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Power Protocols: The 
'Ulama' s Role in South. 
Mrican Politics 

Yousuf D adoo ~·( 

This preselltation appraises the politi­
cal role of South A/rican religious leaders (or 
'ulama') in their negotiations with the state from 
the advent of Islam 350 years ago up to the preseni 
time. What distinguishes this elfort from that of 
its predecessors is its diachronic approach covenng 
this period in addition lo its strong focus on the 
politicallandscape o/the country. 

In the introduction I /irstly provide a de­
finition of 'ulama' and related temıs in the South 
A/rican cantext before ana/yııng Michel Fouca­
ult's general view of power relations and Max We· 
ber's re/lections upon its application to religiotiS 
authorilies. 

I then profler a panoramic view of dif 
ferent MtiSlim conmmnities in this coımtry and 
foregraund negotiations between religiotiS scholars 
from these commımities and the state on varioıiS 
issues stretcbing/rom colonial times through to the 
post-1994 denıocratic dispensation. 

This fascinattiıg study reveals that the role 
of the 'ulama' ıiı politicallife has ranged between 
quietism and activism. 

However, public portroyal of pacifism 
on the part of some 'ulama' has betrayed devious 
collaboration with the stale at crucial times. This 
feature is particularly evident among those leaders 
that belong to the middle and alfluent sectors of 
society. Remarkably, we stil! encounter religioıiS 

leadeı-s that vehemently spurn invo!vement ın po­

litics. 

On the other hand, activists have constitu· 
ted the fringe i11 the ir ranks. 

Up to the end of apartheid, the majority 
group among the 'ulama' have either ignored or 
denou_nced the role of activists. But in the new 
po/itical era this majoıity has skillfully appropri· 
ated memon'es of potilical stalwarts among them 
in order to boister the 'ıtlama's image during their 
negotiations with the democratic state. They have 
thus reinvented themselves and their political role. 

In other words, !heir political role has 
been highly vanegated for which some observers 
have accused_ !hem of outright hypocrisy. 

(a) D esignations for some religious 
functionaries 

The word 'ulama' (sing. alim) in South 
African Muslim discourse has some peculiar 
nuances that need to be explained at the out­
set. To do this, we first explore its widely ac­
cepted religious definition in global Muslim 
society before contrasting it to its sametimes 
more restricted usage among South African 
Musliıns. 

lows: 
Cyril Glasse defines this term as fol· 

'Those who are recognized as scholars or 
authorities of the religioıiS scimces, the Im&ll! of 
tillpartani mosques. Judges, teachers in the reli­
giotiS /acıtlties of u1ıiversities and, ın general, the 
body oflearned persons competeni to decide upon 
religious mat/ers". 1 

(•) Prof. Dr. 
(1) Cyril Glasse, The N= Em:yclopttlia of Islam (4"' edition), New 

York & Toronto: Rowm:ın & Littlefield Publishers, 2011, p. 540. 
However, this te rm does not have a consensuııl meaning. A quick 
glance at Abü l;lamid AI-Ghıız~i's scııtbing criticism about how i ıs 
earlier usage to denote a person weU-gıounded in knowledge about 
Allah, His Signs :ınd opcnıtions in creation has been replaced by 
iıs teclınical description of a religious scholar specialising in religi­
ous dispurations who remains ignoranı abouı Qur'iiıı.ic exegesis, 
scie.nces of Prophetic namation and jurispnıdeııcc proves my po­
int. In that seetion he also quotes seven.l scholıus to assert that a 
penon's knowledge can only be detemıined by its pnıctical effect 
upon him or her (See llıyö Ulıim Al-DiH, voll, Cairo: 1sa AI-"Babi, 
1957, pp. 33, 58-82). The compilc.r of Mıtjom ol-Moa11i oi-Jömı" 
defines an altin epistcmologicaUy as a person cndowed with both 
ilm :ınd mo'nfoh. While ılıe foı:mer denetes a knowledge of states, 
c:onditions or qualities pennining to a ılıing as well as coUectively 
in relation to other ılıings ılıe taner denoıes thorougb knowled-



While this broad designation ·appli~s 
to South Afriea, ulamii' are eonsidered to be· 
those who have graduated from institutions 
of higher le arning either locally or in N orth 
Afriea, the Middle East and South Asia.2 

Among seholars of the Inciian diaspora, the 
view stili endures that authentie ulamit are 
those who have eompleted the 'Alımiyyah syl­
labus that is preseribed at major South Asian 
seminaries.3 

Their primary function is to guide 
Muslims in all their religious needs. They 
often, although not always, lead daily pra­
yers (şalah) and deliver the Friday sermons 
(khutbah). Many of them are teachers at re­
ligious schools (madrasah), conduet marriage 
eeremonies and supervise the shrouding and 
burial of the dead. 4 

A term with similar purport is shaı"kh 
(pl. shuyükh) which is a title of one who has 
authority, whether spiritual or political, and 
in particular of a savant or a learned, or ot­
herwise vetterable person.5 

In South Africa, this title serves two 
funetiqns: it is used for functionaries who 
have studied at institutions outside the In­
dian subeontinent; or it is an epithet for the 
head of a mystical order. 

The equivalent term for graduates of 
institutions in South Asia and their affiliated 
establishments locally is maulana which is 
an hanarille title for learned men of religi­
on.6 For people belonging to the SouthAsian 
diaspora, shaikh is eonfined to describing a 
spiritual master which in Arabie can alsa be 
designated bymurshid (spiritual guide).7 

Finally, imam refers to a leader of pra- · 
yer on the basis of knowledge of the Qur' iin 
and is an hanarille title.8 The term usually 
embraees all eategories of religious teaehers.9 

In the Cape provinees, where most 
Muslims with South-East Asian lineage resi­
de, it was used in the nineteenth century to 

-
deşcİibe a category of religi.ous functionaries 
that was .(entral to the produetion of a ereo­
le Islam; which was an admixture of earlier 
South and South-EastAsian culture and pra­
ctices developed in the Cape. An imiim exer­
cised his power in public rituals performed in 
mosques and in his immediate constituency.10 

He was not an alumnus of any seminary prior 
to 1945 when the theological body ealled the 
Muslım Judicial Councıi (hereafter referred 
to as MJC) eame into existence; as Jeppie 
implies. This body, as the author states, dis­
tinguished between formally trained clerics 
( termed shuyükh j and lesser aeademically 
trained providers of religious guidance to the 

ge of the ılıing itself (Refex to Mrljanı ai-Mawı'i ai-Jömi, Beirut: 
Dar Al-Nashr, ll August 2012. Accessed at http://www.almaany. 
co.m/home.php?language=arabic&word=%D9%85%D9%88%­
D9%84%D9%89&category%5B%5D=%D8%A7%D9%84%­
D9%83%D9%84&car_ııroup=1&1ang_name=o/oD8%B9%D8%­
BI%D8"M.8%D9o/o8A&type_word=O&dspl=O on 17 July 2014). 
I will be transeribmg Arabic tenns and names according to the 
Library of Congress sryle unless they have acquired altemative 
popular spellings in English writiogs. 

(2) The South Asian instirutions may be affiliııtes of either Inciian folk 
Islam as promoted by the Matııtır·e-Islanı in Bareilly or oflndian 
puritanical Islam as promoted by the Darul Uloom in Deoband. 
Despite theological differences between them, they both foUow 
the /fa11a/'i School of law. The curriculum was originally crafred by 
the 'Alıbii.sid ruler, Ni:?fun Al-Mulk Tilsl in 1065 and adapted by 
Ni+liro Al-Din Sehalwi, a contemporary of Shiih Wa!I Allah of Del­
hi (d. 1762). !ts components are: scriptural studies with ırans­
lation and commentary; Arabic erymology, syntax and literature; 
Islamic jurisprudence; Greek philosophy and logic; scholasticism; 
mathematics; Persian language; and bandwriting. These contenrs 
have been modified to suit the needs of evolving societies over 
time. (See Abü Ziihid Al-Rlishidl, Düı'i Madiiris ka Ni$öiN:J-Nifiim 
Naqd-o-Nafi1r ke A'üıe meilı, Gujranwala: Shartah Academı12007, 
p. 24; and Yunoos Osman, Life a11d 'WOrkr of'Alliimah Shôh Kıuh­
mfri, nmusba.wordpress.com, 2001, p. 18. Accessedat reseıırch.s· 
pace.ukzn.ac.za/ıanluilbitstreamlhandle/10413/6348/0smıın_Yu· 
noos_200l.pdf?sequence= l on 26August 2014). 

(3) See Smmi Fomnı website at http://www.sunniforum.com/foruın/ 
showthread.php?46833-De.6nition·of-Alim (Accessed on 25 July 
2014). 

{4) J. A. Naude, "The Ulama in South Africa with particular reference 
ıo the 1tansvaal Ulama", infouma/for Islamic Studies, no. 2, 1982, 
p.29. 

(5) Cyril Glasse, op. t:it., p. 487. See also Mıljam al-Ma'liıti al-]iinıt, 
op. cit. It defines a sbaikh as a persoo endowed with presöge in 
knowledge, virtue or teadership and an erudite individual in the 
sciences of the e.xoteric Sharlab and the esoteric Tarlqab. 

(6) John L. Esposito (editor), The Oxford Dictiollaryoflslam, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 197. In this contex"t, the word 
means "master". (See MuJ:ıaınmad bin Mul)anunad bin 1lbd 
AJ.Razzaq Al-I;fusainr AI-Murtı1ğa Al-Zabldi, Töj Al-l!nir mi11 
]awôhir Al-Qiinıür,vol. 1, entry 8656 . (Accessed at http://islam­
port.com/w/lqlı/Web/1159/8654.btm on 25 July 2014). lvfııulawi 
(pronounced "Maulwi"), usually a general title for religious 6gu­
res, is also used. 

(7) Cyril Glasse, op. cil., p. 488. 
(8) !bil~ pp. 241·242. 
(9) http://answering-islam.or&'BooksiHughes/a.htm, p. 14. (Acces­

sed on 25 July 2014). 
{lO) Sbamil Jeppie, "Leadership and Loyalties: The Imams of Nine­

ıeenth Century Colonial Cape Town, South Afı'ica", in ]ounıal o/ 
Religio11 i11A/rica, vol. 26, number2, May 1996,pp. 139, 157-158. 
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community ( termed a'ı'mmah or more popu­
larly, imams). 

Despite this clifference, both 'itlama' 
and imams belong to the category of religious 
functionaries and are acknowledged to be so 
by the Muslim community. 

Significandy, these hierarchical cliffe­
rences will be shown to have an impact on 
the kind of power relations that these func­
tionaries have enjoyed with the state. Since 
power relations are of primary concern for 
our assessment, we now focus. on their im­
portance in social scientific thinking. 

(b) Power 

Chronologically, it is befi.tting to re­
view the thoughts of the German sociologist, 
philosopher and political economist, Max 
Weber (1864-1920) fust. 

The essence of his writings on religion 
can be found in its relation to social change 
or the lack thereof.U 

He says that very early during the de­
velopment of society, families and dans need 
to have their own go ds ( via the sp iri ts of their 
deceased ancestors) as permanent focal po­
ints while they cope with the challenges of 
life. The domestic cult of ancestors runs pa­
rallel to a patriarchal structure wliich promo­
tes authority. In this way, religion becomes 
important for legitimising authority. 12 

Gradually, priests (or religious leaders) 
become leaders in religious matters by pro-

. pagating systemarised religious ordinances 
which is "assisted by a rationalized system of 
regulated subordination of subjects to their 
overlords".U Their invincible power is such 
that they are "able to deflect the blame for 
failure away from themselves and on to their 
gods". 14 It becomes pervasive in various see­
ters of society15 which enables them to resist 
internal challenges and extemal threats. 

