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THE 1.1BEARDS" VERSUS THE "BARDS" AMONG 
INDIAN MUSLIMS IN SOUTH AFRICA: 

A 21st Century Story of 
Travelling Cartoons and Protests 

GOOLAM V AHED• 

ABSTRACT 
This paper examines Indian Muslims in post-apartheid South Africa, with 
particular respect to the inclination by non-Muslims to view Muslims as a 
homogeneous monolith, and the divisions among Muslims over traditions, beliefs, 
and practices, which run contrary to this wide-held perception. Muslims are 
divided by race, class, gender, and ethnicity; theologically they run the gamut 
from orthodox to progressive; and among themselves they are boxed into categories 
like Tablighi, Deobandi, Modernist, Salafi, and so on; and their cultural identities 
are cumulative rather than singular. They are also reacting in different ways to 
changes ushered by the demise of  apartheid, globalisation, challenges posed by 
modernity, and the "War on Terror". At  the extremes are those seeking to 
withdraw into parochial (re)-imagined Islamic identities and those who have 
wholeheartedly embraced the new, democratic South Africa. In-between are a 
multiplicity of  identities and attitudes. Traditional Ulema ( religious clergy) wield 
power among Muslims and their views are usually hegemonic. They have the 
support of  the majority of  Muslims and seek to sideline recalcitrant voices by 
declaring their beliefs as "untruths". Dissenting voices are, however, emerging 
among Muslim intelligentsia, professionals, and gender activists outside the 
control of  the ·Ulema, who are challenging the dominant status quo. Muslim 
identities will continue to shift and transform n response to changing 
circumstances in a particularly unstable global and national political context. 

Introduction 
This paper addresses two significant problems with respect to the Muslim 
population in South Africa viz. the tendency among non-Muslims to treat all 
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Muslims as a homogeneous monolith, and the socio-religious strains and 
divisions among Muslims that counters this widespread generalization about 
the . T e paper and its title were inspired by the controversy surrounding 
publication of the cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad in Danish newspaper 
Jyllands-Posten which provoked worldwide protests during early 2006. In 
South Africa too, many Muslims reacted angrily to what they regarded as 
blatant contempt for their values, culture, and religion. Some participated in 
protest marches while others boycotted newspapers such as the Sunday Times 
and Cape Argus-which were alleging to publish the cartoons. A few Danish 
flags were burned, threats were issued against the Mail and Guardian Weekly 
editor Feria! Haffejee for publishing the cartoons. This popular reaction among 
South African Muslims was also accompanied by calls for a boycott of Danish 
products. However despite these events, comparatively, South Africa did not 
witness the same levels of anti-Danish/ anti-western violence that flared up 
in many other parts of the world. This may very well reflect the fact that the 
South African constitution respects the rights of its citizens to freedom of 
expression, to protest peacefully, and seek redress through legal means. As 
Sheik Ebrahim Gabriels, president of both the Muslim Judicial Council (MJC) 
and United Ulama Council of South .Aifrica (UUCSA), said, Muslim protest 
against the cartoons was conducted the "South African way": "We have been 
marching for Palestine and for other purposes and we always had a very 
peaceful march, ... w e  always tell our people 'Let us do it in the most 
responsi le way' (NEWS24 8 February 2006). 

Other South African Muslims, mainly intellectuals and professionals, 
called for a more measured response. In letters to the press and internet 
discussion groups, while conceding that the cartoons reflected increasing 
Islamophobia in European societies, nevertheless shunned aggressive 
reactions which, they felt, reinforced stereotypes of Muslims as 'violent', 
'intolerant', and incapable of reasoned debate. They also felt that violence 
would probably increase restrictions on civil liberties against Western Muslim 
communities which began in the wake of the infamous "9/11" attacks on 
New York's twin tower buildings; and the boycott of Danish businesses was 
seen as collective punishment of all Danes as well as Muslim-owned businesses 
that sold Danish products. Some writers pointed out that during his lifetime, 
the Prophet Mohammed had daily endured vicious ridicule and even violence 
from opponents who mocked his message; instead of reacting to these 
provocations, he forgave those who showed contempt for him. Using this as 
an authentic yardstick for tolerance, they called for 'constructive action' such 
as engaging with the press, adverts in the press to disseminate positive 
information about Islam, and involvement in social movements to build 
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This furore epitomizes the deep divisions among South Africa's Muslims. 
Notwiths!anding this, there is a tendency, reflected in letters to newspapers 
and c ll-m p o rammes on radio, to view Muslims as a homogeneous 
monolith. This is far from the case. Differences of race, class, ethnicity, 
language, gender, and politics, in conjunction with local and global events, 
have been important in fashioning and re-fashioning Muslim identities. As 
Wasserman and Jacobs remind us: 

Isla"!ic narrative   re being  on truc e  using global and local symbols, which produce 
specific and hybridised Muslim identities. They are intimately connected to the 'routes' 
of these symbols p oduced within colonialism, globalisation and the post-apartheid period. 
It presents us with an assemblage of tensions that are intensely internal and local 
while at the same time being external and global (Wasserman and Jacobs 2003: 26). 

Sever l broad and_contradictory patterns are apparent in the post-apartheid 
expenence of Muslims. Some responded by seeking to withdraw into parochial 
(re)- magined Islamic identities while others are sought to become part of the 
fabnc of the new, democratic South African soeiety. Those seeking to embrace 
narrow Islamic identities have, however, been forced to reconsider their 
attitudes because of George Bush's "Global War on Terror", which is causing 
many to reassess their perceptions about South Africa and their place in it. 
Differences in the reaction to the cartoons also points to a wider issue, namely 
how to respond to challenges posed by modernity. 

