experienced by the South African Indian
community but sadly by all communities. eNanda is said to have the highest
crime rate and rate of gender-based violence in the country. So, this violence is
not limited to racially based violence, there is xenophobic violence, criminal
violence and also gender-based violence that are plaguing our country and is a
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blot on the high regard South Africa once enjoyed in the world. Now is the time
when South African Indians must unite with peace loving people of all the other
race groups in our country and abroad, in order to turn things around and bring
about peace and prosperity in this country which we know as our motherland.
There is much to do in order to protect our country against all forms of violence,
to protect it from environmental degradation and to assist all our people to be
able to lead a better life.

This is a challenge we all face. Like Martin Luther King Jnr. said, in
the last chapter of his famous book of 1968, Where do we Go from Here: Chaos
or Community?

Our hope for creative living in this world house that we have inherited
lies in our ability to re-establish the moral ends of our lives in personal
character and social justice. Without this spiritual and moral
reawakening, we shall destroy ourselves in the misuse of our
instruments (p. 183).

Hon. Doctor Ela Gandhi

Chairperson of the Gandhi Development Trust and
Phoenix Settlement Trust,

Former SA Parliamentarian representing the ANC
egandhi@qdt.org.za

Xii


mailto:egandhi@gdt.org.za

Preface

The referenced histories of a free people about themselves, narrativise data
from empirical facts and experiences from within their own lived, histori-
cally-specific existence and experiences. Those most closely to the facts, are
best positioned to appraise and know the story. Sometimes, we have little
stories, larger stories, how smaller stories impact larger stories, and also story
events capturing real-live lived experiences and reflections. There are also
his-stories and her-stories, stories about youth and old age, and also stories of
difficult and trying times, but also stories of resistance, struggle, resilience,
effort, self-advancement, and freedom. The same is true of Indians in South
Africa: Perspectives from 1860 to the 21% Century.

Shanta Balgobind Singh and her research team, together with some
exceptional leaders from local communities, have brought together an
incomparable array of perspectives on Indians in South Africa, 1860 to the
21° Century. It makes an invaluable contribution to the research of, by, about,
and for Indians in South Africa as well as Indians of the Diaspora. Here are
some seminal perspectives from and on the global South, in historically-
specific interactive snap-shots from the KwaZulu region, Fordsburg in
Gauteng, with the historical home-country, India, but also with the former
colonising forces from the global North.

Within the ebb and flow and socio-economic formations’ compe-
titiveness and conflicts, and the interactions of global power blocs, these
events also impact the movement of people out of necessity or for purposes of
opportunity. As is well-known amongst the formerly colonised peoples of the
world, expectations are created and sometimes thwarted in experience.
Involvements in forms of social conflict and catastrophe not of one’s own
choosing, sometimes also reveal how surface cohesiveness and neigh-
bourliness belie deeper levels of forms of discontent, resentment and
animosity. And, in the developing national or local communities as part of the
larger South, and southern African narrative, the thematisations in Indians in
South Africa, make a very important contribution. It is one thing to ask the
difficult questions, and another to answer them satisfactorily. Indians in South
Africa does both. The humanities and social sciences in both South Africa,
and India, amongst others, are all the richer for it.

Prof. Johannes A. (Jannie) Smit
Chair: Humanities Institute
University of KwaZulu-Natal
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researchers at UKZN, in 2014. He holds
professional membership with the South African
Sociological Association, International Sociolo-
gical Association and the South African Council
for Social Services Professions. Currently he
serves as Regional Editor of the journal, South African Review of Sociology
and for the past fourteen years to date has been the Chair of the associ-
ation’s Development Working Group.

khans@ukzn.ac.za;

