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One of the key features of Empire building was the production and movement of 

labour forces. With the abolition of slavery the need for cheap labour grew in 

new colonial areas. It was in this context that the system of indenture was 

developed. Indentured labour became of great importance to the British Empire, 

and India provided a ready labour force with which to fill the labour need in 

different parts of the world. The indentured system worked on a contractual 

basis with low wages. The contract allowed the employer to set the terms of the 

contract as well as the wages. This meant that this system of labour often 

resembled many aspects of slavery. 

Indenture, like slavery before it, represented the revival of a system in 

abeyance. The indenture contract allowed for the employment of wage 

workers, under conditions giving a very high level of control to 

employers and usually involving transportation, for a fixed term. Masters 

were virtually entirely free to set the terms of work; they could prevent 

the workers from leaving their grounds.1 

 

It was this system of labour that the colonial government of Natal (presently 

named KwaZulu-Natal) turned to when the local Zulu population refused to 

work in the sugar cane plantations. The indenture system was already well-set 

up by the British Empire so the colonial officers just had to use the pre-existing 

                                                 
1 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 2 
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source of labour from India. The system of indenture was then established 

through the British Empire between India and Natal. 

 

 

Indentured Indians Arriving in Natal 

On 12 October 1860 the first group of indentured Indians boarded the Truro at 

the Bay of Madras and left for port Natal. This was the beginning of the 

transportation of indentured labourers to Natal South Africa by the British Raj. 

By 1911, 384 ships had transported a total of more than 150 000 Indians to Natal 

under indenture.2 The indentured labourers came from Calcutta, Bombay and 

Madras where the majority came from.3 

                                                 
2Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 3 
 
3 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 3 
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Map of location of where indentured labourers came from in India taken from Insiders and Outsiders.4 

 

The conditions of indenture within Natal proved to be incredibly harsh, 

especially on the sugar plantations where the majority of indentured labourers 

were employed. 

Plantation workers were overworked (as much as a seventeen or eighteen 

hour day during the overlapping crushing and planting seasons), 

malnourished and poorly housed.5 

 

The indentured Indian had a harder time adapting and adjusting to new 

realities and circumstances. The documents recapture instances of the 

misery that accompanied indenture. The conditions were harsh and 

restrictive in many cases not too far removed from slavery. There are 

                                                 
4 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 3 
 
5 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 4 
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complaints of low wages, long hours, low rations, inadequate attention to 

social and medical needs, and also of beatings. The system worked 

heedless of human feelings.6 

 

These difficult conditions of employment meant that a certain percentage of 

labourers returned to India as soon as their first contract was up. What is 

interesting though, is that the percentage of workers that returned back to India 

was small- and it has been argued that the indentured workers that returned to 

India were those who had accumulated the least resources over the period of 

indenture.7 The majority that remained in colonial Natal either began small 

market garden businesses or entered into another contract of indenture until they 

could save enough money and open small stores. This was usually in 

competition to the stores already owned by passenger or merchant Indians. 

                                                 
6 Surendra Bhana and Bridglal Pachai, (ed) A documentary history of Indian South Africans. David Philip 
Publisher: Cape Town, 1984 pg.  28 
 
7 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg. 8 
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Indentured women working on plantations in Natal 

 

Passenger Indians arrived shortly after the arrival of indentured Indians at their 

own expense and set up businesses through South Africa.8  The merchant or 

passenger Indians mainly arrived from Surat in the state of Gujarat or from 

Rajasthan. This meant that the majority of merchant Indians in South Africa were 

North Indian.9 They were not, like the indentured Indians, bound to Natal. At 

first the merchant Indians arrived in small number and began to form the upper 

layer of the Indian population of South Africa. This is a common feature of early 

                                                 
8 Surendra Bhana and Bridglal Pachai, (ed) A documentary history of Indian South Africans. David Philip 
Publisher: Cape Town, 1984 pg. 38 
 
9 This is important to note because this will later shed light into why even though the majority of South 
African Indians are South Indian North Indian culture is dominant in terms of television, radio, and 
religious practices.  
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Indian Diaspora that arose during the British Empire in Indian communities 

from Mauritius to the West Indies.10  

 