Coupled with nations of their power 
are understandings of their authority which 
Weber deseribes as: 

"the abi/ity to have one' s rnles and rnlings 
fo/lowed, or obeyed, wilhout recourse to coercive 
power... bı the preseni contexl, howeveı; autho­
rity an.d power are not always easy to distinguish. 
ReligiotJS authority can assume a number of fo mis 
and fimctıons: the ability (chance, power or right) 
to de/ine con·ect belief and practice, or orthodoxy 
and orthopraxy, respectively; to shape and influen­
ce the view and conduct of others accordingly; to 
identify, margıiıalti:e, pımish or exclude deviance, 
heresy and apostasy and their agen/s and ad~oca­
tes. (bı Islam- Y D) it fi~rther i11volves the ability 
. .. to compose and define the canon of 'authorita­
tive' texts and the legitıinate methods of interpreta­
tion ... For ~beı; authonty is intimately lıiıked 
to the notion of legitri11acy. By the same token, it 
is tied to the concept of tmst. Religious authority 
can be ascribed to riıdividuals, grorps of people, 
or institutions. White it restson ceı;Jaıiı qualities 
tındior qualifications, inherited or acquıi·ed, it is 
the willıiıgness of others to eredil any given per­
son, group or ıirstitutioıı with religioırs authority 
that ultimately rendeı-s it effective. ~Like any kind 
of authority, religioırs authority does not deno/e a 
fixed attribute, but is premised on recognition and 

acquiescence". 16 

The challenge posed by theodicy in 
present times is answered by religious aut­
horities and their followers by resorting to 
mysticism which "intends a state of posses­
sion, not action, and the individual is not a 
tool, but a vessel of the divine" _17 Such a 
person attains spiritual enlightenment which 
strengthens links with divinity but he or she 
becomes estranged from the 'hurly-burly of 
mundane activity. On the other hand, asc;eti-

(ll) Anon., T~ Social Teaching of Max Wt-ber, 2004, p. 2, at http:// 
www.myriobiblos.gr/ıexı.s/englislı!stoligos_weber.pdf (Acctssed 
31 July 2014). 

(12) Max Weber, Economy and Society, volumes 1-2, Berkdey: Univer· 
siıy of C2l.ifoınia Press, 1978, p. 413. · 

(!})/bil., p. 417. 
(14) Ibitl., p. 427. 
(15) /bit!., pp. 229·23 ı. 
(16) G. Kriimer and S. Schmidtke, "RdigiousAuthority and Rdigious 

Auıhoritits in Muslim Societies: A Criticnl Overview", in &ligi· 
ous Authoniies in Mnılim Socitties (edited by Ktiiıner and S. Sch­
midtke), Leiden: Bıill, 2006, pp. 1·2. 

(17) HH. Gerth and C. Wrighı Mills (editors), From Max W?ber: Es· 
sayı i11 Sociolor.>l N~v Yoık: Oxford University Press, 1946, p. 
32.5'. 



cism can be either "the active asceticism that 
isa God-willed action of the devout who are 
God's tools"ı8 or a "formal withdrawal from 
the world", which Weber labeled "world-reje­
cting asceticism". ı9 

Mystical religion mainly perpetuates 
the prevailing status quo. Religious move­
ments may evolve araund particular exemp­
lary individuals, but these persons either sup­
port the system or advocate withdrawal from 
it. This appears to be the general norm with 
few exceptions to it. 20 

In terms of rejecting the world, asce­
tic religion shares some comman traits with 
mystical religion. Such "other-worldly asceti­
cism" often leads to monasticism that seldam 
affects the social sphere to any great degree. 
But it is the "inner-worldly asceticism", whi­
ch proposes that salvarian is tied to impro­
vements to the social system that can be a 
catalyst for change.2ı 

These categorisations have created 
great obfuscation for scholars of religion. 
The distinction between other-worldly asce­
ticism and mysticism remains vague; leading 
to varying interpretations.22 Relevant to our 
analysis are the categories of mysticism and 
inner-worldly asceticism prevalent among the 
ulama' (and the general power they wield). 

We now present the opinions of Mic­
hel Foucault (1920-1984), the French philo­
sopher, psychologist and historian. 

The vantage point for observing tes­
timony of power is the relations between 
the individual and society through its insti­
tutions in particular. Instituti.ons exert their 
power and influence on groups and individu­
als alike. In exchange, the latter assert their 
own iden~ty and resistance to the effects of 
power.23 

"Power relations permeate all structu­
res of.society, to which human beings respond 
as active agents and not simply as objects of 

power. It is cardinally a strategy rather than 
a possession: "Power must be analyzed as 
something which circulates, or as something 
which only functions in the form of a chain 
... Power is employed and exercised through 
a netlike organization ... Individuals are the 
vehicles of power, not its points of applicati­
on".ı-ı 

In Foucault's thinking, there appears 
to be a balance between power inhering wit­
hin institutions themselves as well as the role 
of humans in accomplishing some objective. 
Wıth regard to the former category, he dec­
lares that modern disciplines, with their ca­
pacity to order and control, are disposed to 
depersonalizing power. But people do exer­
eise power over others; either as actions upon 
them or as reactions to them. Ultimately, ac­
tions can be violent or submissive, warlike 
or juridical.25 Mark Kelly explains that Fou­
cault's view of power involves the follo\ving 
features in his Stt~veiller et pımir: N aissance de 
la prison: 

"1. Tlıe impersonality, or subjectlessness, 
of power, meaning that it is not guided by the 
will of individual subjecfs; 2. The relationality 

( !8) Ibitl., p. 325. 
(19) Max Weber, Econo11ry and Socief)i op. cil., p. 542 . 

. (20) Ibid., p. 551. 
(21) Ibid., p. 551. 
(22) For instancc, comp:ıre the views of Paul 'Thıfford in "Weber's 

Sociology of Religion: Asceıicism and Mysıicism" at hnp;//pa­
uluafford.blogspoı.eom/2008/09/webers-sociology·of·religion-as· 
ceıicism.hanl "~th those of Pawdl Pzalcşki in "Ideal ~'Pes in 
Max Weber's Sociology of Religion" ~~ hnpl/pzaleski.republika. 
pV2010%20ideal%20ıypes%20in%20mn.x%20weber's%20socio­
logy%20of%20 
religion.pdf or those of Chrisıopher Ad:ı.ir-Toıcff in his article 
"Max Weber's noıion of asceıicism" in Jot~mal of Classical Socio­
logy. voL 10, May 2010, pp. 109-122 at 
hrrp:l/0-jcs.sagepub.com.oasis.unisuc.u/conıenı/ı0/2/109Jull 
pdf+banl (Allaccessed on ı Aııgust 2014). In his closc readings 
of Weber's works, the lan er proposes that the de6ning cluıracrc­
risıic of a mysıic is passiviıy while the tıuit of an asceıic is acıiviıy 
ıo reallıe God's will on e.ırıh. The world rcjecıing asceıic rejectS 
inciination ıo irraıionalasceıicism and conıemplaıion and dcvotes 
time to his family and vocaıion (pp. 110-ıll). 

(23) S. Blllan, M Foucaıdt's Vittu Ott Powu R.elatiom, n.d., p. 1, at 
hnps://www.google.eo.za/seıı.rch?newwindow=1&siıe=&sour­
ce=hp&q= m. +foucault%27s+vicw+on+power+ 
relaıions&:oq=m+foucalu&:gs_l=hp.1.4.0il3l4j0il3i3016.6790 
. ı 0274.0.2 1 I 06.9.9.0.0.0.0.7 12. ı299.2-2j6-ı .J.O .... O ... lc. 1.49. 
hp .. 6.3.1299.gRDTjlsA6mM (Acccssed 31 July 2014). 

(24) M. Foucault, PoıtJer/ KJtowledge: Selected Lıterviewr attd Other 
Writittgr 1972·1977, London: Ha.rvesıer Press, 1980, p. 98. 

(25) D. Fellugo, "Modules on Foucault: On Power", in Iutroductory 
Guide to Cn'tical Th~ry, 31 January 2011, p. 1, hnpl/www.cla. 
purdue.edu/cnglish/ıheory/newhisıoricism/modules/foucault­
power.hanl (Acccssed 30 July 2014). 
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of power, meaning that power is always a case o/ 
power relatıons between people, as opposed to a 
quantum passessed by people; 3. The deçentred­
ness of power, meaning that it is not concentrated 
on a single individual or class; 4. The multidi­
rectionality of power, meamng that it daes not 
flow from the more to the less power/u!, but rat­
her 'cames /rom below', even i/ it is neverthe/esr 
'nonegalitarian'; 5. The strategic nature of power, 
meaning that it has a dynamic of its own, is inten­
tional". 26 

But in his Histoire de la sexualile he 
expounds that power is coextensive with 
resistance/7 it can be productive, and it is 
ubiquitous; meaning that it can occur in any 
type of relation between the members of so­
ciety.28 Power thus produces reality and do­
mains of truth.29 

All institutions use discipline of various 
types to first externally regulate individuals' 
perception of reality. Two ways in which this 
enforcement is achieved, that are pertinent 
to our discussion, are through spatial segre­
gation and through organising graded levels 
of education for the laity.)° Finally, discipline 
regulates people's conduct intemally to the 
extent that they become principles of their 
own subjection.31 

lows: 
Balan explains this condition as fol-

"Thus a new fo mı of power is be ing bom: 
ıiıstead of the power being enforced directly upon 
the body of the victı"m by the owner of authority, 
now the ındividual himsel/ plays both roles, and 
the oppressor may well be absent, because the pri­
soner has ıntemaliıed so well the imposed behavi­
oural code, that he behaves as i/ the oppressor were 
always present". 32 

Precisely like all institutions, the state 
is far from permanent and solid: it is fragile 
and has great potential for change. Its omni­
potent status is illusionary.)3 

The significance of Foucault' s interp­
retation of power for South A&ican ulama' 
lies in the manner in which they negotia­
ted their current position ( thereby stressing 

its relational nature) as well as uses of and 
respanses to their power in politicallife. The 
last point emphasises the multidirectionality 
of power in this cantext which has opened 
up terrains of opposition to their domains of 
truth. This problem will be expanded upon 
la ter in OW' review of the contributions of ac­
tivist ulama'. 

Concurrendy, while Foucault regards 
power to be impersonal and decentred, We­
ber believes that it is located among religious 
leaders who have accrued tremendous quan­
tities of it. On this statement I concur with 
Weber because this is the line of reasoning I 
intend developing in this article for South M­
rican Muslim ulama'. As a group, they have 
dexterously designed their pathway to accu­
mulating power; even though it is ephemeral: 
it has not been assigned to them by Divine 
decree; therefore, it may be contested. 

We now focus on the advent of Islam 
and consolidation of the status of the ulama' 
in greater detail. 

The precise dat.e for the advent of Is­
lam in this country remains enigmatic. Accor­
ding to Moosa, recent studies indicate that 
its arrival from the north may have occurred 
as early as the fifteenth or sixteenth century34 

by which time Muslim Arab traders had rea­
ched Mozambique. For Mumisa, there exists 
proof that the Xhosas of the Cape in particu­
lar had centacts with Arabs long before the 
arrival of the Malays mentioned in the next 
few paragraphs.35 Nevertheless, the early 

(26) Maık G. E. Kelly. ~ Politiaıl Philoropby of Michel Foucault, Lon­
don: R.oudedge, 2009, pp. 37-38. 

(27) M. Fouc2ult, Powc-/KJıowl~dge (edited by Colin Gordon), Brigh­
ton: Harvester, 1980, p. 142. 

(28) lbid., p. 142. 
(29) M. Foucault, Disdpli11e and Ptmish: The Birth of the Priso11, Lon-

don: Alien L:ıne, 1977, p. 194. 
(30) Ibid., p. 167. 
(31) Ihid., pp. 202-203. 
(32) Bil.aıı, "M. Foucault' s View on Powu Rdaıions". op. cit., p. 5. 
(33) M. Fouault, PoWC"/Kııowledge, op. cit., pp. 107-133. 
(34) E. M00$3. "'slam in South Africa".ln Living Frıith$ ir. Souıh A/ric11 

(ed. J W De Gruchy and M Prozesky), New York St. Mıırtin's 
Press, 199.5, 128-1.54. 