Demographic Profile: based on Census 20012 

Islam is a minority religion in South Africa. Muslims, numbering 654 064, 
comprised just 1.46% of South Africa's population ol 44.8 million in 2001. 
But, as Tayob observed, statistics do not reflect the qualitative experience of 
being Muslim in South Africa. Residential concentration in racially segregated 
urban areas under apartheid meant that most Muslims lived in proximity to 
mosques and madrassahs, and developed a strong sense of being Muslim 
(Tayob 1996). Racial categories remain pivotalin South Africa. The Population 
Re stration_ Act of 19_50 formally divided South Africans into four race groups: 
Whites, Indians, Africans, and Coloureds. These categories survive into the 
post-apartheid period as official government policy continues to divide 5iouth 
Africans along lines of race to meet equity targets through affirrrl.ative action. 

There were 274 931 Indian Muslims in 2001, comprising 42.04 per cent 
of the Muslim population. Coloured Muslims ("Malays"}, numbering 296 023 
(45.26%) constituted the highest component of Muslims. In addition, there 
are small numbers of Africans (74 701-11.42%) and Whites (8409-1.28%). Since 
the majority of Malays (211872-71.57%) are concentrated in the Western Cape,
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(10.23%) of Indian Muslims live in the Wes tern Cape. IndianM limscomprise 
24.6% of South Africa's total Indian population of 1115 467. This compares to 
527 353 (47.6%,) Hindu s and 269 128 (24.4%) Chri s tians of various 
denominations. The majority of Indians, 798 275 (71,6%) live in KwaZulu Natal 
and 218 019 (19,5%) in Gauteng. 

Clas s differences are s tark among Mus lims . The average per capita 
income of Indian Mus lims was R21633 per month, Malays R1262, and Africans 
R935. Among Indian Muslims, per capita monthly income differed re ionally. 
It was R2794 in Gauteng, R2396 in the Wes tern Cape, and R1656 in KZN, 
reflecting the predominantly trader orig  o! Indian M lim s in Gauteng 
and Wes tern Cape, while mos t Indian Muslims in KZN have inden ed r o_ t s . 
Language and education have been important factors in the economic mobi ty 
of Indians . 34.9% per cent of Indians had completed s econdary s chool (matnc) 
while a further 14.9% of Indians aged twenty and above had s ome form o f 
higher education. This compares very favourably with  0.4%  n  8.4% f r 
South African as a whole. Language is another marker of differentiation. 93.2 Yo 
of Indian Muslims , 50% of Malays , and 18.61% of Africans regarded Englis h 
as their first language. Given the importance of Englis h in the econo my, this 
has given them an important advantage,To put this in pers pective, only 8.2% 
of South Africans regard Englis h as their firs t language. 

The las t decade has als o been witnes s to the arrival of economic migrant s
from South As ia. They are visible as chicken vendors , cellphone ret ler s and 
other small bus iness es in places like Durban, Fordsburg  and Len s ia, a  well 
as in rural areas . Anti-immigrant dis cours e among Indians has given nse to 
xenophobia and stereotypes , particularly against thos e f om Pakis ,a . Curs o7,
discuss ions with Muslims s ugges t s  that they s ee thes e migrants as dis ho es t_ ,living in overcrowded apartments , undercutting local tra  r s , and enga?mg m 
false marriages to obtain pas sports. While not yet quantified, many migra n t s
are married to rural African women and live in locations .4 It is yet to be 
es tablished whether these are marriages of convenience or mark the beginnings 
of a breakdown in race barriers . Themba Ndebele of Home Affairs in Pretoria 
was certain that "mos t of these men-after getting South African citizenship-go 
back home to collect their lawful wives , leaving the local ones mis erable" 
(Pretoria News 23 October 2003). Notwi t ding  , _it is cl ar tha    ne
wave of Mus lim migrant s  from South As ia lS becoming increas ingly vis ibl  m 
South Africa. In order to acquire a fuller pers pective of Muslims in South Africa, 
it will be helpful to firs t go back to their earlies t arrival in the country. 

Historical Background 
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came of their own accord, mainly from Gujarat on the wes tern coast of India. 
Aside from obvious differences of clas s, traders and indentured migrant s were 
divided by religious tradition, caste, language, ethnicity and culture as they 
were drawn from a range of ecologies and modes of production (see Vahed 
2001, 2001a, 2002). Some traders made their way to the Trans vaal and Cape 
from the early 1880s , where they remain the predominant element among 
Indian Muslims·. Traders did not attempt to forge a broad Muslim 'community' 
on the bas is of common religion, but formed clas s alliances with Hindu traders 
to protect their economic and political rights . The mos t important identity in 
the political realm was 'race' because the emergent white state s eparated 
Indians legislatively into a dis crete racial category. Us e of the appellation 
'Indians' inferred that the attribute 'Indiannes s' united them as a collectivity 
agains t whites and Africans (Bhana 1997: 100). 

The coming to power of the National Party (NP) in 1948 had paradoxical 
consequences . While, on the one hand, segregation intens ified, Indians were 
finally recognis ed as permanent citizens in 1961. The expansion of educational 
opportunities and economic mobility from the 1960s had imp o rtant 
consequences . Younger, better-educated Muslims challenged traditional 
conceptions of Is lam at the s ame time that conservative Ulama began to emerge 
as an influential factor shaping local Mus lim communities (Vahed 2000). 
Res idential clus tering through the Group Areas Act allowed Muslims to 
practice Islam in a value-friendly environment (Vahed 2000). Free and 
compuls ory education from the 1960s trans formed Indian society. The number 
o f candidates who wrote the final year s econdary scho ol examination increas ed
from 2 623 in 1968 to tq 449 in 1984 (Naidoo 1989: 116). Coupled with the
opening of the University of Durban-Westville (1963) and expansion of the
M.L. Sultan Technical College, mass education for all people of Indian origin
led to economic mobility, and helped res hape conceptions of self and religion.
In the process it gave Muslims direct acces s to the printed word, and cultivated
debate and formulation of clear statements of belief that illuminated s ectarian
distinctions . Differences became cemented as Is lam became a subject to be
'explained' and 'understood' rather than 'as sumed' (See Eickelman 1992).