This group of Indian prospered as they not only served the needs of the large 

indentured population but also the African and white population. Due to the 

economic mobility of merchant Indians many could bring their families with 

them and as a result of this were able to contribute more significantly to the 

maintenance and upkeep of Indian cultural, social, traditional and religious 

practices. They often invested in schools that not only educated people in Indian 

languages but also religious practices as well dance and music. In addition this 

group of Indians managed to retain many of their links with their families back 

home either through letters or trips between India and South Africa. Therefore 

this group of people within the South African Indian community managed to 

develop closer links with India not only economically through importation for 

their businesses, but also through the continuance of cultural practice. Their lives 

and their continued links with India were in contrast to the lives of indentured 

Indians.11 

 

                                                 
10Rodney Walter A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905. (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1981) 
 
Carter, Marina. Voices from Indenture: experiences of the Indian immigrants in the British Empire. 
(London, New York: Leicester University Press, 1996) 
 
11 Surendra Bhana and Bridglal Pachai, (ed) A documentary history of Indian South Africans (David Philip 
Publisher: Cape Town, 1984) pg. 30 
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The difficult labour conditions experienced by the indenture labourers made an 

investment in cultural activities minimal. In fact, Freund argues that it was these 

difficult conditions during indenture that led to a creolized Indian culture 

developing that drew from memories of India, as well as local African and 

colonial white culture.  However Freund also states that by the 1920 the Indian 

population began to reconstitute themselves into the “Indian Family”12, which 

was heavily influenced by ideas of Indianess. This process of constituting a 

separate Indian identity continues to this day but elements of local influences 

from African and European cultures remain evident. It is interesting that from 

within a space of forty years the indentured Indian population managed to 

develop a strong sense of Indian identity from poor economically, social and 

cultural conditions. Increasingly research has shifted in trying to understand the 

history of a Diasporic community that was formed during the British Empire. 

One of the key communities are the Indian Diaspora that largely populated 

many parts of the British empires through the system of indenture in countries 

such as Mauritius, the West Indies and Fiji and South Africa this paper falls 

within this sphere of enquiry.13  

                                                 
12 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) pg.  8 
 
13 Brian Larkin, “Colonial and the Built Space of Cinema in Nigeria” in City Flicks: Indian Cinema and the 
Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) pg. 183 
 
Manas Ray, “ Manas Ray: Bollywood in the Tracks of Indenture to Globalization” in City Flicks: Indian 
Cinema and the Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) pg. 140 
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This paper tries to understand how a group of people that arose as a result of the 

particular labour demands of the British Empire building project developed 

ideas of India and, in many instances, what is often considered to be a strong 

sense of Indianess. This sense of being Indian is obviously shot through with 

contradictions and differences due to the influence of local conditions.  More 

specifically this paper will focus on how South African Indians managed to 

develop and sustain cultural, economical, and social links with India. The 

evidence for this paper comes from government documents and newspapers 

found in the archive and a large portion of this paper arises out of interviews 

carried out with many people, mainly women, living in Durban, South Africa. 

 

This research builds on my already existing knowledge of oral history 

methodologies, as well as archival research to develop a type of history that 

engages with both the larger political and economical changes of the period. The 

analysis of memory and the ways in which people remember is vital to oral 

historical research. It not only illustrates how people remember particular events 

of the past but also what shaped their memory. 

 

This research was carried out during my honours research and I had interviewed 

a large number people mainly women over a period of a year. I attempted many 

different ways to access material through interviews, as well as the interrogation 
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of memories.14 Taking into account memories of the interviewees was vital to my 

research in trying to understand the development of their sense of identity. This 

is not to negate the importance of many archival resources that are available to 

historians. However, the interviewing process, although problematic15 in certain 

respects, does offer a different view of the same period.  

 

Rather than just write about a place, and group of people, this thesis draws on 

the knowledge of South African Indian women and men living during a 

particular era.16 This form of research, according to Thompson, is vital for social 

history as it adds depth to one’s research.17 In addition to this, it levels out the 

relationship between the discipline of historical studies, and the groups of people 

that are written about. It allows for those with a certain experience to share their 

memories, and have their voices heard, rather than only be spoken for.18 This 

form of historical methodology is exceptionally important in a country like South 

Africa, where for so many years people’s experiences and histories have been 

silenced. It therefore not only helps the researcher gather information, but it also 

                                                 
14 Please note that the interviews used in this paper are drawn from a larger area of research which went 
towards the writing of m honours thesis. This paper draws on aspects of that work. 
 