(3.5) M. Mumisa. "Islam and Proselytism in South Afriaı and Malawi•. 
In ]oumal of Mttslim Minority A/fairr 22:2, 2002, 279-296. "Ma­
lay•, despite its inaccuracy in this contexı, has been used to de­
signate this coınmwıity for the pwpose of convenience as "Cspe 



contact between Islam and southern African 
tribes did not make any significant impact on 
the latter.36 

Danger records that the first Muslim 
to arrive at the Ca pe with Jan van Riebeeck 
in 1652 was Ahmad of Batavia.37 However, 
the Wikipedia credits Shaikh Abd al-Rahim 
Matebe Shah, who arrived from Sumatra in 
1668, for this feat. He was exiled to Cape 
To:wn by the Dutch East India Company 
falicwing his resistance to the Dutch eecu­
pation of the East Indies. He used his exile 
to consolidate the teaching of Islam among 
slaves in the territory, many of whom came 
from Muslim backgrounds in Malaysia and 
Bengal.38 

According to Davids, 50% of the slaves 
were from India, 30% from Africa and Mada­
gascar, 15% from Indonesia and the remain­
der hailed from countries like present-day Sri 
Lanka and }apan and regions like Southeast 
Asia.39 There were also servants, refugees, 
non-pelirical prisoners, voluntary migrants 
and pelirical exiles.40 To the latter category 
belonged religious figures mentioned below: 

Shaikh Yüsuf (who arrived in1694 
among the first cohesive Muslim commu­
nity comprising twelve inıiims in the group), 
Rajah of Tambora (who arrived in 1697 and 
recorded the first Qur' iin from memory while 
in prison), Tuan Sa'id (who arrived in 17 44 
and, upon his release, became a peliceman 
and used his status to enter locked and gu­
arded slave quarters for preaching Islam) 
and Imam :Abd Allah ibn Qaçii:Abd Al-Salam 
(who arrived in 1780 and was known as Tuan 
Guru). 

He could be regarded as the second 
spiritual father of Islam at the Cape after 
Shaikh Yüşuf. After his release, one of his 
first tasks was establishing a religious com­
munity. For that aim, he petitioned for the 
first mosque site during those days when Is­
lam was stili subjugated by the Dutch autho­
rities;41 upon failure, he led public congrega-

ticnal prayers in ddiance of the law. Such a 
structure was meant to serve a dual function 
of acting as a place of worship and a spiritual 
retreat while it also provided space for social 
and pelirical mobilisation. In 1793, he estab­
lished the first Muslim school at Dorp Street 
in Bo-Kaap which became the first mosque 
(Masjid al-Awwal) to be used for cangrega­
ticnal prayers at the beginning of the ninete­
enth century. 42 The land had previously be­
longed to a freed woman slave, Saartjie van 
deKaapY 

A noteworthy point at this juncture is 
the difference befween the treatment meted 
out to Shaikh Yüsuf and Tu an Guru: the for­
mer, as a pelirical prisoner with royal links, 
was given certain privileges that most other 
inmates were denied. He was incarcerated in 
Faure, a locality outside Cape Town. Same 
unconfirmed reports state that he could have 
clandestinely provided religious instruction 
to the slaves in Ca pe Town in defiance of his 
restrictions. Tuan Guru, however, did not 
have such ties to merit special treatment; 
consequently, he was imprisoned at Robben 
Isiand for thirteen years. 

Muslim • also becomes problematic when referring to members 
of this cqmmunity who have settled beyond that province. For a 
fuller accoum of the dispute regarding i ıs usage, refer to G. \hlıed 
and S. Jepple. "Multiple coaununities: MusUms in post·apact· 
he.id South Africa", In Stot~ ofth~ Notitm: 2004-2005, 2005, pp. 
254·255 at www.bsrcpress.ac.za (Accessed on 16 June 2007). 

(36) M. Haron. blomit: Culture among the Ngrmi (Xhoso & Zulu) Pe­
opl~. www.ugudulislıımlislam_nguni.hanl (Accessed on 16 June 
2007). 

(37) S.E. Dangor. Shaykh Yusrrf of Mahısor. Durban: lqra PubUshers, 
1994, p. 3. 

(38) Wıkipedia. b/om in SouthAfriu. en.wikipedia.orglwikil"lssam_in_ 
South_Africa", pp. 1-2. (Ac~ssed on 16June 2007). 

(39) A. Davids. Tk MOSIJll~ o/tb~ /Jo.IVrop. Ca pe Town: The South 
African Instirute for Anıbic and Islıımic ~. 1980, p. 32. 

(40) E. C. Mandivenga. "The Cape MusUms and the Indian Muslims 
of South Africa: A Comparative Analysis", In formral of Mı11lim 
Minority Alfa in vol. 20, no. 2, 2000, p. 347. 

(41) While ıhls ~a.ined the normative legal position, there is infor­
mation to suggest that Islam \\'llS not banned outtiglıL Autho­
ıities ru.ıned a blind eye to people belonging to faiıhs other than 
Dutch Refomıed Christianity and who worshipped pıivately. lt 
has been well documented thor slaves met at the homes of freed 
persons to pray without state surveillance. Sbaikh Yıisuf's farm 
was well-known for this purpose. See Shouket Allie, "A Legııl and 
Historical Excursus of Muslim Personal Law in the Ca pe• in Mıl1-
lıiu Family Law ri ı Sub-Sahoran A/rico (ed. by E. Moosa, S. Jeppie 
and Richard Roberıs), Amsterdam: Amsterdaın University Press, 
2010, pp. 65-66. 

(42) Ibid., 38·43. 
(43) Z. Cajee. "'slamic History and Civilisation in South Africa: The 

Im pa cı of Colooialism, Aparıheid &: Democ:racy ( 1652-2004 )", p. 
10, at www.awqafsa.org.za (Accessed on 16 June 2007); Moosa. 
"Islam in South.Africa",op. cil., pp. 130·134. 
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Moosa comments that Tuan Guru's 
strategies for dealing with officialdom varied, 
depeneling on the cantext and the colonial 
power with whom he dealt. Against his Dut­
ch captors, his opposirion was unwavering. 
Wıth the British, he appeared more prag­
maric by counselling obedience for which he 
prophesied deliverance.44 

Islam was a popular religion among the 
slaves: its tradirion of teaching enabled litera­
te slaves to gain better positions in their mas­
ters' households. At the same ~e, it taught 
its fallawers to tre at their slaves respectfully. 45 

Yet this banned religion had to be preached 
secretly and practiced privately-46 until 1804, 
when religious freedam was proclaimed. 47 

But anather problem lurked large: the 
heavy setback suffered by the Dutch in the 
East Indies in about 1700 seriously under­
mined effective contact between the local 
Malays and their counterparts in the larger 
Indonesian Archipelago, causing the gradual 
disappearance of teachers of Islamic traditi­
ons from their midst. The situarian assumed 
critica! proportions by 1850 when the ride 
began turning. Having lost intellectual and 
religious contact with the East Indies, new 
generarions of Muslims formed contacts with 
the heartland of Islam, namely Makkah. This 
move was enhanced by the opening of the 
Suez Canal. By the 1870s community mem­
bers studied Arabic and Islamic Studies there 
and returned to the Cape, invigorated.48 

For details about the role of religious 
_leaders in general during that period, illumi­
nating work has be en done by S harnil J eppie 
to which I pay attenrion now. 

They led strenuous lives during which 
they catered for the day-to-day needs of their 
localiries and displayed full empathy for the 
normal hopes and fears of their followers. 
Eventually this situarian paved the way for 
them to gain power in society.49 

Curiously, the imams of nineteenth 
century Cape Town did not establish any 
formal ulama' bodies; yet they were fonn­
ders of mosques and re.ligious schools for 
Muslim children and acted as the undis­
puted spokesmen for the faithful. Many of 
them were of slave origin and a few in turn 
became slave owners themselves. They were 
largely south and south-east Asian in origin, 
and there is little evidence of any indigenous 
Khoisan among them. None of them pas­
sessed advanced Islamic learning from the 
great centres of Islamic educarion such as 
those in Makk$, Madinah, Cairo or Tunis, 
for example. "Instead, rudimentary Islamic 
theology and jurisprudence were locally lear­
ned and transferred inter-generarionally, and 
shared casually among Imams"50• This fea­
ture would separate them from the formally 
trained ulama' (or shuyiikh) of tl,:ı.e MJC by 
the mideile of the twentieth century. 

He adds: "They were part of a 'respe­
ctable class' of Muslims - independent, very 
often propertied and self-iınproving and on _ 
the whole accommodating to local im.perial 
state power".51 

Turning to their political role, he ma­
intains: 

"They were in a complex relationship 
wilh the colonial state throughout the century after 
Bnlain reoccupied the Cape in 1806. The bnams 
had a firm, but transparently ironic, canfidence in 
the Blitish as worldly protector of the community 
of believers. Yet they expresse_d innumerable, see­
mingiy mıiıor, gestures of dissent and assertions of 
independence agahıst the state". n 

We now cast our spotlight on anather 
group of Muslims who arrived in South Afri-

(44) Ibid., p. 134. 
(45) Wıkipedia. blam ıiı South Afnca, op. cil., p. 10. 
( 46) 'i Da Cosu and A. Davids. Paga /rom ~ /.fıulim History. Pie­

ıen:narittburg: Shuıer & Shooıer, 1994, pp. 20·21. 
(47) A. Davids, The Mosquı:softhe Bo·Kııap, op. cit., p. 35. . 
(48) Mand.ivenga. "The Cape Musllms and the Inciian Musllms of 

South A&ica", op. t:ir., pp. 347-348. 
( 49) Jeppie, op. cü., p. 139. 
(50) Jbid., p. 141. 
(51) Ibid., p. 157. 
(52) lbid., p. 141. 



ca during the nineteenth century; namely the 
Indians. 

They landed on the east coast of Na­
tal from South India in 1860 as indentured 
labourers to work on the sugar plantations. 
1\mong this group was probably the legen­
dary Badsha Peer from Madras who taught 
the essentials of Islam to the labourers.53 The 
Indians, most of whom were Hindus, were 
imported since they provided the cheapest 
and most reliable labour at a time when the 
provincial economy relied heavily on the su­
gar industry with its intensive use of human 
labour. Efforts to compel local Africans to 
satisfy this need failed because of the poor 
working conditions and low wages offered by 
the White farmers. The latter, assisted by the 
govemment, imported Indian labourers to 
solve the problem.54 When the contracts of 
these indeotured labourers expired after th­
ree to four years, they became free residents 
of the territory. 

Be~g in 1869, a second wave of 
Indians entered South Africa as passenger 
migrants who were either merchants or their 
employees. They mainly came from Gujarat, 
Maharashtra or Uttar Pradesh and settled in 
different parts of Natal, Transvaal and the 
Cape. Islam flourished among this group 
most; thus they formed the core of the nas­
cent Muslim community.55 

One of the conditions upon which 
these traders arrived in Port Natal was that 
there would be no state interference in the­
ir religion. This explains the swift growth of 
mosques and religious schools (called maçl­
rasas) wherever they settled56 Special menti­
on has to be made of Goalarn Mohammad 
Soofie, commonly known as Soofie Saheb, 
who arrive4 from Ratnagiri in 1895. Accor­
ding to oral' tradition, he established the shri­
ne of Badsha Peer in central Durhan as well 
as a mosque, orphanage and spiritual retreat 
(khanqah) at Riverside. Over the next fifteen 
years he replicated such structures elsewhe-

re in Natal, Cape Town and Lesotho. The­
se formed the core venues for establishing a 
distinct, popular Islamic identity within the 
disparate working-class Muslim population 
which promoted practices like visitation of 
saints' tombs and faith in their intercessory 
roles, and celebration of the birthdays of the 
Prophet and other saints.57 

The discovery of gold in large deposits 
on the Wıtwatersrand (in the old 'llansvaal 
province, presently named Gauteng) in 1886 
was a turning point in South African history. 
Far more than th~ discovery of diamonds in 
the Northem Cape seventeen years earlier, 
58this changed South Africa from an agricul­
tural society to become the largest gold-pro­
ducer in the world. 

