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The commemoration of the death an-
nivenary of Imam Abdullah Haron is, 
today, an annual event in the South 
African Muslims' calendar. The last 
commemoration attracted nearly 5000 
people. It would appear from the fer-
vour of the participants and the num-
erous articles and pamphlets, many 
bearing his photograph , that the Imam 
posthumously continues to inspire 
Muslims in South Africa in their 
struggle against apartheid. 

Of particular note is the increasing 
radicaliaation of the Cape Muslim 
Community arid amongst the many 
explanations offered for this change, 
in a hitherto politically complacent 
community, is the 'martyrdom' of 
Imam Abdullah Haron. Many recent 
articles and dissertations even suggest 
that the Imam's death was a 'turning 
point' in the history of the community 
that the Imam was born in. 

The extent of media attention and 
the furore created by Muslims in 
South Africa belies the fact that the 
South African Muslims form less than 
1.5 percent of the total population. 
While they have been able to maintain 
their cultural and religious identity 
their response to the political uphea-
vals had always been passive, as has 
been their reacti9n to discriminatory 
laws. It was therefore all the more 
remarkable that the funeral of Imam 
Haron spontaneously turned into a 
political demonstration. · 

The funeral service started with 
some 7000 mourners who had to trek 
across to the nereby City Park 
Stadium for the funeral prayers as it 
was impossible to accommodate this 
unusually large crowd in any of the 
city's mosques . As this highly charged 
procession wound its way on foot to 
Mowbray Cemetery five miles away, 
young and old, Muslims and non-
Muslims and even women who traditi-
onally do not take part in a Muslim 
funeral procession, joined on the way 
swelling the numbers to 30,000. Feel-
ings were running high even as the 
procession was on its way and the 
mourners jostled to carry the bier. 
According to the Muslim News of 3rd 
Oct 1969 a traffic warden who inad-
vertently revved the engine of his 
motorcycle was peremptorily rapped 
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on his helmet and the engine died 
with an apologetic cough. 

The biggest funeral procession ever 
witnessed in Cape Town is described 
by Marney and Desai in The Killing of 
the Imam who wrote "This vast 
assembly gathered to show its esteem 
for . the dead Muslim priest, turned 
into a spontaneous demonstration 
against the government and its police 
force, as speech after speech at the 
graveside abominated apartheid and 
its agents". 

However the impressive funeral not 
withstanding, some observers have 
noted that the impact immediately 
after his death was minimal if not nil. 
In his dissertation on The Impact of 
the death in detention of Imam 
Abdullah Haron on Cape Muslim 
Attitudes Abdul Rashied Omar, states 
that '.... the Muslim leadership at the 
time of the Imam's death did not 
exploit the changing conditions gener-
ated at particularly the funeral, and 
thus the Imam's death in detention 
was not a catalyst i~,· transforming the 
collaborationist political attitud~s of 
the Muslim Community of the West-
ern Cape.' 

Whatever the case, be it the im-
mediate and direct impact of his death 
in detention or a belated response 
more than a decade later, not only the 
Muslim community in South Africa 
but Muslims all over the world are 
indebted to this man for the example 
he had set in his quest for justice 
against oppression both secular in the 
shape of apartheid and the connected 
white church. 

It must be acknowledged that it is 
the legacy of Abdullah Haron that 
Muslims in South Africa have come to 
see Islam as a viable alternative to 
bring about change in that country. 
Consequently it was as long ago as 
1982, that the Synod of die Nederdu-
itse Gereformeerde Kerk (NGK) con-
cerned 11bout the growing political mil-
itancy among the Muslim community 
commissioned a study of what it ter-
med as 'onslaught of Islam' which was 
to advise the Synod as to the best way 
of dealing with it. The resulting re-
solution adopted by the General 
Synod that "Islam is a false religion 
and a great threat to Christianity in 

South Africa and in the World at 
larg~" in response to adopting an app-
ropnate strategy says a lot about the 
powers of comprehension of the 
NGK. 

It is also significant that the chan-
ging perception of Muslims and the 
participation of the Muslim com-
munity · in the struggle against 
apartheid was acknowledged . in prom-
inent circles on the South African 
scene. A notable example is· a letter 
from Nelson Mandela to the Chair-
man of the Muslim Judicial Council, 
Sheikh Gabier in March 1985 (see 
following article). 

In order to really understand the 
relationship and the impact of Imam 
Haron upon the Muslim community, 
particularly in a broader context of 
national struggle, one needs to look at 
the Imam as the local leader and the 
Cape Muslim community. 

The community that produced 
Sbaykh Yusuf a political exile who 
died in 1699 and Tuan Guru who died 
in 1807, both prominent leaders bas 
had its roots in the Cape area as early 
as 1658 when it is said that the first 
Muslims to arrive were from Molucca 
Islands in the Indonesian Archipelago, 
followed by a second group of Mus-
lims as part of a contingent of slaves 
in 1667. As distinct from the Indians 
of Natal, whose ancestors had arrived 
from India, the Cape Muslims were 
commonly known as 'Malays'. 

During the mid-fifties the co!D· 
munity was going through an identity 
crisis and the Malay identity which as 
a result of the classification imposed 
upon them by the British in the ninet-
eenth century was being challenged, 
Abdullah Haron was appointed a tem· 
porary Imam of the AI-Jami'a Mosque 
in Stegman Road, Claremont. 