15 Keith Breckenridge. ‘Orality, Literacy and the archive in the making of Kas Maine’, Journal of Natal 
and Zulu History: Vol. 17, 1997. (Durban: University of Natal, Department of Historical Studies) 
 
16 Alessandro Portelli “What makes oral history different” pg 64 
 
17 Paul Thompson “The Voice of the Past” pg 27 
 
18 Paul Thompson “The Voice of the Past” pg 28 
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serves a function in allowing people to talk about their past experiences- often, 

though not always painful memories.19 

 
It important to note here, that many of the recollections of interviewees may not 

necessarily be accurate, however, it is not accuracy that this type of research is 

after.20 The fact that the interviewees’ accounts are fraught with subjectivities, 

leads one to become aware of the way a specific event has come to be seen.21 

 

In addition to interviews being made up of romanticized recollections, they are 

also fraught with contradictions. Interviewees often contradict information, 

which frequently becomes clear over several interviews.22 At this point, the 

interviewer has to keep in mind that the present memory of the interviewee has 

been influenced by many internal or external factors, such as the media, personal 

or public conversations, as well as political change. Therefore, the interviewee 

does not always recall the experience accurately, but rather, the experience, 

which is now a memory, is mediated through many different external or internal 

factors. 23  

                                                 
19 Luis White, et al (ed) “Introduction, Voices, Words, and African History” in African Words, African 
Voices: Critical Practices in Oral History (Indiana University Press) 2001 
 
20 S. Field “Fragile identities: Memory, eotion and coloured residents of Windermere” in Fragile Identities 
in Coloured by history, shaped by place: a new perspective on Coloured identities, Zimitri Erasmus (ed)  
 
21 Alessandro Portelli “What makes oral history different” pg 68 
 
22 Akemi Kikumura “Family life histories: A collaborative venture” pg 143 
 
23 Megan Vaughan “ Reported Speech and Other Kinds of Testimony”  in African Words, African Voices: 
Critical Practices in Oral History (Indiana University Press) 2001 pg 64 
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Therefore, the use of oral history in this manner means that, accuracy of memory 

is often not required to make research relevant. This does not mean that accuracy 

is not important, and that rigorous attention should not be paid to evidence, but 

rather, that the shift of what one aims to investigate should change. If one hoped 

to ascertain information about dates, and statistics around an event then one 

would have to engage with the official archive, and conventional tools of 

historical research, mainly documents or reliable interview sources.24  

 

Therefore, using oral history to understand how, and what people remember, 

and the impact of that memory, requires a change in focus of the research. This 

utilisation of oral history only became possible, when there was a shift in 

historical studies beyond just the factual, to increasingly accommodate this new 

methodology that led to a change of focus within historical research. This 

change in historical research means that there is a greater shift to 

understanding the development of social norms and cultural practices. 

Therefore oral history was a useful tool in trying to find out the influence of 

Indian film on South African Indians. 

 

 An important contributor to the development of Indian identity as well as 

imaginings of India was Indian film. Visual entertainment was and is an integral 

part of the South African Indian community. It has taken many different forms 

                                                 
24 Paul Thompson “The Voice of the Past” pg 26-27 
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from dance to drama. This interest of with visual forms of expressions increased 

with the advent of Indian cinema in India and it arrived in South Africa a few 

years later. 

 

On 7 July 1896, the Lumiere Brother’s Cinematographe unveiled six soundless 

films at the Watson Hotel, Esplanade Mansion, in Bombay. Three years later the 

first Indian filmmaker, Harischandra Bhatvadekar, shot two short films. He 

exhibited them under the Edison projecting kinetoscope. With this pioneering 

step the production of short films in India really took off. The first full-length 

silent feature film was released on 3 May 1913 with Hindi and English subtitles.  