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2835-4655

Prof. Brij Maharaj is a senior professor of Geography and a B-rated NRF
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researcher in the School of Agricultural, Earth
and Environmental Sciences at the University
of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) in Durban, South
Africa. He has received widespread
international recognition for his research on
urban politics mega-events, segregation, local
economic development, xenophobia and
human rights, migration and diasporas,
religion, philanthropy and development, and
has published over 150 scholarly papers.
Professor Maharaj is a member of the
Academy of Science of South Africa, and
Fellow and former President of the Society of South African Geographers.
He was co-editor of the South African Geographical Journal (Routledge).
maharajB@ukzn.ac.za;
http://orcid.org/7005451605

Parasnath (Roy) Raghubir is a South African
who was born and grew up in Ottawa Estate where
the rich culture of Sugar Cane Farming was
situated. Presently he resides in Verulam. He has
just turned 60 and is a Maintenance Planner with
40 years of experience, ironically working for
lllovo Sugar SA Mill situated at Merebank. His
primary school years was completed at Jhugroo
State Aided School and thereafter at Mt.
Edgecombe Secondary School where he completed
his Matric. He is married to Anisha Raghubir and they have two daughters,
Taruna and Kajal, and is a proud grandfather of Arohi. He is involved in
many volunteering organisations in Verulam, amongst others is the
Secretary of the 1860 Indentured Labourers Foundation, Verulam. His wife,
Anisha, is on the Board of Management at the Verulam Day and Frail Care
Centre with him serving as member at the Centre. His hobbies are family
time, dancing and singing devotional songs. RRaghubir@illovo.co.za

Mr. Naran Rajbansi is a South African who was born and grew up in
Mayville, and relocated to Chatsworth due to the Group Areas Act.
Currently he resides in Verulam. He was an Educator by profession with 42
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years of teaching experience, currently retired as
the Head of Department from a primary school. He
is the author of Book: Contemporary Issues in
Religion  Studies within  School Education,
Published in Germany July 2017. He also edited
the book, The Legend of “Human Cargo” He
received the Golden Key International Honour
Society Award and has been a Member of the
Society since 2011 — South Africa. In 2010, he also
received the Ammen Award for his commitment
and contribution to sport at Provincial, National
and International level. He coordinated the South
' African National Indigenous Games at Community

Sports and SA School Sports and was Ex-President of the Phoenix Schools
Sports Association (PHOESSA) for 10 years. Qualifications: Master’s
Degree in Arts (Religion and Social transformation); BA Honours (Religion
Education); Bachelor of Arts Degree; RCM Diploma (Resource Centre,
Management); and Education Diploma (SPED).

naran.rajbansi@gmail.com

Prof. Pragna Rugunanan is a Professor and current
Head of the Department of Sociology at the
University of Johannesburg. Her research focuses on
the construction of African and South Asian migrant
communities to South Africa and migration in the
Global South. Her research interests include the
sociology of migration, labour studies, family and
well-being, migration and digital technologies,
urbanisation, social networks, and community
studies. She has published on migration, family and
well-being, gender, xenophobia, education and
citizenship. Her co-edited book Migration in

Southern Africa has just been published by Springer Press. She will be a
visiting Professor — CERC Migration Distinguished Scholar for the fall of
2022 (September to November 2022) at the Metropolitan University of
Toronto, Canada. prugunanan@uij.ac.za;

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7430-9201
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Dr. Devi Moodley Rajab is a psychologist and
award winning journalist for the Natal Mercury in
Durban, South Africa. She writes a regular column
for Confluence, a London-based newspaper, on South
Asian perspectives. She was educated in South
Africa and in the USA as a Fulbright Scholar and
holds a master’s degree in Educational Psychology
and a PhD in Social Psychology. She is former Dean
of Student Development at the University of Natal.
Devi was a recipient of the Vodacom Journalist of
the Year Award on four occasions between 2003 and
2008 and the Turquoise Harmony Institute Media Award for Outstanding
Journalism in 2010. She is the author of Devi’s Diary and No Subject is
Taboo. drdrajab@gmail.com

