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Map 1: The Durban Region in its Wider Setting
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INTRODUCTION
The object of this study is to examine the making of Indian identities in

Durban between 1914 and 1949, a period that was witness to many significant
developments. These included rapid industrial growth, urbanization, increased worker
militancy, the imposition of discriminatory legislation by the state as well as passive
resistance and race riots. On an individual and subjective level, these developments
had important consequences for identity and consciousness. This study has present-day
relevance because of the widespread publicity given to the anxiety with which Indians
viewed South Africa’s transition to a non-racial democracy in April 1994. For
example, when ordinary people shared their uneasiness in the documentary, "South
Africa: An Indian Experience", the following were typical concerns of worried
individuals:'
- While Indians appreciate the peace-loving nature of Nelson Mandela they are

unsure as to whether he can coniro! the rank and file of the ANC and the trade

union movement.

- They come on to our property and tell us it is Mandela’s land and we have to get
out.

- I have become so disillusioned with the blacks. We did so much for them and
now everything has been taken away from us. I have lost faith in my liberal
ideals.

This apprehension can only be understood by analyzing the history of Indians in

Durban, their integration into the economy and society and relationship with Africans

and whites. The identity problem is not peculiar to Indians. As the "New South

Africa" becomes a fact of life the question of what it means to its diverse peoples



takes on new significance. Change has the potential to radically reshape identities and
one of the key challenges for the new government will be to foster a common Scuth
Africanness out of the prevailing racial, regional, ethnic, and class identities. Prior to
the election, Dr Frene Ginwala argued that Indians should assert their collective
identity.

Indian South Africans have perceived themselves as part of the oppressed majority

and for generations they have been a formidable component of the liberation

forces of the country. Why now, on the verge of our victory to a new and
democratic South Africa, should there be fears that their "rights" will be
disregarded??

There are doubtless many Indians like Dr Ginwala who identify completely with
the majority. There have been a string of outstanding anti-apartheid leaders like Yusuf
- Dadoo, Gora Ebrahim, Jay Naidoo and Strini Moodley who have been prominent in
the ANC, Pan Africanist Congress, Black Consciousness Movement and trade unions.
Others like Ahmed Kathrada and Ahmed Timol have either served lengthy prison
sentences or laid down their lives fighting for a just South Africa.* What they all had
in common was their attempt to forge identities which cut across race and ethnic
boundaries by creating alliances with Africans and whites with whom they shared the
culture of apartheid. However, the vast differences of religion, language and class,
the outside pressures to which Indians have been subject as a result of their minority
position, and historical experience, as this study will indicate, has resulted in diverse
responses to identity formation.

My life experience represents that of an ‘average’ person of Indian descent raised



in Durban. I was born in an "Indian" hospital to Indian parents; I grew up in a
segregated neighborhood of Indians; my child playgroup comprised of Indians; the
schools which I attended were populated exclusively by Indians; my social clique at
university encompassed Indians; the dating group within which I searched for a
spouse, the social and sporting clubs to which I affiliated, the adult clique of marrieds
to which I belong, and even the cemetery in which I will be buried, is all sectarian.
Like me, most follow a path from the cradle to the grave that does not require them
to cross the boundaries of their Indian network. There are strong feelings of
distinction between Indians, whites and Africans. There are obvious physical
differences, and cultural variations in the patterns of family life, friendship, visiting,
and marriage. Many still clearly regard themselves as Indian with a distinct identity.
They have either kept strong ties with India or have adopted Western values but
preserved certain superficial aspects of their culture.

There is no reason to assume that the masses will discard existing identities and
construct a broad South African identity. As Padayachee and Desai remind us, the
formation of identity is a complex process conditioned by individual mental processes
as well as distinctive regional social and materiai conditions. Consequently, "one
cannot get up one day and throw off one’s ethnic tag."* Although they experienced
first-hand the brutal and tyrannical effects of white rule, particularly the terrible pain
and suffering wrought by the Group Areas Act, Indians remain ambivalent to
Africans. The average man or woman who reads daily about instability in African

states, or draws parallels between the experience of Indians in independent East



African countries and South Africa, is wary of post-apartheid conditions.’ Caught
between whites and Africans, many believe that their homes, their jobs, their shops
are more vulnerable than those of whites.