Claremont was the birthplace of 
· Abdullah Baron. Born on 18th 
February 1924 be was the youngest of 
five children. His roots go back t~ 
Java and Ireland. His paternal gre~ 
grandfather came from . Java and his 
maternal great grandfather from Ire· 
land. Having Jost bis mother A: 
when be was only a few montbs 0 

be was brought up by bis fatber's 
sister Maryam. An owner of a grocery 
shop, bis aunt was a divorcee and was 
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Legacy 
wrlY w~ll off. llri:s rather stem and 
(lftbodo:x lady e~ed -~at he was 
O'°W sufficient basic religious educa-
D(lll. At a tender age of seven he had 
the good fortune to accompany 
MarraJD on a pilgrimage to Makkah, ;ouroeY that took some . eight mon-
ths in those days. Upon his return he 
us sent to a local school where bis 
pertormance was comidered to be 
al,o\"C u,:rage. 

No reason can be found for bis 
sudden departure from school in 1937, 
after which he worked in bis aunt's 
shop until a second trip to Makkah in 
1938. He was placed under the tutel-
• of the well known scholar Shaykb 
Abdul Rahman Alawi in Mallah for 
a period of two ~- It appears that 
z studies in Mallah were cut short 
because of Wodd War II. Upon bis 
return, he managed to a>ntinue with 
z studies with local tutors namelv 
Sbayth Ismail Ganief and Shaykh 
Abdnilah sharing his time between the 
t1ro teachers. 

In addition to studying and mana-
the shop he also oooducted 

Islamic Studies dasse:s. Being a keen 
!ip(Wtsurm his interaction with the 
aJmmunity was DOl ooofined to teach-
ing but also as a member of the local 

and cricket dubs. The only dis-
tmguishing mad: from bis fellow play-

was that bis jersey bore inscription 
m Arabic numeraJs as opposed to 
Roman! 

Whether it was inevitable or a ch-
ance ,-acancy that he was asked to 

to become Imam of the Al 
am. Mosque in Stegman Road, 

is difficult to decide from 
. differing aa:ouots sunound-
lllg bis appointment. However. here 
""'-' a }'OIUlg. oommitted, well trained 
:: active member of the oommuoity 
IIOt the local community simply oould 
""'-' O\'erlook.. His relatively young age 
"1lhin not the only bone of oontention 

the community at the time. The 
lbc Road Mosque itself was at 

centre of a theological a>ntroversy 
it was alleged that the mos-

of . been built from the proceeds 
lfost IDterest received by the donor. 
r/liance of~ elder generation, in oom-

With the wishes of the Imam Claremont Maio Road Mosque, 
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oontinued to attend the Main Road 
Mosque. 

Thus the mosque issue, the issue of 
Malay identity and his own young age 
crystallised the divide between the 
traditional forces and those who aspi-
red for reform. Focussing on the 
youths, Imam Baron, who was 
already quite close to them, set about 
to make some significant changes in 
the way the affairs of the mosque 
were conducted. His position was 
strengthened by the fact that he re-
fused to accept any renumeration for 
his services as he was managing his 
father's shop which gave him a greater 
leverage in implementing his ideas. 

His Friday sermons became much 
more topical and soon the young 
members of his congregation were 
projected to the audience by being 
given an opportunity to deliver talks 
on contemporary subjects. 

It appears that his versatility held 
him in good stead and his activities 
increased and it is hard to imagine he 
was an Imam who was also a shop-
keeper, sports enthusiast, a travelling 
salesman, a dawah worker and a tea-
cher. Young Muslims who had been 
hitherto disillusioned with Islam, were 
attracted to Imam Baron and the re-
sult of that attachment was the form-
ation pf the Oaremont Muslim Youth 
Aswciation which aspired to seek 
Islamic responses to contemporary 
problems and issues and drew its 
membership from the educated Mus-
lims of the time. 

He was also appointed editor of the 
first Muslim newspaper called the 
Muslim News in 1960. Despite the 
politically explosive atmosphere in the 
sixties, the Muslim News appeared to 
shy off from commenting upon gov-
ernment policies. He was heavily criti-
cised even by his own followers and 
the CMY A for the passive stance of 
the paper. 

The other sore point with the 
CMY A was his membership of the 
Muslim Judicial Council. Though it 
was customary that with the post of 
Imam came the privilege of MJC 
membership, Imam Haron did not for-
mally attach himself to the MJC, until 
two years after his appointment as 
Imam-- The MJC was considered by 
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the radical youth groups as 'politically 
oomplacent and unresponsive' and he 
was under pressure to quit. He justi-
fied bis membership and even bis 
brief period as chairman by stating 
that perhaps he ooold change it from 
within. 

In the field of dawah he followed a 
method of personal interaction and 
effectively demonstrated the qualities 
of a Muslim by precept and example. 
This endeared him to many PAC 
activists and many embraced Islam at 
his hands. He was also instrumental in 
the formation of the Nyanga Muslim 
Association. 

Commenting upon his involvement 
with the PAC, in Imam Abdullah 
Haron, Life, Ideas and Impact M. 
Baron writes: • Assisting the oppr~d 
oommuoity was part of the social re-
form programme of Islam. The Imam 
saw this as consistent with the PAC 
programme and extended bis hand to 
this African anti-Communistic organis-
ation. . ........ Whichever way one may 
interpret Imam's involvement with the 
PAC, the fact of the matter is that the 
Imam saw this as an extension of the 
Islamic ooncem for the helpless and 
the oppressed. One may therefore say 
that the Imam acted out of good in-
tention. His critics should therefore 
not question bis integrity, although 
they may want to question his meth-
odology.' 

That apt summation, that one may 
question bis methodology but not bis 
integrity is indeed a fitting tnl>ute to a 
man who not only inspired change but 
strove tirelessly to bring about that 
change from within. The extent or the 
time lapse before his impact was felt 
or even the degree of success or 
wh_ether or not his death was a turning 
pomt are all academic questions. The 
fact o! the matter is that bis martyr-
dom IS today inspiring the Muslim 
y~uth of South Africa in joining hands 
with other forces to remove the inhu-
man and unacceptable degradation of 
man by man. 
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