Is lamic revivalism manifes ted itself among all sectors of Muslim s ociety 
in Durban from the 1960 s . Three bro ad traditions emerged: modernis t, 
Deobandi, and Sunni. Younger Mus lims drew ins piration from thinkers like 
Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938) and Sayyad Qutb (d. 1966) who attempted to 
marry Islamic and secular knowledge. Modernist organizations like the 
Mus lim Youth Movement (1970) and Muslim Students As s o ciation promoted 
an intellectual approach in order to make Is lam meaningful in the day-to -day 
11,rac- n-' l\.!f,.'l.rl;., ... "'1.-i fr.-..ro. T .,-=- 1..., 1 0 0 £ \  'T'l.r ..... ...,,_: ........... ...!  • • - - ..... -.L. - - - - - .... ..:... • ...l--.L..-. 
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tendencies that came to be termed 'Deobandi' and 'Sunni'.5 The latter groups 
were involved in numerous violent confrontations during the 1970s and 1980s 
as they contested control of mosques (Vahed 2003). 

. As South Africa moved towards non-racial democracy there were, 
ironically, misgivings among the broader spectrum of Indians; Surveys 
corroborated the view that there was a vast social distance between Indians 
and Africans. A rnid-1980s survey of African townships in Durban found 
that the social distance of Africans was greatest from Indians (Horowitz 1991: 
82). An April 1987 study by Markinor found that 53% of Indians worried 
"really often" or "quite often" while 27% worried sometimes that Africans 
would again riot against Indians while 53% "strongly disagreed" that Indians 
would be safe under African rule (Jeffrey 1989: 6). A 1992 survey by the HSRC 
found that over 70% of Indians supported F.W. De Klerk and the apartheid 
National Party while a mere 12% supported the ANC. (Post, 15-18 April 1992) 
A July 1990 survey of Durban's Indians found that 63% supported segregated 
neighborhoods and schools. More remarkable is the fact that only 24% felt 
that "Nkosi Sikeleli Afrika" should be the national anthem while 22% wanted 
"Die Stern" to remain (Charney 1991: 26). Caught between the economically 
dominant whites and numerically powerful Africans, Indians felt that their 
homes, their jobs, shops, were more vulnerable than those of whites. Working 
class Indians were most concerned that just as apartheid had denied them 
opportunities, so too would" affirmative action" .. It is theref re not surpr sing 
that the majority of Indians voted for the NP m the Apnl 1994 elections, 
although in the last general election in 2004 there was an iro ic abo t tum 
among Indian voters who favoured the ANC more than the White dominated 
Democratic Alliance (DA). 

Post-apartheid Period 
Local and global changes since the 1990s have triggered important changes 
amongst Muslims. While Muslims have adopted measures that may be 
construed as seeking to protect existing values and beliefs from the external 
"onslaught", they have simultaneously utilized instruments of change to 
produce new strategies to disseminate their own counter-discour es. Non-
racial democracy ushered in massive social, political and economic change 
and has legalised abortion, prostitution, and pornography. This is 
compounded by affirmative action policies, Black E powerrnent,  nd the 
African Renaissance agenda of the ANC. Together with concerns raised by 
the impact of globalisation (internet, e-mail, mobile phones), these cha ges 
triggered important behaviour modification among large numbers of Mushrns. 
.,_, . .  ,-:. . , •• 1 ,1 _ _ _ _ _ _  iL  _ (  _ _ _ _ _ _  .1 - .,_..:,_ __  _,,_,.... _ _
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Islamic (conservative) traditions. There is a staggering increase, for example, 
in the numbers of women who cover their faces with a veil; there is greater -
concern with observing dietary 'regulations'; televisions have been rooted 
out from many Muslim homes; and Muslim schools have sprouted all over 
the country. Theological debate is stunted. 'Truth' has become synonymous 
with the Ulerna for large numbers of Muslims. Another conspicuous feature 
of the new Islam is self-reformation. Increasing numbers of Muslims are 
becoming attached to Shaykhs (spiritual mentors) in their search for personal 
stability and guidance (Vahed 2000a). Organisationally, various Deobandi 
and Tabllghi organisations associated themselves to the United Ularna Council 
of South Africa, established in 1994. This coalition of the major theological 
formations in South Africa represents the majority of South African Muslirns.6 

Dissent remains but those willing to articulate narratives contrary to 
mainstream Ulerna run the risk of being shunned. Intellectuals like Ebrahim 
Moosa, Farid Esack, Rashied Omar, and Abdulkader Tayob, all based in the 
Cape, or others Naeern Jeenah in Gauteng, and Rassool Snyrnan and Lubna 
Nadvi in KwaZulu-Natal, are attempting to provide an alternative narrative 
of Islam and what it means to be a Muslim in contemporary South Africa. 
They have been censured by Ulema for espousing what they refer to as 
'democratic' Islam, one willing to participate within secular groups and 
'forward-looking' in contrast to Ulema, who were seen ·as representing 
'traditional Islam', which was 'utopian, un-South African', and out of touch 
with South African social, economic and political realities. 'Democratic' Islam 
respected diversity and accepted that Islamic values were one of a number of 
values that co-existed in a politically plural dispensation (see Esack 1999). 