Gold changed the face of that entire 
province. It became the richest gold mining 
area in the world. As news of the gold find 
spread throughout South Africa and the rest 
of the world, people made their way to the 
'llansvaal. ' 9 

These discoveries incentivised some 
Indian Muslim traders to seek prosperity in 
the country' s hinterland. After settling the­

. re, they organised themselves into mosque 
committees, and built mosques and scho-

(53) Z. Cajee, "'slıımic History :ınd Civilisation in South Africa", op. 
cit., p. 8. 

(54) N. Bhebe, "The British, Boers & Africans in South Africa, 1850-
1880", InA/rica ıiı tb~ miıttuııth ctııttıry ımtil tM 1880s (cd.]. F. 
Ade Ajayi), UNESCO: Universiıy of Califomia P~ss & Heine· 
mann, 1989, pp. 154·155. See 2lso P. Hanies, "Piantations, Pas­
ses and Prolerarians: Labour & the Colonial Stare in Nineteenth 
Ceoruıy Natal". Irı Jourııal of Southmı A/rica11 Studies, vol13, no. 
3, 1987, pp. 372-399. 

(55) lbıil, 349. 
(56) Z. Cajee, "Islamic Hisıoıy and Civilisation in South Afı:ica", op. 

dt., p. 7. A madriHah (or religious school) in ıhe South African 
Muslim conıext ~rers ıo a school im paning demeotary ıeaching 
of subjecıs like Qur'3nic recitation and teachings, Islamic law, and 
Prophetic guidance. Rituals like ablution before prayer (wı~Çıı'), 
daily prayers, b:ııhing (ghus/), fasring and guiddines for fıımily and 
sociallife are also covered. 

(57) G. Vıthed. "Contesting 'Onhodoxy': The Tııbliglıi-Sunni Conflict 
among SouthAfrican Muslimsin the 1970s and 1980s". Irı]ounıal 
o/Muslıin MıiıorityA/foin, vol. 23, no. 2, 2003, p. 314. 

(58) Anon., n.d. "First recorded discovcry of diamonds in ıhe colonial 
period of South Africo", Irı South A/rica/1 Hirtory Onlıiıe, at http:// 
www.sahistoıy.org.zaldated-evenr/fint·recorded·discovery-dia­
monds·colonial·pe.riod·souıh·africa (Accessed 4 August 2014). 

(59) Anon., n.d. "The glitter of gold", Irı South A/rican History Online, 
Ibıil., at http://www.so.histoıy.org.zJl/archive/glitter·gold (Accemd 
4 August 2014). 
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ols that provided basic Islamic education. 60 

Whenever they confronted legal and political 
obstacles61 those traders "relied on their inti­
mate knowledge of the law,62 on government 
officials, and sametimes on sheer d.issimu­
lation to establish and build mosques. The 
political cond.itions of British colonialism and 
then apartheid demanded the greatest atten­
tion and determined the nature and power of 
mosque officials" 63 

On the other hand, the task of leading 
prayers and imparting rud.ime~tary knowle­
dge about the Islamic faith and its practices 
was mostly entrusted to religious functiona­
ries who were especially brought from Ind.ia. 
Such individuals were heavily dependent on 
their immed.iate religious communities, whi­
ch were mostly led by influential traders, for 
their livelihood. In all regions where Muslims 
of Ind.ian origin resided, religious leaders 
only accepted their subservient status when 
it concemed relations with the state. But 
inside the mosques, they staked their daims 
to power and authority on the basis of their 
superior knowledge ofislam.64 

Where affluent merchants doubled as 
religious leaders a new terrain opened up: 
the narrative surraunding the establishment 
of the WatervaZ Islamic Institute is a case in 
point. Situated at Halfway Ho~se between 
Johannesburg and Pretoria, this establish­
ment was opened in July 1940 by Haji Mo­
asa Isınail Mia and Maulana Mohamed Mia 
as a religious trust (waqf) for the purpose of 
imparting knowledge, as well as printing and 
çlistributing Islamic literature worldwide. It 
also provided free boarding and lodging to 
students and staff.65 

It is built on part of a 3000-hectare 
farm which was boughtin 1934 by Moosa Is­
mail Mia after em playing the legal subterfuge 
of establisbing a company in Ind.ia since the 
country's laws prevented him from owning 
property in his personal capacity.66 

During that year, Maulana Ebrahim 
Sanjalvi revived the Jamiatul Ulama Trans-

(60) Example.s of such mosque.s were: (a) Juma Ma.s;iti, Kerk Stteet, 
Jolıanııe.sbwıı, which was a simple ınatquee in 1870. It was bri· 
cked in 1888; (b) Aboob:ıkr Amod (Jbaveı:y) purchased !And for 
the Juma Ma$jid in Grey Street, Durban, in 1881 w hile the Ww 
Street Mtısjid was built in 1920 (See, South A/rican History Online, 
Jbid.,bttp://www.sahisıoı:y.org.za/=hive/1804·1899 (Acce.ssed on 
31 May 2014). 

(61) There was an array of legis!Arion prohibitiııg Indians from acqui· 
ring land in eliEfecent provinces (also called colonies then) as weU 
as in South A&ica asa wbole after i ts union was decl:ıred in 1910. 
For this purpose, the Thınsvaal eruıcted Law 3 of 1885, Acr 25 
of 1891, the '!İansvaal Corporarions Ordinance No. 58, and The 
Vrededorp Sıands Ordinance Act 27 of 1907. The Starute Law of 
the province of the Orange Free S ta te of 1891 prohibiıed Inclians, 
Arabs, Malays and Muslim subjecıs of tjıe Turkish Empire from 
business or f:ırming. Discrimi.natoı:y legislarion 88ainst this group 
in N aral was rellected in the Durhan Land Alienarion Ordinance 
oo. 14 of 1922, the Durban Land Alienarioo ordinance of 1924 
and The Asiaricin the Northem DistrictSAct of 1927, The Asiaric 
'&:ıding and Occuparioo ofLand Aı:t (which became known as the 
Pegging Actl applied ıo both Transvul and Natal from May 1943. 
Firuilly, the Group Areas Acı (No. 41 of 1950) and its numerous 
amendments clivided the South African population into racial 
groups for the purpose of segregaring ıhem into clistiııct residen­
rial area.s. See South A/rica11 History Onlin~, lbİd., www.sahistoı:y. 
org.za/poliries-and-society/anti-inclian-legilarion· 1800s· 19.59 (Ac­
cessed 31 May 2014). 

(62) A ddinirive case is known as "Dadoo vs. Krugerporp Municipal 
Council" (in 1920) wbose details are as follows: According to 
La\v 3 of 1885 quoted a.bove Indians were b:ı.r:red from owning 
propeny; so Malıamed Dadoo registered a coıiıpany called Da­
doo Ltd to circumvenı this problem. He, together with anather 
Indian, held all its sbares and conducted business on a propeny 
whose tran.sfer the s:ıid company had taken. The Krugersdorp 
Municipal Council applied to the Transvnal Provincial Division for 
an order nullifying the transfer as being in concravenrion of the 
afocemenriooed law. O o appeal the courr beld: 
'... A regisıered company is n !ega! persona clistiııct from the 
members who compose it ... This conceprion of the exi.stence of 
n company asa sep:ıraıe enritY. elisrinet from i ts sharebolders is ... 
a matter of substance; propeny vesıed in the cpmpany is not, and 
cannot be, regarded as vested in all or any of its members' (Dadoo 
vs Kmgerrdorp Munir:ipal Coımcil at .550-1, as quoted by G. Vısser 
(General Eclitorl, et. al. Gibson: South A/ncan Mercanlife and 
Company Law, 8"' eclition, 2005, pp. 260-261. 
Tiüs !Andmark ruling was to have a profound ioflu.ence on the 
acq uisition of propeny for the Wattrı~al Islami& Imiİ/u/e by the aff­
lueD! Mia fa.mily about fourreen years la ter. 

(63) A. Tayob, Islam İn South Africa, Morquer. Imamsand Sermo1ıs, Flo­
rida: University Press, 1999, pp. 74-75. 

(64) lbİd., pp. 75-76. The situarian of rdigious teaders in Thınsvaal 
to which Tayob avers - which has presently been c:ırved up into 
Gauteng, Mpumalanga, Northwest and Limpopo province.s - was 
replicaıed in Natal (presently called KwaZu.lu-Natal). 

(65) Anon_, "W.tterval Islamic Insritute",Mııs/im Directory, n.d., at 
bttp://www.muslim.co.ıa/edu.eatioıı/colleges_universiries/water· 
val_islamic_insriruıe (Accessed on 5AugııSt 2014). 

(66) Anoo., Alterbury/Wal~lf, ad., at bttp://www.anerbury.eo.za/ 
Cms_Data/Cootents/AtteburyDB/Folders/news·items/-­
contcııts/XXJ27Z482EVLPAUL/WaıerfallCityPressRelease­
Sept2008.pdf (Accessed on 5 August 2014). Information about 
establisbing this company in Inclia upon the advice of Mabomed 
Dadoo was givcn by an anomey, Essop Wadee, during a leetUrc 
on Dr 'ı\ısuf Dadoo, the polirical activisı, in Johannesburg at the 
Rashid Nosarka Fonmı on 14April2014. 
"Family feud about Rl.5bn development" Anna Cox explains 
ıhat in order to bypass the Group Areas Act resttictiııg owner· 
ship of !and by Inclians, Moosa !smail Mia and his four sons is­
sued .50,000 bearer sbares which cou.ld be owned by a me.mber 
of any race. In reocrion, the govemıneot appointed what was 
known as the Inciian Penettation Commissioo, wbose brief I will 
outline sbonly, which found that it could oot be conclusively s:ıid 
that it was Inclian-owııed !And- Iı was ıherefore not expropria­
ıed. See Anno Cox, "Fa.mily feud about Rl.5bn development", 
!OL N=s, 4 July 2006, at www.iol.eo.za/news/south·a.(tical 
family-feud-about-rl.5bn.<fevelopment·l28413.5 (Accessed oo 



vaat (JUT) with the support of the Mia fa­
mily, pledging to give religious guidance to 
the Muslims. 67 In this way, in Kramer and 
Schmidtke's terms, religious professionals or 
semi-professionals68 (defined as 'ulama') be­
gan exerting their authority to interpret form­
darional texts on the basis of their knowledge 
alongside reproducing authoritative texts for 
broad distribution. For achieving these ob­
jectives, invoking traditional authorities for 
their Weltanschauung and Lebens/ührung was 
extremely important to them. 

The 'ulama' of Natal established the 
Jamiatul Ulama Natal QUN) in 1955 for the 
same purpose.69 

Finally, the umbrella body called Uni­
ted Ulama Council of South Africa (UUCSA) 
was established in 1994 to unify, coordinate 
and represent the Muslims of South Africa 
on a national and international level, espe­
cially in matters canceming dealings with 
the South A&ican government. It claims to 
represent the major derical bodies of South 
Africa. Its founder members were the Muslim 
Judicial Council (MJC, established in 1945), 
]amiatul Ulama South A/rica QUSA, formerly 
Transvaal, established in 1923 ), ]amiatul Ula­
ma KZN QUKZN, formerly Nata~ establis­
hed in 1955), Sunni Ulama Council (SUC, 
established in 1992), and Sunni ]amiatul 
Ulama70 (S]U, established in 1978). These 
were later joined by the Eastern Cape Islamic 
Congress (ECIC, established in 1996) and the 
Council of Ulama Eastern Cape (CUEC, es­
tablished in 1999). 

However, this coordinating body exe­
ludes the fallawing 'ulama' groups: Jamiatul 
Ulama Gauteng QUG, established in 2006), 
Majlisush Shura Al-Islami (MSI, established 
in 1968) and MaJtisul Ulama of South A/rica 
(MUSA, ··es.tablished in the .mid-seventies).71 

The latter body is important for our palirical 
review that will be offered shortly. 

