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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to explore the activism of South African Indian Muslim
women in the liberation struggle, to uncover the nature and form of their activism,
to explore the social factors which influenced this activism and to relocate them in

the history of the anti-apartheid struggle.

The study begins with a review of South African literature firstly on the women's
movement and then on the Islamic movement against apartheid, attempting to
identify the Indian Muslim women within it. Common to both fields of literature is
a focus on organisational activism and on the nature of this activism i.e. was it
feminist? While both fields of literature make occasional reference to Indian
Muslim women, neither one offers a history of their involvement nor an analysis of

their activism, motivations and concerns under apartheid.

This lacuna stems from the absence of historical information on Indian Muslim
women’s activism. To rectify this the next step in the study is the reconstruction of

this history. This is achieved through an archival review and interviews with three

activisis.

Their nature of their activism that emerges necessitates a redefinition of
‘activism’ to include women’s experiences. The study offers suggestions for this a

redefinition.




Having confirmed the historical fact of Indian Muslim women’s activism, the
study proceeds to analyse the social forces which determined the nature and form
of their activism. Five dominant Jorces emerge i.e. nationalism, race, class,
religion and family affiliations. In addition two primary strategies for activism
emerge. The manipulation of traditional roles and the creation of ‘women only’

spaces were strategies successfully employed by Indian Muslim women.

The final aspect of the study is to re -locate Indian Muslim women in the anti-
apartheid struggle after which it concludes by highlighting avenues for future

research on Indian Muslim women.



CHAPTER ONE
Introduction and Thesis

A. INTRODUCTION
This chapter begins with my motivations for this study and introduces the thesis.
Amidst this is a discussion of the elements that have impacted on this study,
particularly common understandings of ‘activism’ and ‘women’s movement’, that the
women studied here are a minority and the impact of traditionally prescribed roles on

women’s political potential.

B. MY MOTIVATION FOR THIS STUDY
Once the political transformations of 1994 were complete South Africans began a
journey toward the constitution of their South African selves, defined within the
context of a ‘New South Africa’ and consequently, the New South African. For those
previously classified as Indian, the path toward a South African identity was not a
simple one. As a young South African Indian Muslim woman, I too traversed this

time of change with trepidation.

Nothing confirms a national identity like emigration. Living outside the country for 5
years in the late 80’s confirmed to me my South African identity. But, soon after the

changes of 1994, it became unclear as to what it meant to be South African.

Indeed, a very significant aspect of claiming a South African heritage lies in links

with the history of struggle. Apart from a brief experience of student politics in 1986-




7 and exposure to the political activity of some distant family members, my own
experience of South African politics and of the struggle against apartheid had, until

that point, been limited.

Apart from race, struggle credentials seemed to appear out of two areas: either
poverty (implying economic disadvantages) or active political involvement. I could
claim neither. Neither, I felt, could the community with which I associated myself,
whose race, though part of the disadvantaged, had also spared it from the most sinister

aspects of apartheid.

This is not to say that there was no poverty or disadvantage amongst Indian Muslims.
On the contrary! However, I can say that the people we lived with, the areas of
Durban where we went to school, where we shopped and socialised were not what
you would call poor. They fell neatly into the middle class of traders and

professionals.

To my mind, this community of Indian Muslims in Durban could claim té have made
some contributions, but could not claim any extensive involvement in the liberation of
the country. Until then I had not seen or heard of any great strides made by the
immediate community in which I was raised. Consequently, I didn’t feel I could claim

any struggle credentials of note.

On my return and through the transition to democracy I constantly tried to find a
place for myself within the New South Africa. Having developed a strong Muslim

identity during my stay abroad, I first identified with Muslim Indians in the structures



of the New South Africa. In so doing I was constantly drawn to the dearth of Muslim
women in these structures. While there were a few women who were known to have
had some influence and had made some sacrifices in the struggle against apartheid,
these seemed to be the exceptional few. Nonetheless, the number of Muslims in the
structures of the New South Africa far outweighed their proportions in terms of the
numbers of Muslims in the country. As it became apparent that Muslim Indians were

involved in the struggle, so too did the dearth of Muslim women become evident.