An organisation like the Durban-based Al-Ansaar Foundation 
exemplifies the problems faced by those willing to cross the path of traditional 
Ulema. Al-Ansaar was formed by, in its own words, "forward thinking, 
progressive individuals" [whose] "primary aim was to reinforce Islamic beliefs 
and principles to the local community through education". Its activities now 
include pre-school education, adult literacy, a library that houses international 
literature on Islam, archives to preserve documentation on South African 
Muslims, bursaries to fund tertiary education, host trade fairs, run a radio 
station (Al-Ansaar radio), newspaper (Al-Ummah), and is in the process of 
completing a building in the Durban suburb of Overport, which will 
consolidate and house its projects viz. the library, archives, radio station, and 
community hall under one roof.7 Al-Ansaar's activities have brought it into 
conflict with Ulema. The Madrassah In'aamiyya of Carnperdown wrote in the 
December 2005 issue of its newsletter, Al-Mahmood, that Al-Ansaar promoted 
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views on Shari'ah (Islamic Law). It deemed that any association with the radio 
station was tantamount to I I  assisting in sin and helping in establishing a 
distorted and new brand of Islam .. . .  It is compulsory upon every Muslim to 
condemn and stop the open wrongs of Al-Ansaar11

• Al-Ansaar responded with 
a letter dated 15 December 2005 from attorney J.H. Nicolson Stiller & Geshen 
w.hich accused the Madrassah of I I  defaming the good name and reputation" 
of Al-Ansaar and demanded an "unreserved and unconditional apology". If 
this was not forthcoming, Al-=Ansaar reserved the right to sue for defamation 
and refer the matter to the Commissioner for Human Rights because the 
language amounted to "hate speech" .8 Under pressure from the Muslim public, 
Al-Ansaar agreed to arbitration by the Gauteng Jamiat rather. 

'Liberated Zones' 
Many Muslims have been using South Africa's new political freedoms and 
its liberal constitution to pursue their distinctive rights. For many this is part 
of a broader programme of introducing tighter Islamic codes in public and 
private domains. Oliver Roy refers to this as the creation of 'liberated zones', 
that is, forming spaces where the ideals of a future society can be implemented, 
but where 'no counterpower is established, no counterstate' (1996: 80). The 
creation of 'liberated zones' does not imply animosity to the state nor is there 
a serious proselytising aspect to it. 

One example is shariah-based Muslim Personal Law (MPL), which is 
arguably the most important development over the past decade, particularly 
with regard to the rights of women. The Constitution recognises 'personal or 
family law' provided it is in accord with other provisions of the Constitution. 
The South African Law Commission (SALC) project committee headed by 
Supreme Court Judge Mohamed Navsa released a draft Bill on Islamic 
marriages in December 2001 but it has not been implemented because Muslims 
remain deeply divided over the bill. One provision, for example; is that a 
man wanting to marry a second time had to obtain the permission of a civil 
court. This is rejected by (male-dominated) Muslim judicial bodies who argue 
that the Law of God supersedes man-made laws. The newspaper Al- Haq of 
Port Elizabeth, for example, claimed that a committee 'consisting of 
modernists, liberals, and females has assumed the responsibility to impose 
on the Muslim community a measure which the majority of Ulama have 
outrightly rejected as being in conflict with Shariah' (February 2004). Like 
other aspects of Muslim life, MPL is heavily contested. 

Finance and investment is another area where Muslims have attempted 
to introduce Islam in their personal lives. Most Muslims try to avoid 
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have_to be  rovided f r M lims to participate in the modern economy, and 
are p1oneenng efforts in shariah-compliant finance. The Albaraka Bank, started 
in 1989 by South African investors and the Saudi-based Dallah Albaraka Bank, 
has develope  a range  f shariah-compliant investment and financial products.
Rules governing fund investments and banking principles were established 
by a Shariah Supervisory Board comprising of Islamic legal scholars from 
throughout the world (Joosub 2003: 9). Albaraka's growth has been 
exceptional; from its zero base in 1989, its assets stood at R700 million in 2003 
and topped R l  billion by June 2006. However, stringent criteria governing 
loan arrangements, which are more onerous than most commercial banks 
means that it is mainly the affluent who take advantage of Albaraka's services  
Another Cape Town-based Muslim financial services company, Oasis 
Financial Servies, and mainstream banks such as ABSA and First National 
Bank have introduced Islamic banking services to cater fo  this growing 
market. 

Trade bazaars (Arabic: souk) provide another alternate Islamic public 
sphere. This is a regular feature of the Durban social calendar. Organisations 
like the Muslim  tudents Association, Channel Islam International, Hartley 
Road School, Onent School, and Al-Ansaar Foundation regularly organize 
fairs. The largest among these is that organised by Al-Ansaar at the Durban 
Exhibition Centre. The first Souk, which began as a combined Hajj seminar 
and flea market in 1999, has evolved into an international event. The 2005-6 
Souk, for example, lasted ten days over Christmas and New Year. It attracted 
around 100 000 visitors. Asiya Amod, chief operating officer, explained that 
the timing was to coincide with "this holiday season worldwide. We wanted 
to attract people from all over the world. We received visitors from Australia, 
the UK, India, and the Middle East. But most importantly, we wanted to 
provide halal entertainment. We wanted our youth to be in a good environment 
and not out partying." The Souk also attracted the elderly. A man in his 70s 
told a reporter: "Many of us old people are lonely. Our friends have gone and 
the shopping malls are not for us. The Souk is good. We can sit and listen to 
the nasheed [Islamic song] singers and the radio presenters all day. And the 
busy atmosphere eases the emptiness". The highlight of the Souk was the 
nasheed festival. The impressive list of performers included Talib al-Habib 
from the United Kingdom, Sheikh Ghazzali of Australia, Inayat Petker from 
the USA, and South Africans Shaheed Al-Kawn, Zain Bhikha, Arif Subrathie, 
and the Reyhaan girls group.9 

Islamic media, covering radio, magazines, websites, books, and 
newspapers, has mushroomed over the past decade. Many organisations are 
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and e-mail to both maintain what some believe are puritanical forms of Islam 
as well as engage in a contestation to advance what and how they deem Islam 
should be understood in a South African context. Monthly newspapers Hke 
Majlis, Al-Haq, Al-Ummah, Muslim Views, Al-Jamiat, and Al-Qalam, reflect 
different, and contested, shades of opinion among Muslims. Magazines like 
KZN Islam and The Muslim Woman provide alternatives to mainstream 
women's magazines, and proj ct images of the 'ideal' Muslim woman. Islamic 
storybooks are freely available for children, as are tape cassettes and CD's of 
Islamic songs. These include nursery rhymes and songs for younger children, 
as well as songs dealing with current international events. Songs are not 
accompanied by music, which is considered haraam (forbidden) by many 
Musli.Jns. Virtually every Islamic organisation, including theological institutes, 
has set up websites that cover the latest developments in the Islamic world, 
as well as theological issues. Many of the websites are interactive, and the 
Muslim public is free to communicate online forfatwahs (religious decrees) or 
advice. There are discussion threads like politicalislam@yahoo.com; Rassool 
Snyman, in his private capacity, sends out a weekly collection of articles via 
e-mail called "The Washington Taliban; media personality Abie Dawjee also 
circulates a weekly newsletter "RAIN" which has a collection of articles from 
the likes of John Pilger and Robert Fisk. Their aim is to provide an alternative 
paradigm to that of mainstream media. 