A cursory survey of infl.uential 'ulama' 
over the last fi.fty years suggests that they hail 

from middle and higher economic strata of 
society. The question is: What has lured 
them to this field? Two reasons that I have 
encountered are the eminent social status of 
'ulama' and their reported mediatory capaci­
ties on the Day of Judgement.72 In this way, 
their prestige in both the current world and 
the netherworld is attested. 

Asa group, their power has manifest­
ly increased over the Muslim community at 
large. This is well-defined at three levels; na-

ı January 2015). The Indiıın Penetration Com.ınission was es­
tablished in 1940 to investigate and report on the extent of In­
dian residential and ırading peoetration of predorninantly White 
areas in the lh.nsvaal and N ata!. See www.sahistory.org.z.a/topic/ 
indian-south-africans-ıimeline-1940-1949 (Accessed on ı January 
2015). 

(67) Ta)'Ob, Islam i11 South A/n'c4, op. dt., p. 70. This body was 6rst 
establisbed in 1923 and has changed its name to j~rul Ulama 
South Africa • alter the new political dispensation ıook effect in 
1994. See http://www.jmısa.eo.za/about-uslhistoıy/ (Accessed 5 
August 2014). Its fint president was Maulaoa Mohamed Mia 
with Ebrahim Sanjalvi as its main expounder of Islamic law (or 
mufti). Membership of the body is open to all Muslims who can 
render useiui services to its committees and projects but its exe­
cutive comprises iJiamö' only. See J. A. Naud~ "The Ulama in 
South Africa with particular reference to the liansvaal Ulama·, in 
]oumal /or Islamı'c: Studı~, no. 2, 1982, pp. 27, 30. 

(68) Kramer and Schmidı.ke, "Rdigious Authority and Rdigious Aut· 
horities in Muslim Societies", op. dt., p. 5. 

(69) See ]amiatul Ulama KwaZulu-Natal at lbttp://jaıniar.org.z.a/ (Ac. 
cessed 5 August 2014). Its origiıW name was j:ımiarul Ulama 
N ata!" wlıich changed in line with the new political order. 

(70) Swmi in this context is to be understood asa foUower of popular 
religion as ouılined by the Bareilly serninary in India. It is nor a 
marker of distinction with a Shi'ah. 

(71) Anon., "Muslim Organisations in South Africa- Theological Bo· 
ards", in Muslim Directory, at www.muslim.eo.za/organisation/the­
ological (Accessed on 9 August 2014). This body; centred in Port 
Elizabeth, is constituted for alumni of the religious serninary in 
Jalalııbad, norıhem India; irrespective of their place of doınicile. 
Its main activity under the leade.rslıip of Maulinii Alırnacl Sadiq 
Desai is the publication of their newspaper, The Majlis (Naude, 
op. cit., p. 25). Recently they have established a seminary in De 
Deur, outside Vereeniging, in the Gauteng province. They are 
regarded as ultra-conservative by many Muslims. 

(72) They cite several Qur'iinic verses and /fadith reportsin support 
of their clainıs. Among the foımer is the verse: "Only the 'ulamö' 
among Allah' s servants (truly) fear Him" (35:28). See also .3:18, 
13:19, 16:4.3,39:9 and58:11). Theyquote/fadilh reportssuch as: 
"ı:o the person that He wishes to endow with good AUah grantsan 
understanding of religion" W-Bukhin, AI-]DnıtAi-Şa(ıifı. Book of 
Knowledge, Seetion 13, in ŞililJ Al Al-Sbailıh, Maıısiütt Al-lfatliıh 
Al-Şhnrif. Riyadh: Dır AJ.SaJwn, 2000, p. 8) and "Any person who 
ıreads a path in punuit of knowledge, Allah travels with that per· 
son along one of the paths of paradise. The angels spread their 
wings signifying approval for the knowledge seeker. All ereotures 
in the heavens and the earıh seek forgiveness for an 'ölinı; inclu­
ding the fishes in the bclly of the oceııns. The superioriıy of the 
'iilinı over the ordinary worshipper is akin to the superiority of the 
fuJJ moon over the sı.ars. The 'ulanıö' are the heirs of propheıs. 
And prophets do not bequeath wealth. So anyone that has gras­
ped that legacy has indeed grasped a lot. For anyooe who tteads 
the path of knowledge Allah facilitates a path to paradise" (Abü 
Diiwüd, Su11a11, Book of Knowledge, Seetion One on the virtue of 
seeking knowledge, in I bit/., p. 149.3); "On the Day of Judgement 
three categories of people wiU intercede for others: propbeıs, 
then 'ulamö', and then martyrs" (Al-SuyiltT, AI·]DnıtAl-Şaghir, Be­
irut: Dır Al-Fikr, vol. 1, p. 4.35; and Al-MuttaqT Al-Hindi, Ka111. 
AI·Ummöl, Beirut: Mu'assasat Al-Rislllah, vol. 10, p. 151). 
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mely, their increasing involvement in multi­
media platforms; their pronounced influence 
on Islamic education through impleıiıenta­
tion of their syllabi at madrasas under their 
supervision in addition to their management 
roles at Muslim private schools; and their 
establishment of bodies to regulate the con­
sumption of permissible (/:ralal) foodstuffs 
and to structure Islam.ic finance.73 

They have further consolidated the­
ir position with their constituencies and the 
state on issues relating to the recognition of 
Muslim Personal Law. · 

We are now able to assess their politi­
cal contributions more solidly. 

Up to 1982, we have it on record that 
JUT officially adopted a low political profile. 
In discussions with J. A. N aude, a leading cle­
ric and principal of the Waterval Islamic Ins­
titute, Maulana Ihrahim Mia, declared that 
they represented the Muslims in all spheres, 
which included negotiations with govern­
ment but without undue publicity.74 

This must not insinuate that all ulama> 
rebuffed politics up to that stage. I will pre­
sent an account in rough chronological sequ­
ence of the involvement of some religious 
figures to validate my line of reasoning. 

Maulana Isınail Saloojee (1907-1983) 
studied Islam.ic theology in India.75 He drew 
inspiration from Pakistani sodalist poets Faiz 
Ahmad Faiz and Shadaar Jafril. Soon after 
his returu from India he became a dominant 
figure in the 'fransvaal Inciian Congress (TIC) 
.which, together with its provincial counter­
part, the Natal Inciian Congress (NIC) be­
came closely aligned to the African National 
Congress (ANC) spearheaded by Nelson 
Mandela. He actively involved himself in the 
1946 Passive Resistance Campaign against 
the discriminatory Asiatic Land Tenure Act 
and the Inciian Representation Bill, common­
ly known as the Ghetto Act and organised the 
first batch of resistors in 'fransvaal. He later 

participated in the Defiance Campaign of 
1952 alongside Nelson Mandela and Walter 
Sisulu. He was a delegate to the lancimark 
Congress of the People held in 1955 that 
was convened to adopt the ANC's Freedam 
Charter. J? 1961 he was imprisoned under 
the harsh security laws of this country. In 
1964, the TIC suffered severe repression and 
he was banned from political activity for ten 
years. Before his death, he waged boycott 
campaigns against the state sponsored South 
African Inciian Congress (SAIC) and agents 
of apartheid.76 

The efforts of Maulana Isınail Cacha­
lia ( 1908-2003) could be principally regarded 
as a contextualisation of Qur' anic political 
maxims for seeking liberation for .disenfran­
chised South Africans; regardless of race, 
gender or religious affiliation. He pursued 
theological studies at the seminary of Deo-

(73) G. v.ılıed :ınd S. Jeppie, "Multiple Comın~ties: Muslims in 
Post·Ap:ırtheid South Africa", in Stalt of the Natio11: 2004-2005, 
pp. 258, 261, ar www.hsrcpress.ac.za (Accessed on 9 August 
2014). Th.e deıails these authors provide are slighdy outdated. . 
Recently. the deci.sion of some cle.ıics &om ]USA ıo keenly appeıır 
on television has been meı \vith s~ere re primand from ıheir coun· 
ı~ans in ıhe MUSA Their use of social media oetworks bas also 
inıeosified. 

(74) Na.ude, "The Ulama",op. t:it., p. 38. Ane:wııpleofquieı oegoti· 
atioos by ]UT with the state relaıed ıo the oeed for the Lıtter to 
ackoowledge the saoctity of mosque properties during represeo­
tatioos to the Group Areas Development Board in 1959 (See E. 
Mohida, History of Mttslims i11 South Africa: A Chro~tology, Dur­
han; Arabic Srudy Cirde, 1993, p. 58). Yet anather related to the 
recogııition of Muslim Person:ı.l Law (MPL) during the apa.rıheid 
eta when the South Afric:ın Law Coınıııission (SALC) circulated 
a quesıionnaire to several Muslim organi.ıations ıpıd individuals, 
invitiııg comment on certain mattas :ıffecting this topic at the end 
of 1987. A politic:ıl trigger for MPL then was the advenı of the 
interruııionally discredited tricamer:ı.l parli:ımem in 1984, which 
gave p:ırliıı.ıııenuııy represenıation to coloureds a.nd Iodians, wiıh 
several Muslim participaoıs. Politiciııns at the time boped to ga.in 
credibility wiıh the Muslim commwıity by highligbting MPL a.s an 
e.lecroral issue (See E. Moosa, "Muslim Faııı.ily Law in South Afri­
ea: Paradoxes aııd Ironies", in Muslıiu Family Law i11 Sub-Sab4rmı 
Africa (ediıed by Shamil Jeppie, et. :ıl.), Amsıerdam: Amsıerdam 
University Press, 2010, p. 332. 
Regarding s:ınctity of mosque properties, religious leadas cum 
political activisıs like Hııron (whose contributions will be ddine· 
aıed laıer) publicly advocated opposiıioo to the apa.rıheid gover­
nmeot's Group Areas policy. Tuming ıo MPL; which is curreııdy 
termed the Muslim Ma.rriages Bill (MMB), it has been a c:a.ıroı 
thar has been dangled before the Muslim public by boıh ıhe apart­
heid and democratic govemmeoıs ro secure elecıoral votes: ıhe 
fomıer govemment did so subtly while the preseot govemment 
does so unequivocally. This problem has not been resolved up ıo 
now after we have ~'Perienced ıweoty years of democraıic rule. 

(7.5) Uofoıtunaıely, I have been uruıble ıo procure deuıi.ls of his srudies 
or his almıı maıer. 

(76) See "Tıreless Fighter for Peace, Freedom and Democracy" at 
\9'WW.hisıoricalpapers.wiıs.ac. zafıoventories/inv _pdfo/AK2117 1 
A.K2117·J2·22-W61-003-jpe.g.pdf (Accessed on 25 August 2014). 



band from 1925 to 1931 and earned the tide 
of Maulana. 77 

His primary contribution to the free­
dem struggle lay in his bid to unite all the 
country's oppressed people. This either as­
sumed the form of legal work to expose the 
absurdity of some of SouthAfrica's laws (like 
the Group Areas Act) or field work among 
both Africans and people of Indian descent 
to enlighten them about their cornrnon go­
als. He realised the problem racially discri­
minatory legislation posed for the unity of 
the Muslim ummah when he calculated that 
it would hinder tangible interconnectedness 
amongthem. 

Together with a few others, Cacha­
lia established the N arionalist Group of the 
Transvaal Indian Congress. In 1946, when 
General Smuts rebuffed the South Afri­
can Indian delegation, a passive resistance 
campaign was launched and he was elected 
a member of the newly established Passive 
Resistance Council. In the nationwide De­
fiance Campaign of 1952, called in protest 
against SouthAfrica's discriminatory laws, he 
was a senior advisor to N elson Mandela. He 
was arrested and sentenced to 18 months im­
prisonment under the Suppression of Com­
munism Act and thereafter banned from hol­
ding official positions and participating iİı the 
Transvaal Indian Congress. 