The period 1914-1949 was pivotal in shaping Indian identities.® In 1914 they
were a latent collectivity drawn together by the reason of discrimination on the basis
of being labelled "Indian." They were ext;emely heterogenous from the perspective of
class, religion, ancestry, customs and language. By 1949 Indians were organized as a
group,’ had strong subjective feelings of identification with the group and acted in
terms of this identification. They were not predestined to respond as a group,

however, and our task is to uncover how and why this community® materialized.
Profile of Durban and its Indian Population:

Durban is one of the fastest growing cities in Africa. It is a sea port on the south
eastern coast of southern Africa, in latitude 20 50’. (See Map 2 on page 6) The coast
line is broken by the seaward-jutting land spits of the Bluff and Point which enclose
the bay of Durban, around which the city has grown. The port played and continues
to play a vital role in the development of the city. With two airports, a major harbor
and extensive rail links, Durban is one of the great seaports of the southern
hemisphere, and the busiest and largest in all of Africa. It handles over 26 million
tons of cargo each year, more than half the cargo which passes through all South
African ports annually.’ It also provides the nearest sea-entry to the Pretoria-

Witwatersrand-Vaal triangle, the major urban industrial complex in South Africa.



Durban’s industrial and commercial development is considerable and it rivals Cape
Town as the second largest metropolitan complex in South Africa.!®

With its mild climate, warm sub-tropical beaches, and excellent restaurants and
hotels, Durban is the foremost holiday center in the country and attracts over half a
million visitors each year. It is the most cosmopolitan city in South Africa in racial
and cultural terms. While the Zulu form the bulk of the population, there are large
numbers of Indians and whites with different foods, dress, customs and religions.
This cultural variation is reflected in the churches, mosques, and temples.

The estimated population in 1989 was close to four million, the breakdown per

racial category being as follows:"!

TABLE 1 Population of Durban, 1989

Racial Group* Number Percentage
Coloured 69 000 2.0
Whites 381 000 11.3
Indians 624 000 18.5
African 2301 000 68.2

Source: Durban Functional Region, 1989, p.15.

Like many cities in the developing world, 43% of Durban’s population, almost all
African, lives in informal shack settlements which are located all over the city,
primarily on broken and hilly land." The majority of the population lives in
residential areas segregated by race. The major formal townships for Africans are
Umlazi, Kwa Mashu, Lamontville and Clairmont. The majority of Indians are housed

in two major townships which were developed from the 1960s and which continue to



Map 2: The Durban Functional Region, 1995
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grow; Phoenix, population 241,040, in the north, and Chatsworth, population
179,957, in the south.'* Approximately 60% of South Africa’s Indian population of
986,620 lived in Durban in 1991.% (See Map 2 on page 6) As a result of their
concentration in these townships, the Indian and African poor live furthest from work
opportunities and urban infrastructure.

Another conspicuous characteristic of Durban is the vast economic inequality,

which largely coincides with racial divisions. This is evident in the following table:

TABLE 2 Share of Durban’s Income Per Racial Group, 1985

Racial Group % of Pop. % of Dbn.’s Income
Africans (shacks) 37.8 4.9
Africans (township) 23.5 14.8
Coloureds 2.5 2.0
Indians 22.5 25.4
Whites 13.7 52.9

Source: Durban Functional Region, 1989, p.65.

The tremendous expansion in education over the last three decades contributed
significantly to the economic mobility of Indians. Education has resulted in better
qualifications, lifestyles and incomes. However, the situation is far removed from the
pervasive stereotype that most whites and Africans have of the ‘rich’ Indian. The
luxury cars driven by some, visible presence of traders in the city center, and opulent
mansions in areas like Westville all feed on this myth. In reality, although Indians are
relatively better off than Africans, only 12% are traders while about 60% are working
class, and engaged in a daily struggle to survive.'