: Jaisingh Surujbullee Singh is an organic
intellectual and a retired school principal. He was
a municipal councillor in the North Local Council.
Mr. Singh is the son of Mr. S.M. Singh, a retired
school principal, and Mrs. Daie Singh. and he
. served Education for 40 years, from 1951 to 1991.
Currently, Mr. Singh serves as the President of the
Shree Gopal Lal Hindu Temple Trust (est. 1888).
He is also the founder/ president of the 1860
Indentured Labourers Foundation:  Verulam,
serving from: 07 December 2008 to date. Mr.
Singh is also retired President/ founder member of
the following organisations: Verulam Retired
Teachers Society; Verulam Historical Society and Documentation Centre;
and FOSA: Friends of the Sick Association: Verulam Care Committee. Mr.
Singh has been serving the community since 05 February 1950 (72 years).
He was married to Savithree Devi (née Maharaj) 23/12/1956 — 10/02/2013.
Their three (3) sons are Naresh Kumar (Nash), a retired school principal;
Bimal, a retired attorney; and Ujen, a Quality and Certification Manager
(New South Wales, Australia). Qualifications: PEd, BA and BEd.
katsinghl7@gmail.com
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Prof. Shanta Balgobind Singh is a full
Professor in the Criminology and Forensic
Studies Discipline at the University of
KwaZulu-Natal. Her research areas are
diverse and include Crime and Criminality,
Migration, Religious Tolerance, The
Criminal Justice System, Correctional
Theory and Practise; Human Rights,
Women and Health Is-sues; Youth in
Conflict with the Law; The Indian
Diaspora in the 21 century, Indigenous
Know-ledge Systems and HE. Her most
recent award at UKZN includes the
Excellence Award for Top 3 Supervisors,
College of Humanities (CHUM); Excellence Award for the Top Most-
published Women Researchers (CHUM); Top 30 Most Published
Researchers for 2019 and 2020. In 2020 she was also amongst the Top 30
Publishing Researchers of UKZN, based on DHET accredited journal
publications nationally and internationally. She edited a book titled Crime,
Criminality and Criminal Justice System (Wordscope). She is currently
working on the European Homicide Monitor in the South African context
with the University of Helsinki, Finland. Furthermore, she is one of the
principal team leaders on the Experiential Learning Programme in the
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) approved and signed between
UKZN and the Department of Correctional Services from 2023 to 2025.
Qualifications: BA (UNISA); BA Honours - Cum laude (UNISA); MA
(UNISA); DLitt et Phil (UNISA); University Post-Graduate Diploma in
Higher Education with Distinction (UKZN); completed the GA Level 5
Diploma in Teaching English as a Foreign Language in 2020; in August
2020, she completed an online six-months course, Justice (Introduction to
Moral Philosophy), University of Harvard. Contact details:
singhsb@ukzn.ac.za; http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9469-6552
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Prof Johannes A. (Jannie) Smit is
Professor of Religion and Social
Transformation, Chair:  Humanities
Institute, and former Dean and Head of
School of the School of Religion,
Philosophy and Classics, and the School
of Arts (Acting), UKZN. He is the
founding editor of the Alternation
Journal, ([1994] 1996), as well as of the
Alternation African Scholarship Book
Series (2020), and served as research
chair of the former Faculty of Arts/
Humanities. He has a lifelong commit-
ment to Transformative Humanities and
Social Sciences knowledge generation.

He works in interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and multidisciplinary learn-
ing, and critical research capacity and capability development in the Digital
Humanities. He was also President of the Association for the Study of
Religion in Southern Africa (ASRSA), editor-in-chief of the Journal for the
Study of Religion (in Southern Africa), teaches Comparative Religion (main
focus Christianity), and is the founder of the postgraduate Programme in
Religion and Social Transformation in 2000. The programme has graduated
in excess of 300 postgraduate students, between 2000 and 2011 when he
stepped down as programme director. Currently he also serves as NIHSS
Regional Doctoral Initiatives Mentor, and also as Principal Investigator in
the NIHSS Postdoctoral Fellow Working Groups Research Project, com-
prising of ten research project themes. smitj@ukzn.ac.za;
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1792-5256

fedodolosl 9t at ol
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