 

An example of film making in India in the 1920s25 

                                                 
25 Dinesh Raneja, Indian Cinema: The Bollywood Saga ( Aurum Press Ltd: London, 2003) pg.  19 
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By the 1920s, the Indian cinema took the shape of a regular industry and it saw 

the arrival of many new companies and filmmakers. This signalled the start of 

the beginning of the development of a global Indian identity that would unite 

people whose various ancestors would not have thought that they shared a 

common cultural identity.26 

 

Poster of the Alam Ara, first Indian Talkies27 

The first Indian sound film made was Alam Ara and released on the 14 May 

1931. The talkies won great favour with the audience and promptly replaced 
                                                 
26 Vinay Lal, Reflections on the Indian Diaspora, In the Caribbean and Elsewhere  
http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/Diaspora/reflect.html  19-02-2007 
 
27 Dinesh Raneja, Indian Cinema: The Bollywood Saga ( Aurum Press Ltd: London, 2003) pg. 10 
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silent film. Along with talkies came musical films. The musicals were a favourite 

and remain so presently in the Bombay film industry as well as the film industry 

in Chennai. These popular musical films from the Bombay film industry, 

popularly known as Bollywood, are often considered poor examples of films by 

many including one of the main theorists on Indian film Das Gupta.28 However, 

these popular Bollywood films often deal with issues of class, caste, gender, the 

dowry system and so forth, it is just that it is done in a formulaic way. It is 

probably not so much the content then that critics like Gupta dismiss, but rather 

the formulaic style and the poor production quality. In the last ten years the 

quality of production has increased tremendously but the Bollywood films still 

mainly follow a formulaic style. In fact in contrast to Gupta Nandy feels that: 

Analysing the cultural conflict between the rationalist, modernizing state 

and traditional, local communities, suggests that the commercial cinema 

retains the traces, however distorted, of affiliation to forms of community, 

cultural languages and moral concerns endangered by the homogenizing 

imperatives of modernization.29 

 

Although the theoretical framework of this paper is heavily influenced broadly 

by early work on film theory carried out by Kracauer and Panosfky it more 

specifically uses film theorists dealing with Indian commercial film. As noted by 

Vasudevan: 
                                                 
28 Ravi Vasudevan,(Ed) Making meaning in Indian Cinema ( New Delhi: Oxford University Press) pg. 4 
 
29Ravi Vasudevan,(Ed) Making meaning in Indian Cinema ( New Dehli: Oxofrd University Press) pg.4 
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The distinctive feature of the emerging academic and professional 

institutionalization of film study in India is the prominence now given o 

the popular-commercial cinema, so long denied legitimacy as an object 

worthy of study.30  

 

It is this popular-commercial Indian film that this paper engages with in order to 

understand the impact a popular medium such as film has on a large community 

of people. Key to the discussions of Indian films is the sources. According to 

Vasudevan the research should include an historical overview of the 

development of the technology as well as an engagement with the various other 

aspects that intersect with popular film.31 Due to this paper focusing on the 

development of certain social and cultural practices through film I have also 

engaged not only with radio, newspapers, and advertising but also as mentioned 

above interviews. 

 

Once the film industry was firmly established in India it began to make its way 

to various parts of the world including areas that did not necessarily have a large 

Indian population.32 Indian film arrived in South Africa sporadically through 

various networks of importation from as early as the 1910’s. These films were 
                                                 
30 Ravi Vasudevan,(Ed) Making meaning in Indian Cinema ( New Dehli: Oxofrd University Press) pg.1 
 
31 Ravi Vasudevan,(Ed) Making meaning in Indian Cinema ( New Dehli: Oxofrd University Press) pg.2 
32 See: Brian Larkin, “Colonial and the Built Space of Cinema in Nigeria” in City Flicks: Indian Cinema 
and the Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) 
Vashna Jagarnath, “The Politics of Urban Segregation and Indian Cinema in Durban” in City Flicks: Indian 
Cinema and the Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) 
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silent films and were usually screened in particular areas and the entire 

community of people will gather and pay their money to see the moving 

pictures.33 The films were usually screened on the walls of a building which 

would also be turned into a classroom during the day, a community hall for 

meetings, a temple for religious ceremonies and a cinema when films were 

screened.34 Wealthier families would have private screenings in their homes- 

often showing films they got when they travelled to India.35 Slowly these forms 

of cinema became more formalised with two cinemas operating in Mayville and 

Clairwood. These cinemas only screened silent films and in a very informal 

manner. The first formalised official cinema in Durban was opened in 1940 by 

Kajee and Moosa. The cinema was called the Avalon cinema.36 This cinema was 

the first black37 cinema opened in Durban. Although it was open to the entire 

black population it was mainly frequented by Indians due to the many 

screenings of Indian films.  