The politically active Muslim women I knew of were Professor Fatima Meer (a
sociologist and academic) and Naledi Pandor (Chair of the National Council of
Provinces), both of whom have strong histories in the liberation struggle. In addition,
there were three members of Parliament who do not have extensive national profiles:
Fatima Hajaij, Farida Mohamed and Fatima Khota. Five women out of a community
of more than a million — only two of whom are internationally known i.e. Meer and

Pandor,

By contrast, Muslim men in the New South Africa were to be found everywhere:
Ministers and Deputy Ministers (Aziz and Essop Pahad; Dullah Omar; Kader Asmal),
the Chief Justice Ismail Mohamed, and a whole host of members of parliament

(Moosa;, Manie; Karrim; Jasat; Saloojee; the Ebrahim brothers and more!).

In summary, my discomfort both with my own precarious sense of belonging and the
limited visibility of Muslim women in South African politics, have led me to

undertake this thesis.
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The main goals of this study are to explore the activism of South African Indian
Muslim women in the liberation struggle, to uncover the nature and form of their
activism as well as the social factors which influenced this activism and to relocate

Indian Muslim women in the history of the anti-apartheid struggle.

C. THESIS
a. Background
The majority of Muslim women in South Africa historically formed part of the
minority Indian and Malay apartheid groupings, with a small number also forming
part of a group that arrived from Zanzibar. It is my contention that being Indian and

Muslim determined the activities of Indian Muslim women during apartheid times.

I propose that where women had a strong Muslim identity, understandings of
themselves and what was required of them as Muslim women were influenced by the
histories of women’s activities in the early days of Islam. Where women found greater
belonging in terms of race their activism was influenced by what it meant to be
‘Indian’. The combination of Muslim and Indian identity formed the mainstream
discourse on women’s roles, which was to a large extent determined by Indian

Muslim men who dominated social discourses.

I propose the idea that through their regular activities, designed to fit acceptable
notions of womanhood, women engaged in covert challenges to the state and their
local communities. When women functioned outside of these circumscribed roles they

risked various forms and degrees of community censure. Consequently women’s

11



activism occurred through prescribed traditional women’s roles and may therefore

have been less obvious than other forms of activism.

I contend that Muslim women’s activism during apartheid years was determined and
often constrained prjmarily by the community or communities with which they
identified. Given that ‘the general consciousness of a society about itself, its future, its
structure and the role of men and women, entails limitations féf the women’s
movement’ (Jayawardena; 1986:11) the link between community affiliation and

women’s activism is a strong one. (op.cit.)

Consequently, for Muslim women to resist apartheid required them to negotiate
multiple limitations. The capacity for resistance was also shaped by whether they
chose to challenge the numerous and competing limitations imposed by the State,
 race, class, religion and families. The political aspects of their resistance to the social
forées discriminating against them have been overlooked. This resistance has not been
documented nor have its political implications been assessed. Nonetheless it was a
form of activism, through which Indian Muslim women resisted both the apartheid

state as well as the community based forms of discrimination.

The limitations of the definition of activism, the minority status of the women studied

here and the impact of tradition are particular aspects which impact this study.
b. Defining Women’s Activism
Studying ‘women’s activism’ immediately highlights the undefined nature of what is

termed the women’s movement. The term has been used with reference to a range of

12



activities wide enough to capture everything from women in parliamentary politics to

grassroots organisations. As a result

“... the literature has not yet produced a definition of women’s movements that can be employed
for comparative political purposes. ... initial working definitions guided research in progress and
have produced a range of competing definitions that have yet to be assessed and culled.”
(Beckwith;200:434)

Ambiguities in the naming of ‘women’s movement’ are replicated in the naming of
women’s activism, with myriad forms of activity subsumed under it. It includes issues
of feminist movements, women’s social movement as well as or political party
activity into a single bundle called ‘women in politics’. The range of definitions
extend from ‘the emergence of women’s groups’ which include the actions of
individual women, to a ‘sum of campaigns around issues of importance to women’
(Beckwith; 200:435) A tentative categorisation creates three spheres: women’s
movements, feminist movements and women in social movements. (Beckwith;

200:435)

Activism occurs as a process through which women exercise their agency to
determine the environments in which they live. Consequently, categorising this
activity as social movement, women’s movement or women in politics becomes
problematic. It risks excluding certain types of activities from any classification at all.
Given that women who enter the public realm often need to do so through the
combination of a variety of avenues, using strategic alliances, the three categories

outlined above risk losing crucial aspects of women’s activism.

The strategies employed by women activists show a significant degree of fluidity,

allowing them to move from one type of activity into another with ease. This fluidity

13



of movement and the varied types of activities women engage in may compound the
difficulty of categorising women’s activism. It may also be further cause for the
interchangeable use of terminology. The established terminology or categorisation has
not been adequate for those who write on women’s activism, and signals the need for

an alternative conceptualisation of women’s activism.