Cachalia represented the ANC and 
the South African Indian Congress at the 
first conference of twenty-seven free non-a­
ligned Afro-Asian countries in 1955 at Ban­
dung, Indonesia. En route, he, together wit:h 
Moses Ketane of the ANC, met President 
Gamal Abdul N ass er in Cairo who w as very 
sympathetic and encouraging. They also met 
freedom' ·fi~ters from Tunisia, Algeria and 
Morocco in that conference; notably Amir 
Abdul Karim ofWest Morocco. This was the 
first opportunity for a South African Mus­
lim to -.have his voice heard on a forum for 
world politicalleaders. The leaders of India, 

Egypt and Indonesia (viz. Nehru, Nasser and 
Sukarno respectively), appeared keenly inte­
rested in reselving the plight of subjugated 
South Afrians. 

After the Sharpeville Massacre in 
1960, a State ofEmergencywas declared and 
Cachalia was arrested. By that time he sup­
ported the replacement of passive resistance 
based on the Gandhian notion of satyagra­
ha by military confrontation; believing that 
they were different forms of jıhad. He left 
SouthAfrica for Botswana in 1964, where he 
was given political asylum. He left his host 
country for India iii 1967, where he served as 
Deputy Representative of the Asian Mission 
of the ANC in New Delhi up to 1972. He 
then retired to his ancestral village in India 
and returned to South Africa prior to the de­
mocratic elections in 1994. 

Curiously, both these religious figures 
from middleclass families belonged to the 
JUT even though the rank and file of that 
body comprised apolitical individuals. Sa­
loojee inspired activism ampng a number of 
his family members and close friends; culmi­
nating in their commitment to the ideals of 
the Call of Islam which was formed in 1984. 
As a highly circumspect person, Cachalia re­
.fused to consummately eriticise his religious 
colleagues for their apathy. Instead, in his 
interview with me, he mentioned the names 
of Maulanas Isınail Italwi, !smail Kachwi, 
Abdul Salarn Lachpori, Mukhtar Ahmad Me­
eruti and Muhammad Bismillah among acti­
vists .during the early phase of his life. The 

(77) His concem for social justice was inspircd by his p:ırenıs' ex­
periences as well as those of some Deobandi icons !ike Qasiın 
Nanot\vi and Mahmudııl Hasan who even co-operaıed with 
non·Musliıns to aclüeve this objective. Anather primary source of 
inspiration for him was the thoughıs of Shllh \'(Till AUab of Delhi 
(1703-ı762) and their conı~-rualisation by the Inciian religious 
divine of the twentieth cenrury. UbaidAllah Sindhi (ı872-1944). 
&fer ıo my aniele on him entiıled "Maıılvi Cachalia: The Conı­
ribuıions of a Thinker-Activisı ıo the Poliıical I..iber:ııion of South 
Africa" in]ounıalo/Mllslim MıiıorityA/fairs, vol. ı6, no. ı, ı996, 
pp. 129·13 ı as well as my inıerviews with him recorded as "In· 
ıerviews u.;th M•ıılvi Cacluılia", housed •s iıem ACC 358 of the 
Documentation Cenıre for African Studies at the Unisa library in 
Preıoria .. 
I have kno,vingly devoıed a liııle more space ıo his inpuıs because 
a number of experiences are commen ıo him and other sıalw:ırıs 
who succeeded him !ike lmams Haron and Hassan Solomon, and 
F:ırid Esack. 
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last-mentioned person returned to India and 
finally became the Grand Mufti of Gujarat. I 
have not found any further details about the­
se people's palirical profiles. 

Probably, the most noted Muslim re­
ligious leader cum palirical activist is Imam 
Abdullah Haron (1924-1969) who was in­
carcerated and killed by the security police. 
He losthis mather when he was stili an in­
fant. He was brought up by his aunt who 
showed great keenness for his Islamic educa­
tion which he acquired at the ~ands of imams 
and shaikhs; locally as well as in Makkah and 
Cairo. Among them was Shaikh Isınail Ga­
nief of Cape Town (d. 1958) and ShaikhL\bd 
Al-~iin al-:A.lawi al-Malild of Makkah (d. 
1986). He memorised the entire Qur'an by 
the age of fourteen. 

Two of the faremost events that pali­
ticised him were the palice killing of Black 
anti-pass protestors on 21 March 196078 and 
the Group Are as Act which affected him per­
sonally, together with his mosque where he 
served as imam, and his congregation. He 
explained to the MJC that the precincts of 
mosques were inviolable and their buildings 
were perpetually sacred. After persistent ple­
as, the state acceded to his stance. 

Imam Haron initiated adult male and 
female classes, allawed women to participate 
on the mosque's executive, and taught Ara­
bic so that the cangregation could. compre­
hend the Qur'an. He organised fetes and pic­
nics to raise funds for the poor. Together with 
same friends, he established a monthly news-

. paper, Muslim News, in 1960 to conscientise 
the community politically. He maintained 
close contact with palirical activists, same of 
whom he invited to address his cangrega tion, 
as well as with the poor migrant workers in 
impoverished suburbs. During the 1960 Sta­
te of Emergency he sent food in to the towns­
hips and was co-opted to a body that raised 
funds for the defence of palirical detainees 

because many of his close assodates were İm· 
prisoned. 

In December 1968, Imam Haron vi­
sited Makkah, Cairo, the Netherlands, and 
London for the last time. He was arrested 
on 28 May 1969 und er the Terrorism Act and 
held inco~unicado for 123 days. The po­
lice tortured and then murdered him on 27 
September 1969.79 We could say that Haron 
paid the ultima te price for regarding Islam as 
a total way of life that went beyand the per­
formance of a few rituals. 

The resp.onse of the ulama' to prevai­
ling conditions is a good barometer of their 
involvement in politics at that time. 

What underscored their attitude in the 
late ll950s and 1960s was the understanding 
that those who were unhappy witli the status 
quo could migrate to more prornising terri­
tories. This remained their stance to palice 
tyranny against peaceful anti-pass protestors 
at Sharpeville in 1960, the b~g of the li­
beration movements (the ANC and PAC) in 
1962 or the rigorous implementation of the · 
Group Areas Act in that decade. 

Quoting three thinkers, Gunther ac­
cuses the ulama' of the MJC of being very · 
conservative, complacent, silent and even 
apolitical. Part of the reason for that, accor­
ding to Achmat Davids, was that Muslirris in 
the Western Ca pe were mosdy called Malays. 
Although they were classifi.ed coloureds un­
der the racial laws prevailing then, they were 
made to believe that they coiıstituted the eli­
te among this category. This sense of false 
superiority made it difficult for them to mer­
ge with the other sections of oppressed pe­
ople and develop a comman strategy against 
the racist government. On the ·other hand, 

(78) Blacks wc re mandared ıo carry a documenı on them at ııll times 
to prove ıo police that they werc bona fide residents of certain 
areas and that they had not sttaycd inıo what the sı:ııte regardcd as 
prohibiıed ıerriıory. 

(79) Goolam Valıed, "Imıam Abdullah Haron", in Mıtılıin Porlraitr: The 
Anti·Aparthcid Struggle, Durban: Mııdiba Publislıcıs, 2012, pp. 
143·144; andJill E. Kdly, "'lt is bcause of our Islam that we are 
there': The C:ıll ofislam in the United Democratic FronıEra", in 
Afni:an Histarical &view, vol 41, no. 1, 2009, p. 125. 



Rashid Omar contends that this false superi­
ority engendered parochialism and servitude 
to white dominance. The tyrannical gover­
nment had also struck deep fear among the 
populace. In that climate, the ulamit deemed 
it convenient to adopt a minimalist stance 
towards opposing the state; meaning thereby 
that so long as religious matters (according 
to their perceptions) were not endangered by 
the governrnent they had no justifi.cation for 
resİsting political authority. Even the abhor­
rent Group Areas Act had no impact on their 
attitude.80 

The ulamii' bodies in the remainder of 
South Africa replicated the MJC's conduct. 
Moreover, they mirrored the deep racial, do­
ctrinal, linguistic and ethnic divisions found 
within the Inciian Muslim community.81 

However, the unfolding struggle from 
the side of the masses and increasing state 
repression from the mid-1970s to the Iate 
1980s undermined .the ulamii's appraisal of 
political invqlvement in a way that "their mo­
nopoly of interpretation and definition of re­
ligious matters was questioned". 82 How this 
happened will be clarified now. 

In centrast to the theological route, 
some Muslims had by then already adopted 
a humanistic approach that supported an 
Islam which was both grounded in its intel­
leetual tradition and was also ensconced to 
the demands of modernity and change. The 
writings of Islamists like Qutb and Maudu­
di, which stress the importance of human 
agency, were very popular among them. In 
the early sixties, the Cape Muslim Youth 
Mavement ( CMYM) and the Ca pe Muslim 
Youth Assodation (CMYA) highlighted these 
tendençies. Imam Haron, who was actually 
a foundet rp.ember of the latter body, acid­
ressed its members on burning social issues. 
The CMYA distributed a pamphlet labelled 
Cal! of Islam which subverted the traditional 
view about freedem of worship by procla­
iming that racial segregation undermined 

self-respect and transgressed common law 
rights. This was a refinement of Cachalia's 
insight given earlier. 

In 1970, Durhan played host to the 
establishment of the Muslim Youth Mave­
ment (MYM) whose affluent class fonnder 
members were concemed with providing the 
Muslim youth w.ith an altemative worldview. 
It used its publication, A1-Qalam, to reach 
mainly middle-class members of society th­
roughout the country. 

They, like Ca pe Town' s CMYA, sought 
inspiration in the writings of Qutb and Mau­
dudi. The youth who joined this movement 
were particularly inspired by the overthrow 
of the Shah of Iran in 1979 that provided 
impetus to their pan-Islami c vision w hile the 
writings of Black Consciousness Movement 
leaders like Steve Biko captivated them after 
the Soweto Riots of 1976. In 1984, Maulana 
Ebrahim Moosa, a graduate from the Na­
dwatul Ulama in Lucknow, assumed the cud­
gels of the MYM and convincingly articulated 
their discourses on social justice. According 
to M. Haron, "(I)n this way, MYM members 
weaved their thoughts about Islam along with 
the Black Consciousness Mavement into an 
-in terescing mosaic of ideas". 83 Briefly, their 

(80) Ursula Günther, The Mmıory of Imam Haron in UJIIsclidattiıg 
Muslim Resistaııce ıiı the Apartheid Struggfe, aı http://ursulaguenı­
her.6les.wordpress.com/2010/05/the-memoıy-of-imam-haron. 
pdf, pp. 121-123 (Attessed 2 Sepıember 2014). 

(81) For more deıails, refer ıo Goolam v.ı.hed, Mıulims in Post-Apart­
heid South A/rica, 2006, p. 4, at www.onislam.net/englislılpotiıics/ 
afı:ica/431271-muslims-in-post-apanheid-south-afı:ica.html (Ac­
cessed 3 September 2014) as weU as his aniele enıiıled "Islam in 
the Pubüc Sphere in Post-Aparıhdd South Africa: Prospects and 
Cballenges", infouma/for Isfamic Studi~, 2007, voL 27, p. 119. 
Very recenıly, the \ılama.' of south Asi an descenı parıicularly have 
been seatbingiy attacked for promoting theologicııl "silociıis" (in 
the form of sectariaııism), corporoıisaıion througlı trademarking 
the ~ali!! logo and control of resources by the editor of a team 
of u'liters that are at variance with the I.slamic ethos. Reud furt. 
her comments of I.smail Om ar in Islam: Ofigarchit:s and Unmıalis, 
Dwban: Impress, 2014. 
For more backgıound relaıing to raci41 and chss stratilicaıions 
in In<lian society (that bave spilled over in ıhe diaspora), see M. 
A. Falahi, "Caste and Social Hierarcby among Indian Mwlims", 
in Lıdiau Dafit's Wıiu, 10 August 2008, at http://daüımwlims. 
wordpress.com/2008/08/10/caste-and-social-hierasdıy·among-in­
dian-musüms-m-a-falahi-intetview (Accessed 3 September 2014) 
and Yoginder Sikand, March 2004, "Islastı and Caste Inequaliıy 
among Indian Muslims", in Qafandar. 