Radio stations have grown from strength to strength. Some target local 
and regional markets, such as Al-Ansaar in Durban, Radio 786 in the Cape, 
and Radio Islam and Voice in Mayfair in Johannesburg. The Johannesburg-based 
Channel Islam International (Cii), which started broadcasting in October 2000, 
is an international station that broadcasts to over a hundred countries across 
Africa, the United Kingdom and Europe. Its aim, and one which applies to 
several of the new Islamic media, is 'to•bring Muslims around the world into 
the information age, to use the fruits of the 21st Century to provide high 
quality Islamic content designed to sow the seeds of religious education and 
growth as tools for upliftment and empowerment'. 1° Cii is managed by 
professionals with expertise in information technology, marketing, law, and 
finance, but the overall content is supervised by Islamic scholars. Radio has 
risen significantly in importance because many Muslims, as part of their 
reaction against uncensored programmes and perceived propaganda against 
Islam from the western countries, especially from the USA, have ridden their 
homes of their television sets. 

New media is playing a crucial role in forging identification with Muslims 
internationally. Live broadcasts from Lebanon during the Israeli invasion in 
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Guantanamo Bay, and other such events are reaffirming a broader Muslim 
identity across the boundaries of sectarian and national divisions. This re-
imagining of identity is not neutral. The 'new' Muslim media is controlled by 
hegemonic groups among Muslims, usually conservative and monied, who 
are playing a key role in implanting a "common" perspective consistent with 
their normative outlook. One example is that the Ulema were frequently asked 
about Sheik Narullah's Shiah roots during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 
July-August 2006; unlike Saudi Arabia, where a fatwa was issued against 
Hizbollah, the Mufti on Cii has consistently played down these differences in 
the face of 'Western aggression'. The proliferation of new media has changed 
the breadth and depth of Muslim experience in terms of raising global Islamic 
consciousness. 

Gender: Making Space for Women 
There have been contradictory tendencies in the position of women. On the 
one hand, far more women than was the case before the 1990s are fully veiled 
and wear loose fitting black garments, even though Muslim jurists disagree 
over whether Islam requires women to cover their faces. The position of the 
KZN Jamiat is that 'due to the immorality of the times and weakness of 
resistance, it is compulsory for a female to cover her face which is the focus of 
her beauty' (Al-Mahmood July 1999). By 'veil', Ulema mean the total seclusion 
of women from public spaces and not merely the covering of their faces. The 
attitude of many parents towards education, particularly in KZN and Gauteng, 
has changed as part of an emergent gender revolution. According tc;> one of 
the conservative Muslim 'watchdog' bodies viz. KZN Jamiat, secular education 
was" ... placing 'pitfalls' in the path way of sincere Muslim women, wanting 
to follow the pure and pristine Islam of the last fourteen hundred years. Our 
young Muslim sisters at schools, colleges, and universities are exposed to 
dangers all the time. A Muslim lady needs to acquaint herself much more 
with the correct teachings of Islam than ever before" (Al-Jamiat, December 
1998).Girls are either sent to "Muslim" schools, which have Muslim students 
but combine secular and religious education, or "Islamic" schools, which also 
cater for Muslim students but where the syllabus comprises of Arabic, Urdu, 
and Islamic jurisprudence, supplemented by basic english and mathematics. 
Unlike those at "Muslim" schools, students attending Islamic schools cannot 
transfer to secular schools or go to university. 

However, the position of the KZN Jamiat is clearly embedded in idealist 
language that tends to herd Muslim women into a cocoon that is not only 
p rceived to insulate th m agai t external i?flu:nce  but is also s1:1gges v_e 
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challenges equalled that of men. For instance, the struggle of the Palestinians 
against Zionism has produced numerous women role  odel  that chall nged 
the misplaced idealism of bodies such as the KZN Jamiat. Leila Khaled s role 
in a hijacking in the 1970s to bring the Palestinian struggle for international 
recognition to attention is a striking example from the Middle East. In Pakistan 
numerous women have played significant political and economic roles at a 
national level, despite there still being a prevalence of crude forms of male 
chauvinism. Benhazir Bhutto is one such example of a woman who dared to 
traverse the world of male.dominated politics in ;pakistan to become its first 
woman Prime Minister at one stage. She is now in exile largely, as many of 
her supporters see it, through the alleged type of male chauvinism that 
precludes women from contributing towards national initiatives in that 
country. 

And in Durban women are responding to change because their families, 
including men, want them to be part of the process of change. Many for 
instance, ignore their regular domestic roles during weekends to be part of 
the culture of take-away foods and eating out in restaurants, or enrolling in 
gymnasiums where they pay extra for personal trainers, and ar  driving and 
shopping on their own without being chaperoned by male family members. 
Their participation in politics in South Africa, as exemplifie_d for instance  y 
women such as Rahima Moosa in the famous 1956 march against the apartheid 
government, and by outspoken sociologist Fatima Meer are classic examJ?les 
of self-assertion by Muslim women. A more recent example was Shamima 
Shaik (1960-1998), who was National Co-ordinator of the Muslim Youth 
Movement's Gender Desk (1993-1998), editor of the progressive Muslim 
monthly al-Qalam (1996-1997), Chairperson of the Muslim Co muni  
Broadcasting Trust in Johannesburg (1995-1998), founder of The Voice radio 
station', and co-author of Journey of Discovery: A South African Hajj, a personal 
story of her pilgrimage (HajJ) to Makkah. The book e_xamin s issu s  f gen er 
and power in Islam, and the attempt to reconcile social activism with 
traditional faith. Sadly, Shamima Shaikh died of cancer in January 1998. 
However, although change among women is visible, it is not without restraint. 
Their embracing of change is largely within the context of communal sanction 
and is normally guided by a respectable sense of discipline. Hence, to suggest 
that Muslim women have lived for fourteen hundred years without 
succumbing to contemporary demands or to external influences is to 
romanticise about a past that is actually non-existent. 