Studying South African Indian Muslim women’s activism, it is indeed difficult to
separate it into any one of the areas that outlined above and the tendency to use the
terminology interchangeably is admittedly great. What women did, together with what
influenced them in these different fields, is what this study seeks to establish.
Consequently, this study will engage with the definition of ‘activism’ using

Molyneux’s suggestions for understanding women’s activism.

Molyneux (2001) suggests an understanding in terms of the differentiated nature of
women’s collective action. Reviving Tilly’s work of the seventies she proposes an
understanding in terms of ‘collective action’. For Tilly collective action is ‘joint
action in pursuit of common ends” (Tilly; 1978:84). It is “purposive, proactive and

political” (op. cit.).

However, historical attempts at understanding motivations and mechanisms involved
in collective action have evolved in an almost gender-neutral manner, making little
distinction in the ways in which collective action occurs amongst women, except to
note ‘the women’s movement’ as one aspect or one means of collective action.

(Oberschall;1997:327)

14



Molyneux offers an analysis of women’s movement which considers the two criteria
proposed for determining a women’s movement — autonomy and the pursuit of
women;s interests. Autonomy stems from authority which in women’s movement’s
may function independently, through an associational linkage or directly. (Molyneux;
2001:147) However, ‘there is no necessary relationship between forms of organisation

and interest articulation” (Molyneux; 2001:151)

¢. Minority women in National Liberation Struggles
The historiography of women’s participation in African liberation struggles while
noting women’s presence in nationalist struggles pays attention to the predominance
of women’s activity ‘supported by male nationalists’ and the enthusiasm with which it
has been documented to various degrees. (Geiger; 1990) It also notes a shift in the
seventies away from purely political histories, toward an increasing level of
sophistication in the reconstruction of social history taking into account women’s
personal life histories and experiences. In further developments it notes studies
revealing greater levels of cultural, traditional and community aWareness, addressing
issues of identity. In this second development South Africa stands out as particularly

pioneering in its efforts to develop such studies. (op.cit.)

There are however, only a spattering of studies focusing particularly on the activism
of South African Indian women, and none focusing on South African Indian Muslim
women. Few studies identify minority women in nationalist struggles. This study

will first uncover the history of women’s activism and then the forces determining it.
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Nationalism, race, class, religion and other societal forces appear as significant
determinates of activism for the women of this study; however, they are not addressed
in existing literature. Consequently, this study will briefly address these in order to
understand how Indian Muslim women mediated the complex range of forces that

determined their lives.

d. How culture and tradition affect activism — and those who write
about activism

While it is true that women form part of the social collective ‘there are always
specific rules and regulations which relate to women as women. (Anthia andYuval-
Davis; 1992:45) Women in Indian and in Muslim communities are frequently tasked
with preservation of culture, tradition and established values. As a result, activities
which seek to change the terms upon which the collective works, i.e. which challenge
social norms are discouraged. For women who do want to challenge, they do so at
great risk. While this study does not seek to reinforce the concept of women as
‘custodians of culture, community and tradition’, it recognizes this as a social force
influencing women’s activism. The impact of cultural prescriptions on women’s
political activities must be factored in when assessing the work women do which may

not appear political, radical or feminist to others.

Focusing on the impact of religion and culture in the self-perception and the
formation of political consciousness, this study will also analyse the ways and means
through which women used available cultural and other resources to achieve their
personal visions. It explores the creative manner in which women adapted in order to
resist apartheid, while simultaneously having to resist the patriarchy of their own

communities,
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Consequently it more appropriately falls into that category of literature on women in
African nationalist struggles i.e. as a

‘documentation of variability in women’s expressions of individual or collective action and
political resistance ... some similar to men ... others emerging out of the gender specific
positioning, where ordinary restrictions and disadvantages have been turned into spaces for
struggle and resistance’(Geiger, 1990:235).

Nuancing this perspective, this study focuses on a non-indigenous, ethnic and

religious minority group.

There is not much in available literature that focuses on either Indian or Muslim
women’s contributions to nationalist struggles in Aftica. It is not uncommon for the
efforts of minority groupings, particularly minority women’s groupings to be
overlooked. This is both an indication of colonial understandings of particular
subgroups of women and a means through which these (often stereotypical)
understandings are perpetuated. Women’s studies literature remains focused on
majority women’s groupings. The absence of literature on minorities is reflective of
colonial assumptions about Indian and Muslim women’s political realities and leads

to an elision of their political contribution.’