Although themselves clearly heterogenous with regard to class, religion, language



and custom, Indians have historically been treated as monolithic by the government,
media and other groups. As a consequence of urbanization, which resulted in more
years being spent in school, greater participation in the economy and increased
contact with whites, Coloureds and Africans, they have lost much that was "Indian."
Many of the new values are reinforced by western television which is standard in
most homes. The traditional joint family, with its emphasis on family-centered rather
than individualistic goals, has come under attack from the younger generation.
Companionate marriages are the norm nowadays. Most women have abandoned the
sari and men the turban and loin cloth; and they piace fpll trust in western medicine.
Significantly, 97.5% consider English their home language.!” This loss of the
vernacular has meant that the younger generation cannot avail itself of sources of
culture such as music and religious texts, while their communication with the older
generation is severely restricted. However, Indians remain distinct from whites and
Africans. They have gradually developed their own social traits and now form a
distinct sub-culture. The purpose of this study is partly to understand the sense in
which they have come to constitute a community and why we can make certain

generalizations about them.
Scope of this Study

Until the 1970s, the majority of studies were written within the ‘liberal’ tradition
and focused on the minority status of Indians in a white-dominated society. The

central argument was that cultural and racial differences propelled anti-Indian



legislation. For example, one early survey asserted that white colonists in Natal were
prejudiced because of the experience of the British in India. They consequently saw
Indians as "carriers of disease and vice" and "a very wicked people" who would in a
short time become abandoned drunkards, die of disease and add to the vices already
rampant among Africans.!®

Many early studies were undertaken by individuals who were themselves involved
in the struggle against the policies of the government.!® As a consequence, they are
heavily subjective, Gandhi-centered and hagiographic.”® They rely largely on
Gandhi’s version of his South African experience and ignore inaccuracies and
contradictions in his autobiographical accounts.?! There is little in early writings of
the role of other leaders or of the masses, nor is there any reference to the prevailing
class, communal and political differences. However, these early studies provide a
valuable contemporary insight into the tone and atmosphere in which Indian politics
was played out in South Africa.?

Works by professionally-trained persons have emerged since the late 1950s. The
bulk of these are by educationists, anthropologists, and sociologists and, as is the case
with dissertations, focus primarily on current issues with little emphasis on historical
antecedents. Important early general works include Kuper (1960) and Meer (1969).2
However, although these have historical sections Kuper, as an anthropologist, is
mainly concerned with social adaptation to the environment; as a sociologist, Meer
places emphasis on the social, cultural, and religious experience in contemporary

South Africa.



A pioneering historical work with a political focus is Pachai’s study of Indian
leaders and political organizations in the period 1860-1971, within the context of
Indians living under §uccessive white regimes bent on imposing racial
discrimination.? While the study contains much valuable information on political
activity, it is silent on the struggles of the masses and on socio-economic issues.
Ginwala (1974), Swan (1985) and Padayachee et al. (1985) have broken with the
liberal tradition and, broadly speaking, fall within the "radical" tradition which views
history from the viewpoint of the underclasses and takes the approach of historical
materialism and class analysis.”® Their work should be seen in the context of the
serious attempt by neo-Marxists, who were critical of the prevailing view of the
relationship between race and class, to rewrite South African history during the 1970s
and 1980s.%

Ginwala, who focuses mainly on the passive resistance movements of 1906-1914
and 1946-48, argues that class consciousness resulted in workers supporting passive
resistance and that this ensured the success of both movements. Her broad conclusion
is that by the 1940s the growth of class consciousness led to the radicalization of
politics and the realization by Indians that their fate was inextricably linked to that of
Africans. Ginwala did not have access to primary archival material as she was banned
from South Africa. While her study consequently has certain shortcomings, it is
nonetheless an extremely important landmark. She not only presented an alternative to
the liberal perspective which had prevailed to that point, but was aware of the need to

move beyond the level of leadership, and her work influenced subsequent researchers

10



to think in this direction.