A countervailing tendency has been that of some Muslims challenging 
the authority of traditional Ulema. They are debating issues relating women's 
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open field at the beachfront. This has roused the ire of Ulema. During the 
festival of Eid in November 2003, for example, the KZN Jamiat informed 
organizer R. Snyman on 29 October 2003 that women should not attend 
because it would be impossible to meet stringent conditions such as the 
complete separation (purdah) of men and women, and women abstaining from 
the use of perfume in the presence of men. The Jamiat had no doubt that if the 
Prophet had 'seen the condition of women today, he would have prevented 
them from attending'. Snyman responded to the Jamiat on 7 November 2003 
by challenging it to a 'public debate once and for all on this issue'. He cited 
Islamic sources to argue that women were permitted to participate in prayer 
at mosques and accused the Ulema of 'attempting to enforce your oppressive 
Indo-Pak, male dominated, cultural norms on the Muslim community under 
the guise of theological legality!' Though, clearly, elements among Muslims 
are willing to challenge the authority of traditional Ulema, the birth of the 
'new' Muslim woman and the end of patriarchal ideology are not in immediate 
sight. 

Cartoons Revisited 

This paper began with the story of the cartoons and reflects on the lessons 
that we can draw from the episode. Following publication of the cartoons by 
the Weekly Mail and Guardian, the Jamiatul Ulama (KwaZulu Natal) and 
Jamiatul Ulama Gauteng successfully approached the High Court jointly on 
3 February 2006 for an interdict to prevent the Sunday Times and other South 
African newspapers from publishing them because Muslims felt that they 
were offensive. This was followed by a fallout between the Jamiats. The 
Gauteng Jamiat met with representatives of the Sunday Times on 6 and 9 
February 2006 and announced that it was ending its boycott of the paper 
even though the matter of the interdict remained on the roll of the court for 
adjudication. The Sunday Times editorial on 12 February 2006 stated that the 
cartoons were designed to "offend and provoke" and would not "g r ace their 
pages". 

This was not enough for the Jamiatul Ulama KwaZulu Natal. Its position 
was that in any matter pertaining to "possible .harm to the dignity of our 
noble Prophet and the religion of Islam, an agreement must be clear, 
unequivocal, transparent, reduced to writing, and shared with the public." It 
therefore continued with the boycott and felt vindicated when the Sunday 
Times Lifestyle supplement carried a book review of Ayaan Hirsi Ali's The 
Caged Virgin. The Jamiat found the review 'TAKING THE PROPHET TO 
TASK' by Ben Naparstek offensive (3 September 2006) and argued: 
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undertakings and assurances given by the newspaper, the offensive has not abated. The 
repeated publication of such articles demonstrates deep seated contempt for the religious 
beliefs of the Muslim Community and show total disregard for sensitivities of Muslims. 
The Jamiatul Ulama (KwaZulu-Natal) calls upon the public NOT to advertise in the 
Sunday Times; NOT to purchase the Sunday Times; NOT to sell the Sunday Times; 
and TO BOYCOTT companies that advertise in the Sunday Times.11 

This approach raises broader issues such as how Muslim organizations in 
South Africa should use the legal, political and economic leverages at their 
disposal to protect what they consider the honour of their Prophet and religion. 
It also raises questions a.bout how long non-Muslims will continue to tolerate 
what they perceive to be'.constant grumbling by Muslims. A broader issue is 
whether Muslims are prepared to modify their beliefs in order not to offend 
other groups. For example, many Muslims believe that homosexuality is an 
abomination in the eyes of God. Are they going to stop saying so because it 
would offend the sensibilities of gay and human rights groups? The Gauteng 
Jamiat probably has greater political nous and is aware of the limits of the 
influence that Muslims can exert on the constitution. There has to be give-
and-take on the part of Muslims. In its own words, "turning away an amicable 
resolution would be treading a path of arrogance .... "12 Following the interdict 
against the Sunday Times, the South African National Editors Forum (Sane£) 
issued a statement signed by 25 editors and senior media practitioners, which 
read: 

We represent a long tradition of respect for the traditions and sentiments of the South 
African Muslim community in the same way as we respect the traditions and sentiments 
of other religious communities. Our media frequently carry the opinions of Muslim 
leaders and thinkers across a broad range of subjects and we are proud of the ties that 
exist between ourselves and this community . .... We therefore note with shock and 
dismay the attacks that have been launched against our newspapers and our colleagues 
: ... Legal action has been taken to prevent publication of these cartoons without any 
evidence that such publication was being planned. Newspaper vendors have been 
threatened with death as have editors and their staff. It is outrageous behaviour .... We 
are determined to defend the right to free speech in South Africa. It is not just an editorial 
right but a right that is owned by all the people, including the Muslim community. It is 
their shield against discrimination and tyranny .... (Sunday Time 12 February 2006). 

In addition to the protection given by the Constitution, Muslims are fortunate 
to be living in a non-aligned country in which a large proportion of the 
population abhors what they perceive to be Western and, in particular, 
American high-handedness in foreign policy. There isn't the same outrage at 
attacks against Western targets, and hence anti-Muslim sen.timents, as one 
might expect in the Western countries. The furore surrounding the cartoons 
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have been mentioned in this paper, following in the wake of predecessor 
organisations like the Arabic Study Circle,  A, and , believe that f r 
Islamic civilisation to recapture its former position of pre-eminence, emphasis 
has to be placed on science and learning. They argue that Islam went into 
political and intellectual decline when the Ulama for ad  indepen ent 
reasoning (Arabic: ijtihad) because they feared that multiple interpretations 
of Islam would lead to dissension. 