Although Indian films were always difficult to acquire- as the South African 

government place very high taxes on these film. It became even more difficult 

after 1948 to gain access to films due to the cultural sanctions imposed by India 

on South Africa. This meant that the Indian government prohibited the sale of 

                                                 
33 Vashna Jagarnath, “The Politics of Urban Segregation and Indian Cinema in Durban” in City Flicks: 
Indian Cinema and the Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) pg. 215 
 
34 T.P. Naidoo (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 24 September 
 
35 A.B. Moosa (2001), interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath on 19 September 
 
36 A.B. Moosa (2001), interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath on 19 September 
37 The term black is used in its political context and includes Africans, Coloureds and Indians 
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Indian made films to South Africa, and any Indian producer or distributor who 

broke this law was liable to pay a large fine. Even though the films were difficult 

to acquire the popularity of these films increased and many new cinema houses 

opened up all over the city of Durban as well as in other parts of the country. In 

order to appease the audience demands the cinema owners found various ways 

to acquire these films- and so developed a complicated web of importation as 

well as video piracy.38  

 

Despite this difficulty in acquiring films the 1950’s witnessed a rise in the 

opening of cinemas not only in Durban but also in other parts of South Africa. In 

addition to the Kajee – Moosa Group many other businessmen opened cinemas. 

Ramnikal Goshalia opened the Naaz Cinema in 1953; he had previously owned 

the Victoria Picture Palace. In 1956 the Rajab brothers established the Shah Jehan 

Cinema, named after the Mogul emperor who built the Taj Mahal. Twenty years 

after the Rajab brothers built the Shah Jehan they embarked on the building of a 

new cinema house – The Isfahan. It was touted as being a state of the art, 

luxurious cinema boasting that 700 people could be seated and the walls were 

lined with rich red fabric. Soon many cinema houses followed this trend of 

constructing elaborate cinema houses. These cinema houses became popular not 

only for the films but also for their décor and facilities. 

                                                 
38 See: Vashna Jagarnath, “The Politics of Urban Segregation and Indian Cinema in Durban” in City Flicks: 
Indian Cinema and the Urban Experience ( Seagull Books: Calcutta, 2004) 
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Most of these theatres showed Hindi films produced in Bombay. These Hindi 

films were mainly shown from Monday to Saturday as an English film was 

shown on a Sunday. The most popular show was the Saturday afternoon and 

evening show. Although the films were in Hindi many Indians of other language 

groups such as Gujarati, Tamil and Urdu watched these films. The main reason 

for mostly screening Hindi films was because they were easier to obtain.  

 

This initial dominance of Hindi language films out of Bombay has had a lasting 

impact on South Africa Indians. They remain the most popular Indian film 

watched today in South Africa. Even presently when films from most parts of 

India are easily accessible, Hindi films from Bombay are still the most popular. 

As a result many art films and films from different film making centres such as 

Bengal are not shown in South Africa, if they are screened it is usually at an arts 

film festival. It is probably due to these reasons that directors such as Satyajit Ray 

never became popular in South Africa. 

 

The difficulty in purchasing other Indian films besides Hindi films from Bombay 

also led to very few screenings of Tamil films. The Tamil speaking population is 

the majority amongst South African Indians yet Tamil films were always few and 

far between. This however is slowly changing and Tamil films are increasingly 

being shown at local cinemas. However Hindi films are still more popular and 
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since the early nineties and have been screened by the two largest cinema 

companies in South Africa Ster Kinekor and Nu Metro. In fact, the Hindi film 

Kuch Kuch Hota Hai released in the mid 1990s was the longest playing film in 

mainstream cinema in Durban, even outselling Pretty Women. As a result of the 

enormous commercial success of Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, Hindi films are now 

shown at major shopping centres. This means that many of the cinema houses 

that were built in the fifties sixties and seventies have closed down, but the 

memories that were created as a result of these cinema houses still continues.  