(82) Günther, The Memory o/ bnam Haron, op. cit., p. 137. 
(83) Muhammed Haron, "Islam, InteUecruals and the South Africnn 

Question", in bıteffec/ual Traditious ıiı South A/rica, (edited by Pe­
ter Vale, eı. al.), Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press, pp. 313·328. 
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objective was to establish an Islamic system 
in South Africa but they hesitated to view the 
resistance model of the Iranian Revolution as 
a model for South Africa. 84 

In 1982 Farid Esack returned from his 
studies at the Jamiah :A.rabiyah Islamiyalı in 
Karaebi and criticised the MYM's stance as 
being too elitist since it interacted \vith Isla­
mic movements abroad while ignoring inter­
faith cooperation at home. For him, this was 
an instance of positive neutrality, meaning 
that while it condemned apartheid vehe­
mently, it was neutral with respect to com­
peting liberation movements. Of paramount 
importance to him was the contextualisation 
of the political struggle in South Africa. He 
permed his ideas in a few publications like 
Musa went to Firaun and The Struggle: A Ma­
nual /or Islamicists in the midst of the South 
African Crucible and, finally, his nuanced her­
meneutical interpretation of the Qur'an in 

Meanwhile, Cape Town had another 
impressive religious figure in Imam Hassan 
Solomon86 who belonged to the MYM and 
was also an executive member of the MJC. 
He used his s'ermons at the Claremont Road 
Mosque to attract the youth to his mosque 
and actively called on other mosques to serve 
as arenas for the struggle of justice. With the 
launching of the UDF in the Western Cape 
his ideas spread from the pulpit to mass ral­
lies, protest marches and mass funerals. He 
acidressed people alongside leaders of other 
faiths which resulted in a low turnout at tho­
se Thcameral elections among the lndians 
and Coloureds. 

Notably, both Esack and Solomon,. 
were members of the MJC which compelled 
that religious body to adopt a more liberal 
line compared to other derical groupings. It 
declared, willy-nilly, that participation in tho­
se elections was juridically prohibited.87 

Qur'an, Liberation and Pluralism. ~ The discourses of almo~t ~other u-
. . - lama' groups refl.ected conservatısm to var-

H~ formed the organısa?on ~alle~ ying degrees. During the Thcameral electi-: 
of Islam ın 1984 and became ıts pnmary ıd_;- ..... ons that were aimed at perpetuating white 
ologue in response to emergence of the bro- minority rule JUT and JUN were reluctant 
ad-based umhrella body called the United to eriticise the apartheid state. The JUN 
Demecratic Front (UDF) which aimed to ac- and MUSA regurgitated the facile arguments· 
commodate all grassroots movements in the presented by their counterparts at the MJC 
quest for a non-racial, non-sexist and democ- in the 1960s about religious freedom in this 
ra tic South Africa Of immediate concern to country and migrating to better countries in 
the UDFwas opposition to the .government's cases of disenchantrnentwith prevailing con­
ploy of creating some semblance of democ- ditions. Eventually, the JUN backtracked 
racy by giving people of Indian origin and after fielqmg pressure by radical groups and 
Coloured people representation in a Thca- a wide r~ge of organisations. But JUT re­
meral Parliament that excluded the majority mained constantly silent. 

indigenous people from the legislature. The (84) Jill E. Kclly. "'It is because of our Islam that we ıue there':The 

C all of Islam comprised members belonging Call of Islam in the United Democr:ıtic Front Era". In A/rit:illl 
Hirtoni:af Revimu, vol. 41, no. 1, p. 126. 

to the lower-middle and working dasses of (85) Ibid., pp. 118-119, 128, 130-131 and Haron, "lnıellectualli:aditi-
th C Fl th 'th th 'ddl cl oos", op. cit., p. 328. e ape ats toge er Wl e mı e ass (86) He wos ıaughı locaUy by soıne religious persoruılities of Cape 
of 'TI:ansvaal. It espoused the eradication of Town. He funheted his studies in Saudi Arabia in 1985. Like 

lıniın Haron and Farid Esack, his advanced theological studies 
depraved social conditions among all South remained incoınpleıe. (For more details in this connection abouı 

Solomoo, see Kassiem Adams, "Hassan Solomoo", in South A/ri-
Africans; regardJess of ethnicity, language wı Mıufıi11s, vol2, n.d., p. 10. Deıails abour Esack are found at 

"Farid Esack: Muslim and Deınocrat", in&figion o11d Cuftur~. 18 
and religion. All members of society had to Fcbruary 2013 at hnp:l/recoociliatioobarometet.o~wp-context/ 
unite to canfront apartheid in different gu- uploads/2013/02/18_Muslim_and_Democrat.pdf (Aı:cessed 26 

May2014). 
ises.85 (87) Kclly, "The CaD of Islam", op. al., p.130. 



Their discourse was totally exclusivist; 
that is, only confined to Muslim interests rat­
her than the legitimate interests of the larger 
population. It was characterised by an int­
ransigence that exposed their midelle-class 
merchant status which, in turn, has a hug~ 
influence in their propensity towards right 
wing ideologies. 

The tabloid called The Majlis, whi­
ch enjoys readership among Muslims in the 
eastern provinces of South Africa, capably 
articulated this obscurantism. It invoked a 
mixture of various ide as to show that political 
eecperation with non-Muslimsis un-Islarnic. 

. Ultimately, non-Muslims are misguided.88 

In the process, it stressed the deterio­
ration of religious authority and power that 
could render their office redundant. Moo­
sa' s ground-breaking finding states: "Ina bid 
to rationalise their political views, conservati­
ves impute certain negative theological and 
moral values to terms like 'leftists', 'atheists' 
and 'bible-wielding .priests' as shorthand for 
heresy and 'deviance. Tbis new theological 
grammar is the modern-day equivalent of the 
medieval dernonology ofislam".89 

When we weigh up the invective aga­
inst the left and its Muslim allies we find the 
discourse to be less opprobrious towards the 
"right wing" than the "left wing". The. rati­
onalisation for that is that the right v;ring's 
evil affects solely the participants themselves. 
But the evil that the left poses is more subs­
tantive because it can ultimately bring about 
the demise of Islam. From the point of view 
of interpretive theory there isa distinct privi­
lege for the right wing in the discourse of the 
Majlis. 90 

The author concludes his critique with 
some a~e-~spiring observations: 

"It is deceptive to believe that conseroa­
tism does not have a political posture. Beneath the 
veneer of civic apothy isa benign and paradoxical 
palılical posture. The prevailing opinion that it is 
narrow, seetarian and exclusivist does not mean it 

cannot rejuven(JfC tiself to become (1 /orce to be 
reckoned with. In fact, it does from time to time 
make a forcefitl public appearance if tbe issıte(s) 
justify such presence. 

While war is waged witb the prevailing 
political culture of the left and its Muslim allies, 
the conseıvatives themselves can hardly be desc­
ribed as alienated /rom modemity. Conseroatives 
enter universities and flourish in Ibe top professi­
ons of medicine, law and. ~usiness. In other words 
their resistance to change is selective. Perhaps the 
most signi/icant obseıvation is the upward shift in 
the socio-economic s tali/s of conseıvatives. Capita­
lism and free enteıprise are freely embraced, which 
is a reflection of their class positions. The central 
thrust of the ir oppositioıı is socialism, commımism, 
atheism and the morality of modernity ". 91 

Conservative clerics often verbally be­
rated activists among them and alleged that 
they were insufficiently qualified to act as 
spokespersons for Islam; in other words, they 
were not qualified ulamii'. 

Only the SJU opposed those elections 
for tactical rather than principled reasons. 
They were new role-players' on this territory 
and needed to also symbolically show their 
difference from the more legalistic outlock of 
their counterparts. 

Since the state's unbanning of the 
ANC in 1990, there slowly began a volte-face 
in the relations between the future democ­
ratically elected government and the ulamii' 
at large. When _addressing predominantly 
Musijm voters, the ANC seized upon every 
opportunity to remind them that during their 
overtures to the· ulamii', the latter were most 
impressed with the high percentage of Mus-

. lim names on the organisa tion' s nationallist 
of candidates for the forthcoming 1994 gene­
ral elections. 

(88) EbralllmMoosa, "Muslim Conseıvatism in SouthAfrica", infour-
ual/or Theology in Soutbenı A/rica, vol. 69, Dec. 1989, pp. 73-78. 

(89) Ibid., p. 80. 
(90) Jbid., p. 80. 
(91) Ibid., pp. 80·81. See also, Maurice Ostroff, "Muslim Influeoce 

on Souıh African Politics", in Soutb Afnean jewi1lı Report, 16 April 
2014. 
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Discussions relating to the religi.ous 
freedam did not centre on the extent to whi­
ch religion could be excluded from the pub­
lic domain but rather the extent to which it 
could be accommodated. It was not surpri­
sing that South Africa had chosen to respond 
to the issue of religious freedam in a more 
tolerant manner given its discriminatory-la­
den history under colonialism and aparthe­
id. While race-based discrimination was the 
most obvious, religi.on was a further invidious 
form of discrimination.92 

Wıth pretentiousness, the secular ANC 
began portraying itself as a broad church that 
welcomes everyone since it is guided by the 
people.93 Some political commentators in­
terpret this idiom asa paradox whose cont­
radictions lead to inaction.94 Several political 
commentators and activists have complained 
that the ruling party has gradually succum­
bed to global capital.95 Consequently, the 
ANC has become hugely accommodating to 
altemative social, economic and political in­
sights; so long as it retains sufficient latitude 
to rule the country. 

In this new dispensation, we also need 
to examine state-religi.on relations that could 
shed light on the enigma. An intensely force­
ful synopsis of the Nigerian situation in the 
post -colonial era w as ma de by Oluwole J acob 
Odeyemi when he remarked tha~ priests con­
tinued to emphasise self-reformation among 
the masses; thereby defl.ecting faults away 
from governmental misrule and corruption. 
In return, successive govemments have ea­
gerly supported religi.ous conventions aimed 
at redeeming attendees of their sins and lack 
of faith, in which priests instil a strong sense 
of obedience among such devotees. Even­
tually, this docility gets projected on to the 
political plane.96 

It is easy to discem the parallels with 
the South African situation when we take 
cognizance of the itlamii's stress on personal 
piety throughout the period under review. 

Goolam Vahed remarks that in recent times, 
endeavours at self-reformation through the 
assistance of religious leaders and spiritual 
guides have increased exponentially; as is 
evident in greater veiling trends among Mus­
lim women, the entrenchment of bala! food 
cert:ifying. bodies, de-Westernized dressing 
and the interest in Islamic finance. At the 
same time, a greater number of ulama~ with 
the exception of the Majlisul Ulama of South 
Africa, have supported the ANC's eleetaral 
campaigns in order to secure rights for Mus­
lims. Tiıis gesture reiterates their narcissism 
since it excludes other members of the citi­
zenıy. Admitt~dly, the JUSA probably has 
greater political nous and is aware of the li­
mits of making excessive demands.97 

In this changed environment, most of 
the ulama' bodies have snatched every op­
portunity to cooperate with the· stat~ in the 
moral regeneration initiative launched by the 
state. They also serve on the National Religi­
ous Forum that promotes dialdgue between 
govemment and religious authorities. They _ 
have embarked on j9_int initiatives aimed at 
alleviating or eradicating social ilis like po-

(92) Walıeeda .Aıııien, "Politics of ReUgious Fı:eedom in South Afri. 
ca", 27 April 2012, at hnp:!/blog$-SSrc.or!1tiU2012/07/24/politi· . 
cs-of-religious-&eedom·in-south-africal?disp=priot (Accessed on 
6 September 2014). 