What Ziauddin Sardar describes as the 'heavy hand of orthodoxy" 
resulted in Muslims seeking to preserve existing knowledge rather than 
investigating new sources of information because they felt they there was 
nothing more to learn about life's major questions. While some Muslims have 
responded to Western-style modernity by violently rejecting it, the challenge 
for Muslims is to understand that modernity does not have a single Western 
viewpoint and that utilizing contemporary t ch_n logies and sc_ientifi_c 
knowledge to transform Muslim societies from within  s not neces_sanl  anti-
Islamic. Sardar argues that Muslims need to engage with modernity without 
sacrificing Islamic values. In this they can draw on "rationalist" Muslim 
thinkers such as al-Farabi (10th century), Avicenna (11th), Averroes (12th), 
al-Ghazali (12th), Ash-Shatibi (13th), and Ibn Khaldun (14th) whose 
philosophical contributions were important in shaping the subsequent 
European Enlightenment. 13 However, if the example of the Al-Ans ar 
Foundation and individuals like Rassool Snyman, Fand Esack, and Ebrahim 
Moosa is anything to go by, proponents of an Is am that seeks a 
reinterpretation of Quranic text (ijtihad) and Sunnah (practices)_ of the _Proph t in light of modern conditions, face a very difficult struggle in a climate in 
which the views of Ulema are accepted as "correct" and beyond query. 
Dissenters know that they will very quickly face the wrath of the Ulema, 
w,hich may very well result in hardship to them and those close to them. 

Conclusion: The Many Faces of Islam 
South Africa's Muslims are highly diverse in terms of race, class, gender, 
ethnicity, language, and even interpretations of what it means to be Musl m. 
It is therefore inaccurate to collapse them into a homogeneous monolith. 
Wasserman and Jacobs correctly identify that multiple voices, traditions  nd 
identities within the Muslim population appropriately reflect the contestation 
over "meanings of Islam, its role in a plural society, party-political 
legitimacy .... " (2003: 26). Deobandi, Shia, Tablighi, Sunni, Barelwi, Salafi, Sufi, 
Modernist, Progressive, Fundamentalist, Radical, Moder te. These a e some 
of the labels attached to South Africa's Muslims by outsi er  or whic  they 
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comprehend these differences, differences which have become magnified in 
the post-apartheid period due to the nexus between the local and global. Until 
the early 1990s, differences among Muslims were sometimes violent and 
tended to be played out in the public sphere. Disputes between the Sunni and 
Deoband factions are prime examples. As part of the ongoing process of 
transformation we find that Sunni and Deobandi factions are closing ranks. 
They have become increasingly tolerant of each others practices and beliefs 
while new groups, like gender activists, "Salafi's" 14, and "modernists" have 
become the new whipping horses. Ulema, who have the support of the 
majority of Muslims, sideline dissenting voices by declaring their opponents' 
beliefs kufr (infidel) and deviant from their own reading of the Quran and 
Sunnah (prophetic traditions). This consequently leads to admonishment from 
the wider Muslim community. A South African Muslim, Rashaad, captured 
these. tensions and strains cogently when he wrote on a discussion thread 
www.samuslims.com (8 October 2006): 

The European enlightenment was a result of the dogmatic and coercive approach of the 
religious leadership towards the masses .... When, in the case of contemporary Islam, it 
cannot be articulated by those with claim to leadership, then the most obvious response 
for the maintenance of the status quo is the exclusion of dissenting views. The 'fitnah' 
(evil) that dissenting views may potentially cause must be nipped in the bud; label 
them, program the blind, and unquestioning mass to believe that our way is THE WAY, 
and we maintain the status-quo. But when people expand their frontiers, when our 
exposure to the 'other' is based on experience and knowledge rather than what we've 
been told about 'them', then we begin to question the credibility of  the dominant 
structures. 

Muslims of all persuasions are aware that South Africa's secular democratic 
constitution empowers them more than their co-religionists even in Muslim 
majority states, as well as in the West where there has been growing 
Islamophobia post-9 / 11. South Africa's Muslims have a choice in electing 
rulers and even influencing public policy. As Jaffer pointed out, Muslims 
'occupy a respected and solid presence, astounding for so small a community' 
(Jaffar 2001: 24). This may be important in muting radical tendencies. As 
Mamdani has pointed out, "terrorism in not a necessary effect of religious 
tendencies. Rather, terrorism is born of a political encounter" (Mamdani 2004: 
62). Groups like the Palestinian Solidarity Committee understand the need to 
build coalitions. The fact that Muslims can use their political power to operate 
within a democratic process-may be one check on the growth of radical 
ideologies. In fact, it can be argued that post-9 /11, Muslim loyalty to South 
Africa has deepened as a result of global developments. These same democratic 
tendencies have given rise to gender awareness and provided the means for 
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resolving the mismatch between Muslim personal law and the Bill of Rights .... 
While it is good news for some, its contents are likely to have some quarters 
sighing into their three fists long beards' (Mail and Guardian 7 December 2001). 
She was referring to the fact that aspects of the bill, such as the requirement 
that a man wanting to marry a second time had to obtain the permission of a 
civil court. Even the statement by Jack Straw that he would not speak to veiled 
women sparked a crucial debate. While many Muslims saw this as another 
instance of Islmophobia, some participants on discussion web threads felt 
that this was an excellent opportunity to seriously debate whether veiling is 
a religious requirement. One participant on politicalislam@yahoo.com argued: 
"Why then don't men go around covering their face because when they are 
out in public, their face will be seen by women who are not their blood relatives 
too? .... if one wants to get technical then these are the kinds of issues one has 
to raise." (6 October 2006). Another issue being contested is the attendance of 
women at mosques. There are growing voices among the intelligentsia and 
professionals who are outside the control of the Ulema. They may, as yet, be 
hesitant and vulnerable to attack from traditional Ulema, but this amorphous 
grouping will continue to produce further transformations in Muslim beliefs, 
attitudes, and practices, though exactly how this process unfolds remains to 
be seen. 