 

The popularity of Hindi film was not solely due to entertainment but these films 

became cultural conduits between India and South Africa. Through many 

interviews as well as archival research I was able to gauge the extent to which 

Hindi films impacted on the lives of many South African Indians. The first 

evidence of the popularity and seriousness with which Indian films were 

watched was the awe with which many interviewees spoke of their favourite 

film actors whom the interviewees referred to as stars. The brightest of the stars 

is Amitabh Bachan and although there are many other popular film actors 

Amitabh Bachan is the most popular amongst most South Africans. This is 

evident not only in the number of people that turn up to watch his films but the 

amount of times he appears in local newspapers and the absolute craze when he 

comes to South Africa. In fact, most of the interviewees seemed to be very 

knowledgeable about his personal life as well casually citing his birthday, the 
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names of his children and when he was seriously ill and so forth. Feeding into 

this star craze were different magazines such as the StarDust, Cinebiltz and 

Filmfare. These magazines were solely dedicated to the latest news in the film 

industry and could easily be bought from many different bookstores. 

Roopanands a popular store in Durban selling all things Indian from prayer 

goods, clothing to statues of gods also sold these books. Weekly newspapers 

such as The Leader and The Graphic would dedicate up to three pages to the Hindi 

film industry.  

 

Image of Amitabh Bachan in the film Zanjeer39 

Following very closely to the widespread idolising of the actress/actors was the 

following of Bollywood fashion. For the first time a fashion conscious young 

South African Indian women developed. Film provided the inspiration and the 

many of these women found that they and their families could afford small 

                                                 
39 Dinesh Raneja, Indian Cinema: The Bollywood Saga ( Aurum Press Ltd: London, 2003) pg. 95 
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luxuries such as make-up and clothing.40 The 1950s witnessed a general increase 

in earnings among South African Indians and, along with this, was the 

government housing provisions which meant that many people now had a 

disposable income. This meant that for the first time that now most Indians and 

not just the merchant Indians could partake in various social and cultural events. 

Previously the majority of Indian women were trying to scrape together a living 

and life was very difficult. With the general increase in the standard of living 

conditions it meant that even very poor Indians could also afford some small 

luxuries. If luxuries were not affordable many poorer South African Indian 

women improvised; for example some even used Cobra floor polish to substitute 

moisturizer in order to make their skin shinier. An old woman I interviewed 

remembers that she could only afford lipstick – so she used to apply cobra floor 

polish as moisturizer onto her skin. She would take a little from the kitchen 

whenever she went to see a film. Going to the cinema was considered an outing 

and she wanted to look like the various women on the screen.41 This is an 

example of how for the first time South African Indian began to be inspired by 

notions of beauty and fashion trends. 

 

Every fashion change that had occurred in Indian was communicated to South 

African Indian via the films they watched. The latest sari and jewelry trends 

                                                 
40 See Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 
(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1995) 
 
41 Radhika (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 30 April  
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were often reported in the local newspaper.42 In fact, before the onset of Indian 

films many South African Indian women dressed for functionality rather than 

fashion. With the popularity of Indian film many women began wearing the sari 

draped according to the latest fashion.  The different fabrics of saris changed and 

South African Indian women changed their saris styles, fabric and design 

according to the latest trends shown in the films. Many women still could not 

afford to buy the up- to- date styles but would improvise and create their own 

saris closely resembling the saris onscreen. On of my interviewees remembers: 

My sisters would buy cheap saris for about ten shillings and they would 

make up the saris with paintwork, edging or whatever was the latest style 

required. If the latest style of sari worn by the film actresses were too 

expensive, my sisters would adapt an old sari, or a cheap sari to the 

style.43 

 

Not only were different styles of wearing sari fashionable, make – up and 

cosmetics became a part of the Indian women’s lifestyle. Many began wearing 

thick kohl in their eyes imitating many of the actresses. In addition to the sales of 

beauty creams increased and skin lightening products began to make an 

appearance in the market. These products encouraged Indian women to desire 

lighter skins in order to look like the actress on film who were mainly fair 

skinned.  
                                                 