(93) Tbis was the desetiption m ade by Presiden ı Zuma during the cen· 
ıeruuy cdebrations of the ANC. See hnps:!/www.google.co.z:ı/ 
search?newwindow=1&siıe=&source=bp&q=aoc+broa.d+­
church&oq=:ınc+broad+church&gs_l=hp.3 .. 0i22i30.7594.13 
326.0.14590.16.12.0.4.4.1.878.2430.3-3jOjlj15.0 .... o ... 1c.153. 
hp .. 8.8.1878XOiEprgugjl (Accessed 5 Sepıember 2014). 

(94) Osiıııne Molefe, "The broad church mçans the ANC is too big 
not to fail", in Daily Mavmc.k, 22 June 2012, at http://www.daily· 
ınaverickc~.z:ı/opinioıüsı:ı/20 12-06-22-the-broad-church-means­
ıhe-:ınc-is-too-big·not-to-fail (Accessed on 5 September 2014). 

(95) lrvio Jim, ·~c in lucrative nlli:ınce with international capiıal" 
in lntemational Joumal o/ Soçialist Renewal, ll February 2014, at 
http:l/links.org.au/node/3707 (Accessed on 5 September 2014); 
John Pilger, ''Apartheid did not die in South Africa. It inspired a 
\vorld upheld by force and illusion", Sepıember 2012, aı http:// 
www.newstatesman.com/world-affaiı:s/world-affaiı:s/2012/09/ 
aparıheid-didn%E2%80%99t-die-south·africa (Accessed on 5 
Sepıember 20H); Andile Mngxiıema, "Madiba's legacy !ed to 
D.ase love", in Mail & Guardia11, 19 December 2013; and Chris 
Roper, "The lies Ncison Mandeb taughı us", in Mail & Gtl4rdiall, 
13 December 2013. 

(96) Oluwule Jacob Odeyemi, "Eiiıe-Priesthood Conoivance in Nige­
ri:ı", in Jori!ld, voL ll, no. 2, December 2013, pp. 255-268, 

(97) Goolam \'.ıhed, "Isl:ım in the Pubüc Sphere", op. dt., pp. 123-126, 
143, 148. The idamö's role in securing the right5 of the ıninoriıy 
Muslim population has also been averı:ed by M. Haron (See his 
"South[em] Africa's Dar ul Ulums: Institutioos of Social Chan­
ge for the Common Good", in Studies in Philoıophy & Education 
(chief ediıor Gert Biesta), vol. 33, no. 3, 2013, p. 255. 



verty, erime, HIV/AIDS, unemployment, 
and child and women abuse. To this effect, 
Maulana Ebrahim Bham of the JUSA high­
lighted "the importance of public service in 
an era when community isolationism cannot 
deliver desired outcomes"98 

But Muhammed Fahrie Hassan remains 
unimpressed by these manoeuvres and accuses 
"local religious leadership's response to political 
power, particularly in recent years, (as be ing- YD) 
one that can best be deselibed as expedient polı'ti­
cal accommodations- trying to get as com/ortab/e 
as possible with those in power. The preseni ac­
commodationism is consistent with our history for 
a community ıiıtetll on finding a position that best 
served its own narrowmatedat interests. "'99 

While this may indeed be the case, 
the state has realized the tremendous role 
religion can play in sustainable development. 
Religion can promote human good in order 
to provide basic human needs and guarantee 
the protection of human rights. 100 Further­
more, it tacitly appreciates the greater influ­
ence that religion can exercise in impoveris­
hed communities. 

In the post-apartheid era, we find 
clerical · bodies divided into two in terms of 
developing relations with the state; the vast 
majority of them under the urubreila body 
termed UUCSA, have positioned themselves 
impressively in negotiations with the state; 
sametimes after blatantly misappropriating 
the legacies of stalwarts from their ranks like 
Cachalia, Haron and Salomon. On the ot­
her hand, MUSA have continued to castiga­
te their counterparts for submitting to, what 
they cansicler to be, deviations from the Isla­
micnorm. 

In different ways, both trends have 
further enhanced their positions among their 
constituents; many affluent and professional 
people have been amazed at the suaveness 
with which ulama' belonging to the first trend 
have entered this phase of our country's his­
tory. But a vocal minority among them con­
tinue lamenting the loss of morality among 

the negotiating ulama' as the country slides 
inexorably towards its destruction. They bet­
ray selective morality as Ebrahim Moosa has 
eloquently mentioned in his earlier critique. 
Meanwhile, the committed and politically ac­
tive Muslims feel disgruntled by the sheer op­
portunism on the part of ulama' subscribing 
to the majority trend deseribed above. And, 
finally, the poor and indigent members of this 
faith community have far more basic existen­
tial issues to contend with to be embroiled in 
this debate. 

Before concluding this article, it will be 
expedient to briefly survey the role of South 
African ulama' in centrast to their counter­
parts elsewhere. 

Zaman remarks that the ulama' gene­
rally "have . . . been successful in enhancing 
their influence in a number of contemporary 
Muslim societies, in breadening their audien­
ces, in making significant contributions to 
public discourses, and even in setting the ter­
ms for such discourses. In many cases, they 
have alsa come to play significant religiopoli­
tical activist role s in contemporary Islam". 101 

Our analysis has confirmed these observati­
ons completely. 

He adds that their ambivalence towar­
ds the state has, ironically, served them well. 
It has allawed them to pursue several opti­
ons simultaneously and with great flexibility: 
they can extract fulfillment of state promi­
ses, but at the same time expand the scope 

{98) Dietrich Reeız, "The TablishJ Madrassas in Lenasia and Aza. 
adville: Loc3l Pla)'et'S in the Global 'lslanıic Fidd'", in MıtSlinı 
Schools and EiuCIJtioll ,;, Eııro~tmd SouthA/riCIJ {ed. A uyob, eL 
all, Münster: W=naruı, 201 ı , p. 98. 

(99) Moham.ıııed Fahrie Hsss:ın, "The Ubma and Elites-Accommo­
dation & Bettııyal", inA/ur tiM Hont!)·mooıı {~ds. Aslam &ıaar & 
Farid Esack), Cape Town: Centrc: for the Sıudy of Progressive 
Islam, 2009, p. 27. 

{IOO)Joseph Ogbonnaya, "Religion :ınd Su.sıainable Devdopment 
in A&ica: The Case of Nigetia", at http://www.saindeo.edu/ 
media/41 1881/religion_and_sustainable_dc:velopment_in_afri· 
ca_final.pdf (Acc~ssed 10 Sepıember 2014). While, the author 
focusc:s on Nigeria, the argument is equıılly valid for South Afri. 
ca. Joluı S. Mbiti bas obseıved that Africans are: vecy religious. 
See his A/ni:an ReligioıtS and Phifosoph}\ London: Heinemann, 
1969. 

(lO 1) Muhnmmad Qasim Zaman, Tht Ulama in Contemporary Is lanı: 
CnstodıiııtS o/ Chauge, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2002, p. 2. 
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of their own activities at grassroots level by, 
for example, providing social seıvices, basic 
education that the state is incapable of doing 
apart from creating new and radicalized see­
tarian identities. Tiıis article has illustrated 
copious examples of this slickness where the 
clerisy has shown great keenness to partner 
·with government to alleviate social problems. 
Contrary to Zaman's daim, the South Afri­
can itlamii' have managed to de-radicalize 
their adherents \vith their immense popula­
rity among their fallawers together with their 
servility to the state. 

Apropos their political actıvısm, Za­
man comments: "There no doubt are politi­
cally quiescent 'ulama just as there are more 
radically inclined ones; ... The activities and 
attitudes of the contemporary 'ulama are 
more accurately ranged along a broad spe­
ctrum of options and possibilities, ... "102 He 
concludes that the bases and expressions of 
their position in the public sphere are comp­
lex, multi-faceted, and often contradictory. 103 

For South African ulama', these observations 
are spot on when we cansicler the virtually 
total U-turn in the political role of many of 
them from apathy to collaboration. 

Conclusion 

We may now evaluate the role of it­
lamii' in South African Muslim society aga­
inst same criteria presented by Weber and 
Foucault in particular. 

Since the advent of Muslims in this 
· country, successive political authorities impli­

citly acknowledged the strategic role eminent 
'ulama' were capable of playing between the 
state and the Muslim public. Tiıis is evident 
in their special treatment of Shaikh Yüsuf in 
the seventeenth century, the Mias of JUT in 
the early twentieth century and the UUCSA 
from the last decade of that century up to 

now. 

The itlama's attitude to political autho­
rities has fluctuated. During the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries it ranged between 
unwavering opposition to and pragmatic 
compromises with them. Throughout the 
Cape during the nineteenth century, there 
was ambivalence to authority characterized 
by large amounts of canfidence in palirical 
authorities as protectors together \vith minor 
gestures of dissent. In the eastem provin­
ces, however, they were powerless vis-a-vis 
the state because traders negotiated with the 
state via control of power arenas in the guise 
of mosques and elementary religious schools. 
Religious leaders only exercised authority 
within the confines of mosques and religious 
schools. 

The twentieth century ushered ina new 
phase in the authority of itlama: when same 
affluent members joined their ranks; leading 
to the formatian of theological-cum-juridical 
bodies that first negotiated cov~rtly with the 
state. I have cited examples of this activity 
\vith reference to the MJC and JUT. 

In addition, they formalized religious 
education syllabi, reproduced authoritative 
religious texts, established regulatory bodies · 
dealing with several problem areas and equa­
ted orthodoxy to compliance w:ith the status 
quo. For instance, they derided Imam Ha­
ran' s palirical role and even advised disen­
chanted people to migrate. Their palirical 
apathy was alsa evident during the State of 
Emergency of the 1980s. · 

From Weber's perspective, we could 
say that their power was evident in their abi­
lity to portray an authentic - or orthodox -
understanding of the Muslim role in politics. 
In this way, the religion that most of them 
depicted became important for legitimizing 
authority; both the authority of the uiama' 
and the authority of state functionaries. 

(102) Ibid., p. 134. 
(103 ı lbiti .• p. 179. 



1bis licence to define orthodoxy, as 
defined by Weber, is not an innocuous acti­
vity for Talal Asad for whom the term is "not 
a mere body of opinion but a distinctive rela­
tionship - a relationship of power". 104 

They began playing their palirical hand 
more openly after the post-apartheid era. By 
now, they could be defined as active ascetics 
according to Weber's outline. 

Nevertheless, there always remained 
a minority in the midst of the clergy who 
contextuali.zed religious maxims for seeking 
liberation for underprivileged South A&i­
cans through avenues like doing legal and/or 
community work to reveal the monstrosity of 
discriminatory legislation, participating in pe­
aceful resistance and/or military campaigns, 
promoting interfaith solidarity for breade­
ning the base against the repressive govem­
ment, and undertaking social work among all 
oppressed people regardless of their faiths. 

The mainstream idama' have exerted 
their power primarily through their institu­
tions and much less through any individuals 
among them. For this reason, I disagree with 
Foucault regarding the decentred nature of 
power. 

At the same time, this power has been 
multidirectional; which carreborates Fouca­
ult's exemplification of this topic. On the 
one hand, the power vested in them by the 
laity, as per Weber's argument, has authori­
zed them to play various roles during their 
dealings with the state over the past century. 
On the other hand, it has enabled them to 
influence Muslim perceptions about suitable 
strategies when dealing with the s ta te. 

This multi-focused nature of power has 
had implications for anather two tendendes 
among the 'ulama'. Firstly, those with a social 
conscience have taken unkindly to such stra­
tegies; regarding them as pragmatic at best 
and hypocritical at worst. Consequently, 
they have responded by unceasingly demons­
trating the moral high ground. Secondly, the 
minority represented by the MUSA who ad­
vocate aloofness from politics may be defi­
ned as selective mystical practitioners, based 
on Weber's classi.fication. I categorize them 
thus for their selective renunciation of mun­
dane life that conceals their capitalistic ine­
linations in the corporate world. Power has 
been very productive for both these groups 
when we assess how they have seized oppor­
tunities to expand their fellowship networks. 

· (104)1lılal Asad, Th~ Idea of 011 Aııthropology of Islam, Washington, 
O.C.: Center for Contemporaıy Aıabic Studies, 1986, p. 15. 
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