Walker’s chapter on Indian women in the Natal Indian Congress (Walker;1991) takes
a similar approach. It cites the ‘restrictive’ nature of Indian and Muslim cultures as

reasons why they were unable to engage extensively in politics. Not only does this

! Even Geiger’s analysis of trends in the African women’s struggles concludes that the reason why
northern Nigerian women received the vote late was due to the prevalence of Islamic fundamentalism
in the area. The underlyving assumptions are that the vote is a measure by which to determine an
improvement in the conditions of women, and that women in that area also used the vote a measure of
their own progress! While the assumptions may be founded, and they may well be so, the conclusion is
too easily drawn, and even less seldom challenged.
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analysis assume that culture is singular and unchanging, it also serves to minimize the
importance of these women’s activism. While her assumption about the restrictive
nature of culture is not wholly unfounded, further analysis is necessary in order to
unveil the ways and means in which women dealt with these restrictions. The absence
of such critical inquiry feeds the notion that those who were constrained by cultural
and religious norms accepted them, and in so doing also accepted the national status
quo. The effect is to pass an indictment against these women, discounting their efforts
and dismissing their own struggles, both against local patriarchies and against the

patriarchy of the state!

To address this, this study will uncover the strategies and the terms upon which
women negotiated the prescriptions placed on their lives and consequently determined
their own lives. Consequently, it is both a study revealing new information and an
affirmation of women’s capacity to determine their own lives and their will to do so

through individual and collective action.

D. CONCLUSION

In summary, the purposes of this dissertation are two-fold:
a. to describe and document women’s activism during apartheid times and the

various forms that it might have taken and

b. to understand the motivating and restricting forces that determined Indian

Muslim women’s activism.
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CHAPTER TWO
Scope and methodology

A. INTRODUCTION
This chapter outlines the scope of the study, the methodologies employed as well as

the layout of the study.

B. SCOPE OF THE STUDY
I began with the ambitious task of looking at the full spectrum of Muslims - Indian,
Malay, Zanzibar and indigenous African Muslims across the country. Realities of
field research and the limited gender analysis available in existing literature caused
me to curtail my thesis, limiting myself to Indian Muslim women in Durban and
Johannesburg. The period of study spans two decades, the 1940°s and 1950’s, selected

as it represents the time before and after the beginnings of apartheid.

C. METHODOLOGY
a. Locating Myself
A further reason for limiting my research scope to Indian Muslim women arises from

the fact that I am one. A feminist standpoint requires an engagement

“with the intellectmal and political struggle ... to see nature and social life from the point of view
of that disdained activity which produces women’s social experiences instead of from the perverse
perspective available from the ‘ruling gender’ experience of men” (Harding; 1987)

Though I cannot claim to speak for all Indian Muslim women, using the benefits of a
standpoint approach I feel confident that when I do speak my voice carries the value

of a researcher who is herself located within the system which she studies.
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[ am equally aware of the pitfalls associated with both my personal location and that
of my interviewees. Amongst the potential areas for concern was my own vested
interest, as an Indian Muslim feminist, to blindly find a role for Indian Muslim

women in the struggle against apartheid. (Nkululeko;1987)

b. Locating this Study
This area of research stands at the nexus of a number of other fields of study -
amongst them minority studies; Islamic movement studies; women’s’ movement
studies; collective action studies; social movement studies etc. etc. The challenge iﬁ
developing this work was to choose one or two particular areas within which to
confine this work. I chose to look at literature on the South African wqmen’s
movement and the South African Islamic movement against apartheid. Naturally this
means that not everything that can be said about the archival and interview material
produced here, will be said in this thesis. There remains a significant amount of

analysis that can occur if the material is treated through other lenses.
¢. Choosing Research Methodologies
I have used a variety of research methods. These include a scholarly review and field

research in the form of archival searches and interviews.

Literature Review

In the literature review I have covered literature dealing with the struggle against
apartheid from two perspectives i.e. South African Women’s Movement and South

African Islamic movement.
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Historical Review

The absence of a history of Indian Muslim women’s activism required that I develop
my own. To do this I have attempted to reconstruct the social discourse of the forties
and fifties through an archival search, reviewing the prominent press for these two
decades. The publications I have reviewed are the Leader, the Muslim Views, Al-
Hadil Ameen and the Muslim’s Journal as follows

e twenty years of the Leader, (1942-1962),

e ten years of the Indian Opinion (1950-1962)

e all of Al-Hadil Ameen (1958-1969),

e two years of the Indian Views (1950-1952) and

¢ the Muslim’s Journal (1951 —1952: it only ran for two years)

During the archival review four primary themes emerged, through which I found
women’s lives to have been reported, written or commented upon. They are Marriage,
Education, Politics and Purdah (or seclusion). I have used these four themes along

which to reconstruct a woman-specific social discourse of the period.