42 The Graphic July 25 1969 Durban pg. 15 
 
43 Rekha (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 17 July 
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Your complexion will become fairer and clearer. Spots and blemished will 

be cleared away when you use a special lemon cream that goes deep 

down into the skin giving the complexion a fair a freckle- free 

loveliness.44 

 

Another key area which Bollywood film really impacted upon was culture and 

religion. As previously mentioned there are questions about the distinctness of 

Indian culture and religion in the earlier decades of the twentieth century, this 

begins to change, as noted by Freund and others, by the late 1920s.45 But by the 

late 1930s South African Indians increasingly began investing far more in 

cultural programmes, festivals and religious ceremonies. With the screening of 

religious films religious activity increased: 

Oh yes when it was a religious period the cinemas would show religious 

films as a result certain deities became more popular than others. Take 

Swami Ayappa for example, he became very popular in South Africa 

amongst us Tamils because of a film that was shown every year during 

the fasting month.46 

This statement gives an important insight into why certain deities and religious 

figures are more popular in South Africa. Along with Swami Ayappa, Karnan, 

Saraswati Subdam and the Ramayana were very popular. In addition to films 

                                                 
44 The Leader, September 12 1969 Durban pg. 9 
 
45 Bill Freund, Insiders and Outsiders: The Indian working Class of Durban, 1910-1990 (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995) 
46 T.P. Naidoo (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 24 September 
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influence in shaping certain aspects of religion they also promoted the practice of 

many festivals in South Africa. Celebrations such as Raksha Bandhan, Holi, 

garba during Navratri, Karva Chaut and even Luxmi pooja were initially not 

celebrated among South African Indians. If these festivals were celebrated it was 

done so either amongst a minority or in a different manner.  

We used to celebrate Raksha Bandhan but we were one of the few 

families to celebrate this festival and then we used to not do it in this 

manner. In those days we just tied a thread for our brothers, but now you 

have all these trays and special sweet meats and you do a prayer just like 

in the films. In fact, I used to watch Hindi films and learnt to add all these 

little things into the ceremony. Also I love to listen to the lovely brother – 

sister songs they play on Lotus47 on Raksha Bandhan.48 

 

Weddings were another celebration that was very influenced by films. Many 

young couples wanted their wedding ceremonies and dress to resemble that of 

their favourite film stars. This trend is still popular in South Africa and wedding 

magazines often advertise Bollywood make-up and Bollywood outfits. The 

music and dance from these films also became an very popular part of these 

celebrations and replaced earlier music that was usually live, drew influences 

from local situations and was called chutney music. In fact very popular with 

                                                 
 
47 A local Indian language radio station in South Africa 
 
48 Mrs S Maharaj (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 30 June 
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weddings presently is Sangeet, a night dedicated to singing and dancing with 

songs and dances mostly taken from films.  

 

These influence of film was not only limited to culture and religion it also had an 

impact on business. Not only were the cinema owners making a profit but many 

other businesses began to flourish and grow. Not only did the cinema industry 

allow for the growth and then development of an upper class within the 

community in the form of cinema, or large shop owners such as Popatlal Karas, 

and Roopanands but it also created jobs and businesses among many people 

within the lower income brackets. For example many record stores opened in 

Durban selling Indian music. According Dr. T.P. Naidoo, Mr. Goshalia co-owned 

the largest record distributor in Durban and “employed many young men”49 

 

In addition to an increase of employment among many South African Indian 

men, many South African Indian women, also began small business or began to 

work in sari stores, the hair and beauty industry or even started importing 

clothing from India. The largest embroidery factory was owned by Mrs. Rana in 

Mayville. The demand for embroidered saris and blouses was large and 

continuous due to the changing fashions in the film. In fact Mrs. Rana’s work on 

saris were so heavily influenced by film that she had her factory next to the 

                                                 
49 T.P. Naidoo (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 30 October  
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Mayville theatres. She would have to watch a film repeatedly in order to be able 

to replicate the designs on the saris. 