Notes 
1. See newspapers like the Sunday Times, Sunday Tribune, Daily News, The Star, 

and Mercury during January and February 2006. A good example of an internet 
discussion group involving South African academics and professionals is 
politicalislam@yahoo.com. 

2. While the division of people into biological groups differentiated by colour 
("race"), to which we can attribute specific features, has no scientific validity or 
explanatory value in social science, the categorisation of South Afrii:ans according 
to race is a legal and 'social fact' even in post apartheid South Africa where South 
Africans are categorised as 'White', 'Coloured', 'Asian' or 'Black African'. 

3. "R" = South African currency in rands, which currently varies between 6 to 8
rands per US dollar. 

4. One interviewee, Dr M. Meer, mentioned that while he was driving through 
Northern KwaZulu Natal en route to a wedding in Mpumalanga on 1 September 
2006, he stopped for the Friday prayer at a mosque in a small town. Of 19 
worshippers present, 17 he learnt that 17 were married to Afri an wom n  nd 
living in locations. Others traveling through the Transke1 made s1m1lar 
observations, but this has not been documented or quantified. 

5. Deobandi Islam took root in India when Muhammad Nanautawi and Rashid 
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Their concern was that compromises with Hinduism had resulted in syncretistic 
developments and they targeted practices considered to stem from Hindu culture, 
such as visitation to tombs and belief in the intercessionary role of saints. The 
gap between 'ideal' and 'actual' Islam was attributed to 'incomplete conversion' 
and they sought to acquaint Muslims with 'pure and unalloyed Islam' (Metcalf 
1982) Deobandi Islam was popular among the Gujarati trading class. According 
to Robinson reformist Islam required Muslims to be literate, and most who 
embraced reformism were located within the middle class and engaged in aspects 
of the modern economy (Robinson 1997). The Sunni tradition has its origins in 
the work of Ahmad Raza Khan (1856-1922) of Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh, India, who 
sought to maintain the status quo (Sanyal 1996). In South Africa this tradition 
found expression mainly among descendants of indentured Muslims. Differences 
between Deobandis and Sunnis are due to class (trader against indentured), 
regional origins (western India against North and South), ethnicity (Gujarati 
against mainly-Urdu) as well as differences in belief and practice. As descendents 
of indentured Muslims acquired education and economic mobility from the 1970s, 
they challenged trader hegemony, leading to numerous altercations, even violence, 
which was particularly marked during the 1970s and 1980s (Vahed 2003). 

6. See http://www.jamiat.org.za/uucsa/home.html
7. See http://www.alansaar.co.za/alummah-articles.php
8. See http://www.alinaam.org.za/mahmood/ansar.htm
9. See http://www.islamonline.net/English/ArtCulture/2006/02/article03.shtml
10. The Johannesburg-based Channel Islam International (CII), which started

broadcasting in October 2000, is an international station broadcast to over 60 
countries across Africa, the United Kingdom and Europe. Its aim, shared by much 
of the new Islamic media, is 'to bring Muslims around the world into the information 
age, to use the fruits of the twenty-first century to provide high quality Islamic 
content designed to sow the seeds of religious education and growth as tools for 
upliftment and empowerment'. See http://www.channelislam.com/welcome.htm

11. See http://www.jamiat.org.2a/
12. http://www.islamsa.org.za/special cartoon_issue_whereto_from_here.pdf# search=%

22boycott%20sunday%20times%224
13. See http:! /news. bbc.co. uk/l/hi/middle_east/1679397.stm
14. The word Salaf means predecessors (or ancestors) and refers to the Companions 

of the Prophet Muhammad (the Sahaba), and the first three generations of 
Muslims, who are seen as perfect examples of how Islam should be practiced in 
everyday life. They reject the introduction of subsequent practices as undesirable 
innovation (bid'a) and seek to revive the "original" practices of Islam. See http://
en. wikipedia.org/wiki/Salafism.
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THE ORIGINS OF COLLOQUIAL 
SOUTH AFRICAN TAMIL 

RAJEND MESTHRIE• 

ABSTRACT 
This paper is a demographic and dialectological study of spoken Tamil in South 
Africa. It is based on fieldwork conducted in KwaZulu-Natal (in Durban, 
Pietermaritzburg and Umkomaas) between 1990 and 1992. It provides information 
about Tamil speakers brought from the Madras Presidency to South Africa in the 
period 1860-1911. The paper aims to characterise the spoken variety that evolved 
on the plantations of Natal in terms of its dialectal ancestry. Is it a blend of 
features from the Tamil speaking areas in India, or are particular regions within 
Tamil Nadu more influential? The same question can be asked of social origins: 
are some caste varieties better represented than others in the South African 
offshoot? The paper proposes that South African Tamil is similar to the Northern 
dialect of Tamil. In terms of social dialectology the evidence is less clear, but a 
tentative claim is that the South African offshoot avoids the extremities of caste 
variants of India. 

Introduction-Tamil in South Africa 
Present-day South African Tamil (henceforth SA 1) owes its existence to the 
importing of indentured labour from India by the Natal colonial government 
between 1860 and 1911. Details about the circumstances of the recruitment in 
relation to language studies can be found in Mesthrie (1991), for Bhojpuri-
Hindi in South Africa and Prabhakaran (1992) for Telugu. I will only provide 
details specific to the SAT community here. Of the 152 184 indentured workers 
who arrived in Natal between 1860 and 1911, approximately 101 468 (or two 
thirds) were from South India. The areas from which these workers originated 
suggest that the languages brought from South India were not only Tamil 
and Telugu, but other Dravidian languages like Malayalam and Kannada. 
This is corroborated by oral evidence-elderly Indians occasionally speak of a 
parent or grandparent who spoke one of the latter two languages. One elderly 
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