Interviews

The arcﬁival review, which required a deep reading to uncover women’s activism,
which was seldom presented as such, is supplemented by three interviews. To further
develop the history of women’s activism, according to how women saw themselves
(as apposed to how they were reflected in publications) I selected three popular
female activists to interview. The interviews were loosely structured and are NOT

intended as life histories (the scope of this work does not allow for the intensity of
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interview that a life history would require). Instead, I use the outcomes of these
interviews to develop brief biographies for each activist from which to understand the
activism of these women, their motivations and the identities that shaped their

activism,

The interviews began with an explanation of the thesis and a question to the

interviewee about her activities during apartheid times.

The women I’ve interviewed are the women that always caught my eye in the
community, women whose names I grew up hearing. They are —

e Amina Cachalia — someone whose name I had always heard in discussions
amongst women from Johannesburg and who’d become somewhat of a
mythical creature to me. Cachalia founded the Women’s Progressive Union
which also features here;

e Zuleikha Mayat — founder of the Women’s Cultural Group and widely known
for publishing a cook book ‘Indian Delights’ (which is currently sold
internationally), is a woman I've heard of and heard speaking at community
functions. I'd always considered her unique amongst the women in the
community. Mayat founded the Women’s Cultural Group, and that features
here too;

e Fatima Meer — a family relative, known by all to have very strong ‘struggle
credentials’ and to have spent her entire life devoted to the liberation of South
Africa and an individual highly respected in political circles. The interview
with Fatima Meer was interrupted. The interview ended prematurely therefore

information about her activism is supplemented by her writing.
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Analysis
The analysis reflects back on the activism uncovered in the archival review and the

interviews in an attempt to understand the factors influencing it. The first step toward
this is to suggest a redefinition of ‘activism’ so as to incorporate the activism

uncovered here,

Next I have analysed the social dynamics which determined and constrained Indian
Muslim women’s activism. Five primary influences emerge and are treated briefly.

They are nationalism, race, class, religion and family affiliation.

Activists were forced to negotiate their activism through these forces. I have analysed

two of these strategies here.

Relocating Indian Muslim Women
The final aspect of the thesis is to return Indian Muslim women to the history of the

anti-apartheid struggle. The gaps in women’s studies literature and Islamic movement
literature show the absence of Indian Muslim women. This requires that the history of
Indian Muslim women in the anti-apartheid struggle be written and that their activism

be honoured. The study concludes with suggestions for future research.

D. LAYOUT
Briefly the study can be divided into two parts — a. locating Indian Muslim women’s
activism and b. understanding that activism.

a. Locating Indian Muslim Women’s Activism
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The study begins with a review of the literature on the South African Women’s
movement (Chapter 3) and the Muslim involvement in the struggle against apartheid
(Chapter 4). Both bodies of literature reflect two common threads —i.e. a focus on
organisational activism and discussion on the feminist nature of that activism.
Concluding that neither body of literature directly addresses the experiences of Indian
Muslim women highlights the absence of a historical review of Indian Muslim

women’s activism in the forties and fifties.

Chapters 5 and 6 are an attempt to fill this gap and to confirm the historical fact of
women’s activism. These chapters are an attempt to develop the basis of a historical
review (too extensive to complete here) and to provide some insight into what those
years were like. Chapter 5 is an archival review of journals and the press. Four
common themes emerge here. They are Marriage and Divorce, Education, Purdah and

 Politics. Chapter 6 consists of brief biographies of three activists.

b. Understanding Indian Muslim Women’s Activism
Chapter 7 reviews the historical and interview material and addresses the second aim
of this thesis — i.e. what influenced, motivated, promoted and retarded Muslim
women’s activism in the liberation struggle. It begins with suggestions for the
redefinition of ‘activism’ and proceeds to assess the social dynamics influencing
women’s activism, Nationalism, race, class, religion and family affiliations emerge as
crucial influencing factors. Women developed strategies to negotiate these forces. The

chapter concludes with an outline of activist strategies.
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Chapter 8 advocates the relocation of Indian Muslim women in the struggle for
liberation. It concludes with avenues for further research on Indian Muslim women in

apartheid South Africa.
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CHAPTER THREE
Women in 