The next significant achievement was Swan’s study of Gandhi which is based on
an exhaustive study of archival material and periodical literature which had previously
been overlooked. She examines Gandhi’s constituents rather than Gandhi, and
illuminates hitherto little known personalities and organizations. Swan emphasizes the
divisions along class and communal lines; argues that the merchant elite dominated
political activity and dissociated themselves from the underclasses; and concludes that
since Gandhi was primarily interested in the concerns of merchants, and shunned a
cross-race alliance with Africans, he was essentially a reformist who failed to
challenge white supremacy.

Swan’s study, which concludes with Gandhi’s departure to India, has produced
valuable new insights and raised pertinent issues which need to be explored for the
period after 1914. Several works have examined aspects of the Indian experience
during the inter-war years, Padayachee et al. explore the history of workers and trade
unions in Durban between 1930 and 1950, focusing on the rapid rise in union
membership, the structure and organization of unions, and the relationship of unions
to political bodies. Their principal argument is that because of the absence of
democratic structures, unions were infused with the "petty-bourgeoisie" politics of
political organizations such as the NIC. This subordinated the interests of workers to
those of political bodies.?

Bagwandeen’s doctoral dissertation, subsequently published as a book, examines

the struggle for land between whites, who monopolized power, and Indians, who were

11



politically powerless.?® The white-controlled Durban City Council (DCC) was
determined to enforce segregation and although several commissions were unable to
prove that Indians were penetrating white areas, the DCC convinced the government
to formally segregate them. The author sees the struggle for land as the outcome of
-white racial prejudice, and Indian resistance as a function of "izzat" (honor). In her
study, Mesthrie examines the role of the Indian Agent-Generals in South Africa.?
She focuses on issues such as the benefits that the Indian and South African
governments hoped to derive from this arrangement, the calibre of persons chosen,
and their influence on the course of Indian South African politics.

While Padayachee et al. focus on the militancy of workers and their relationship
with political bodies, Bugwandeen on the housing question and its impact on politics,
and Mesthrie on the effect that the Agency had on the course of Indian politics, this
analysis will explore the impact on Indian identities of changing social and material
conditions. Its premise is that identities, which provide individuals with "firm
locations as social individuals,"* are fluid and are constantly being negotiated.
According to Hall, identity is formed in the ‘interaction’ between individual and
society. The inner core of an individual (‘the real me’) is modified in "dialogue with
the cultural worlds ‘outside’ and the identities which they offer." Consequently,
identity becomes a:

‘moveable feast’: formed and transformed continuously in relation to the wa{ys we

are represented or addressed in the cultural systems that surround us. It is

historically, not biologically, defined. The subject assumes different identities at

different times.... As the systems of meanings and cultural representation
multiply, we are confronted by a bewildering, fleeting multiplicity of possible
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identities, any one of which we could identify with - at least temporarily.>!

For Laclau, this could result in the forging of new identities and the production of
new subjects.3 We cannot speak in terms of fixed, single, ‘master’ identities like
race, class or ethnicity. A number of identity options are available and a hierarchy of
loyalties emerge which match different levels of community distinguished by an
individual. This is analogous to the ripples formed when a pebble is dropped into a
pool of water, where each specifies a different identity and is defined by a distinct
marker. Such markers could be visible symbols like shrines, or non-visual such as
beliefs.®

The implication for this study is that we cannot set out to determine why Indians
did not adopt certain identities, such as class or non-racialism but, rather, we need to
defermine what identity they embraced and why. Identification "is not automatic, but
can be won or lost,"** and therefore involves negotiation. This negotiation was
carried out on two levels. On the one hand, Indians manifested identities that were
important in relations with other Indians. These were based on language, class,
religion, customs and area of origin in India. Although, to outsiders Indians
constituted a single group with one identity; in reality, a number of identities co-
existed within this category "Indian." On another level, however, Indians were also
involved in relations with "outsiders," principally whites and Africans. As a result of
pressures from such external sources, being "Indian" assumed great importance
during critical periods as political and economic pressures and structures pushed

disparate community members closer together. While this study explores the tensions
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tensions and divisions engendered within the Indian community due to such factors as
religion, language and class, its primary goal is to explore how in over four decades a
common identity, that of being "Indian," emerged amongst Durban’s Indian
community in relation to Africans and whites. And, furthermore, that a central part of
this process was related to race and ethnic distinction.