You see with Mrs. Rana she became such a regular the Mayville cinema 

they let her in for free- she would come in- for the songs scenes only and 

draw the sari designs and go out. Her saris were very popular.50 

 

Mrs Rana’s popularity not only made her saris popular but also made her 

financially independent. Just like Mrs. Rana many other women realised that 

they had some talent when and that they could meet the demands of young 

women wanting to imitate the look of their favourite film stars. Many began to 

open hairdressing salons as well as doing mehendi and bridal make-up. Brides 

increasingly required to be dressed by a professional bridal dresser. Many young 

women went to India to learn specific beauty and make- up techniques as well as 

how to apply particular techniques of make-up popular in India. In addition 

many women began making frequent trips to India in order to buy and sell 

clothing. They usually ran these small businesses out of a spare room in their 

home or an outbuilding. They would go to India under the guise of a holiday 

and bring back bags of clothing, pay the custom duty if they were caught for 

over weight and sell these garments. These businesses were informal and at the 

time very illegal due to the trade and cultural sanctions. Some of these women 

made as many as six trips annually. 

                                                 
50 T.P. Naidoo  (2001) interviewed by Vashna Jagarnath 30 October  
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Many of these people gained employment or opened up an informal business 

due to the demand of things related to film. Certain women managed to gain an 

income due to the demands of fashion, make-up and hairstyling and some even 

opened their own business. This also encouraged women to increasingly enter 

into the public sphere not only to go out to watch films but also through opening 

up businesses and becoming involved in various artistic or cultural events. I 

understand that the influence of Bollywood film would have limited the scope of 

what many of these women did but this arrival into the public sphere although 

flawed was something that other generations could build upon and change. 

 

Indian film is still very much a part of South African Indian culture however its 

function has changed somewhat. I have mentioned earlier that South African 

Indians experienced a period of upward economic mobility in the 1930s and 

1940s, once again in post-apartheid a large number of South Africa Indian have 

experienced another huge economic boom. The policies of Black Economic 

Empowerment have worked to the favour of Indians many of whom have the 

educational skills, gained through the tricamarel51 system of apartheid, to take 

advantage of these policies. Although poor Indians have become poorer, as have 

the poor amongst all communities, in post-apartheid South Africa much of the 

                                                 
51 Tricameral was the three tier system adopted by the South African government in 1983.Under the 
Tricameral system three groups had voting rights. This system was very controversial and although some 
Indians and Coloureds partook of the system many boycotted the Tricameral elections. 
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Indian population of South Africa presently resembles other non- resident Indian 

communities rather than an ex-indenture Diasporic community. Film is more the 

main form of cultural contact that many South African Indians have with India 

as many people travel to India and the South African markets are inundated with 

Indian clothing and paraphernalia. This does not mean that it is still not popular 

or in demand in South Africa however, now it is more in order to help people 

create and fit into a global Indian identity that is promoted by Bollywood. This is 

very aptly written by Vinay Lal:  

The popular Hindi film provides a considerable element of commonalty 

to Indian communities, even among those where Hindi is not spoken, a 

profound homage to the Hindi film's rootedness in the deep mythic 

structures of Indian civilization. Across the globe, the popular Hindi film 

commands an extraordinary allegiance from Indians. Indian communities 

everywhere are also showing evidence of an alarming susceptibility to a 

resurgent Hinduism; and if Hindus in India are willing to accept the idea 

of a pluralistic Hinduism, diasporic Hindus appear to know the meaning 

and contours of Hinduism better than Hindus in India.52 

 
The Indian Diaspora are an important and influential minority in South Africa 

presently occupying key positions in government and business, especially 

Durban. This is also the cases in countries like Fiji, Mauritius, Guyana, Trinidad, 

                                                 
 
52 Vinay Lal, Reflections on the Indian Diaspora, In the Caribbean and Elsewhere 
http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/Diaspora/reflect.html  19-02-2007 
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Surinam, Malaysia, Sri Lanka. These movement of these people occurred due to 

the subjugation of India by the British and its incorporation into the British 

Empire.53 These groups of indentured people were vital in the upkeep of 

economic power of the British Empire due to the labour they provided. The 

harsh conditions of working under the British Empire meant that most of these 

Indian Diasporas usually lost social, familial and cultural links with India, 

however with the onset of film many Indians were once again able to not only be 

entertained but also learn about India. This does not mean that the culture of 

South African Indians is only a reproduction of India of the films but like most 

groups of people that moved as a result of the British Empire were also shaped 

by the local place and people. 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
 
53 Diaspora in Manas: http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/Diaspora/diaspora.html 
 