When Indians left the sub-continent there did not exist a nation-state, India,
and there were deep caste, religious and language differences among them. As whites
and Africans were already in Natal when Indians arrived, our concern is how this
situation played itself out in terms of identity. What identities did Indians take on for
themselves in the new setting? Initially, those who had come to Natal independently
as merchants tried to achieve their rights on the basis of their class position.
However, they were rejected by whites because of their race. By 1914, by which time
this had become clear, Indians began forming new identities in response to exclusion
by whites. These were influenced by identification with India, the land of their origin,
the formation of racially separate community structures, strong religious organization,
and the perpetuation of a separate political tradition. The new "Indian" identity that
was being promoted would exist alongside the numerous differences. Although they
differed in terms of language, religion, class and customs, Indians were drawn
together by the fact that they were considered and treated as ‘the same’ by whites on
the basis of their physical similarity. According to Hall, such exclusion provides the
common "‘axis of equivalence’ of the new identity.... [This] is an example of the

political character of new identities - i.e. their positional and conjunctural character
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(their formation in and for specific times and places)....

During the inter-war years, as Indians became urbanized, and were faced with
very difficult material and historical circumstances, large numbers moved into urban
employment where they were confronted with poverty. Many became radicalized and
took part in strikes with African workers and embarked on a long passive resistance
campaign against the state. However, this did not lead to a class or non-racial
identity. It is in order to understand why this was the case that we cannot restrict this
study to work experience. As Bozzoli and Delius point out, the process of
determining identity is complex and involves "an examination of experience, |
community, the various historical forces impinging on a situation, the nature of the
ruling class, and the operation of spatial and other kinds of factors..."*® Race,
ethnicity, religion and gender often transcend class differences. The incorporation of
social and cultural history cannot, however, be severed from broader political and
economic forces because historical and material conditions impose limits on the
options available to people.

Since there is constant reference to race, class and ethnicity these need to be
defined in the context of this study. As Cohen has noted, "a person’s class is
established by nothing but his objective place in the network of ownership relations,
however difficult it may be to identify such places neatly."*” However, while we
may be able to identify objective class position, we cannot deduce identity from this.
~ Neither individuals nor groups ever act in conformity with "their assigned places in

the formal scheme of things."® Ties other than work, such as ethnic, religious,
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racial or gender, may be more valuable and, hence, be the source of intra-class
antagonism and conflict. As Aronowitz has pointed out, "class never appears in its
pure form. It is always alloyed, short of what might be called the rare instances of
‘epochal’ transformations, with other identities, discourses, movements. "*°

One of the difficulties for this study has been to clarify the use of ‘race’ and
‘ethnicity’, especially in a political and ideological context. Virtually all scholarship
uses the term "ethnic" in reference to Indians. For example, Freund has written that
the way in which Indians achieved economic mobility was "to assert their ethnicity"”
as a way of finding and retaining economic spaces in the economy, and concludes that
"ethnicity became a useful tool" for Indians.*® However, the differences of religion,
language and customs are so great amongst Indians that it would be more accurate to
look at them as a racial group comprising of a number of ethnic groups. The Tamils,
Telegus, Memons, Gujaratis and so on constitute ethnic groups but, together,
comprise a racial group. One way of looking at the situation is that while race is an
identity imposed on Indians by others, ethnicity is an identity that is self-imposed and
becomes relevant in relations amongst Indians. In this study, race and ethnicity are

used interchangeably although clear distinctions exist.

Outline Of Chapters

This study begins in 1914 and concludes in 1949, both because of the significance
of these individual years, as well as because this period marked a turning point in the

history of Indian society in Durban. It attempts to present the history of an under-

16



researched period by taking up and investigating issues raised by Swan, whose
analysis only extends to 1914. But the choice of period is based on more important
considerations based on people’s historical experience. It begins in 1914, a year which
saw the departure of Gandhi