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The his​tory of the Scottsville Car​bis Road Ja​maat Khana/Is​lamic
cen​tre

IN 1984, I started my Bach​e​lor of Arts/ Law de​gree at the Univer​sity
of Na​tal, now KZN, Pi​eter​mar​itzburg cam​pus. At the time there were
very few Mus​lim stu​dents due to the apartheid reg​u​la​tions which
des​ig​nated that stu​dents had to at​tend uni​ver​si​ties based on their
race.

The rules were just start​ing to be re​laxed, which is why some Mus​-
lim stu​dents were able to en​rol at what had been a whites-only
univer​sity.

On ar​rival at the univer​sity we found the Mus​lim Stu​dents As​so​ci​a​-
tion (MSA) al​ready in op​er​a​tion. It was led by com​mit​ted Mus​lim
stu​dents who were ac​tive in pro​mot​ing the cause of Mus​lim stu​-
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dents in an en​vi​ron​ment that was not well versed in re​li​gious diver​-
sity.

One of the most fun​da​men​tal needs of Mus​lim stu​dents was to find
a venue for the weekly Fri​day prayer. On our first Fri​day prayer ex​-
pe​ri​ence we found that the MSA had se​cured a room in the univer​-
sity which also housed the Stu​dent Rep​re​sen​ta​tives Coun​cil (SRC)
of​fices, the can​teen, the main hall for events and the ra​dio sta​tion.
While this ar​range​ment did al​low us to per​form the Fri​day prayer it
was less than ideal in terms of the na​ture of the vicin​ity. At that
stage we were still very few. Af​ter rep​re​sen​ta​tions by the MSA we
were given a venue close to the drama fac​ulty which con​sisted of a
small room which proved to be more peace​ful than the pre​vi​ous
venue.

At this stage we as Mus​lim stu​dents also ap​pre​ci​ated the great will​-
ing​ness of the univer​sity au​thor​i​ties and the SRC to try to ac​com​-
mo​date our needs as a reg​is​tered stu​dent as​so​ci​a​tion.

As the years pro​gressed, the num​ber of Mus​lim stu​dents started to
grow ex​po​nen​tially. Fur​ther, our se​nior lead​ers were now go​ing to be
leav​ing the univer​sity which re​sulted in dis​cus​sions on find​ing a new
group of stu​dents to lead the MSA. In 1986, I was elected to lead
the MSA to​gether with a highly com​mit​ted com​mit​tee, which proved
to be one of the most ed​u​ca​tional pe​ri​ods of my univer​sity life.

One of my first aims was to es​tab​lish an Is​lamic cen​tre/Ja​maat
Khana for Mus​lim stu​dents at the Univer​sity of KwaZulu-Na​tal that
could be called home. One of the ideas ex​plored was to buy a house
which could be used as a Ja​maat Khana. To im​ple​ment this am​bi​-
tious idea we had to raise sub​stan​tial funds from the com​mu​nity.

We also had to seek the ad​vice of comMus​lim mu​nity lawyers, ac​-
coun​tants and Imams. In ad​di​tion, we had to find a Mus​lim who was

23.07.20, 20:54
Page 2 of 6



des​ig​nated “white”, who would be will​ing to un​der​take such a
project dur​ing the time of the Group Ar​eas Act, which lim​ited the
sale of prop​erty to peo​ple of the “white” race group in des​ig​nated
ar​eas.

How​ever, most im​por​tantly, as it was a stu​dent-led project, we had
to gar​ner the sup​port of fel​low Mus​lim stu​dents.

Ul​ti​mately, the suc​cess​ful re​al​i​sa​tion of the dream was de​pen​dent
on the vi​sion that it was a project that catered for a few at the time
but re​quired the vi​sion to see that in the fu​ture it would cater for
many. As you can imag​ine, this was not an easy task in the late
1980s, dur​ing the dark days of apartheid.

Armed with faith and vi​sion, the plan be​gan to un​fold with a prop​-
erty be​ing iden​ti​fied at 15b Car​bis Road in Scottsville, which was in
the im​me​di​ate vicin​ity of the univer​sity.

The MSA ex​ec​u​tive com​mit​tee then formed a work​ing group with
prom​i​nent mem​bers of the Mus​lim com​mu​nity. Go​lam Moosa from
Wil​low​ton Oil agreed to sup​port the project fi​nan​cially, while the re​-
main​der of the funds were to be raised. This in​volved us walk​ing the
streets and vis​it​ing in​di​vid​ual mem​bers of the com​mu​nity at their
places of business in Church and Retief streets.

Un​der the guid​ance of our ac​coun​tant Ahmed Saeed Mulla, we were
able to man​age the fi​nan​cial as​pects, and with the as​sis​tance of our
lawyer Faisal Mulla, we were able to take care of the le​gal is​sues. Of
great im​por​tance was to get the bless​ing of a prom​i​nent Imam, and
in this re​spect Moulana Murchie recog​nised the vi​sion of the project
and the ben​e​fit to the present and fu​ture Mus​lim com​mu​nity in the
area.

To pur​chase a prop​erty, the Pi​eter​mar​itzburg Univer​sity Ja​maat
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Khana (Pty) Ltd was cre​ated, with Dr Ab​dus Sa​mad Miller, a French
lec​turer at the univer​sity, agree​ing to be the so-called “white” nom​i​-
nee of the com​pany.

Once all the im​por​tant role-play​ers had agreed to the plan, ev​ery​-
thing pro​ceeded smoothly and the prop​erty at 15b Car​bis Road was
pur​chased in 1989 for R102 000.

On the evening of the open​ing of the Ju​maat Khana/Is​lamic cen​tre,
the lo​cal com​mu​nity in the Car​bis Road area threat​ened to call the
po​lice to pre​vent the house from be​ing used as an Is​lamic cen​tre
and house of prayer. How​ever, this ac​tion failed as the mat​ter had
been thor​oughly re​searched and planned, and all the le​gal as​pects
con​sid​ered. The open​ing was an enor​mously sat​is​fy​ing event for all
the role-play​ers. It is note​wor​thy that July 7, 2020, marked 70 years
since the Group Ar​eas Act was passed. It was of​fi​cially re​pealed on
June 30, 1991, by the Abo​li​tion of Racially Based Land Mea​sures
Act.

Many peo​ple con​trib​uted to the cre​ation and the con​tin​ued suc​cess
of this project, whose names and faces I have not men​tioned or re​-
mem​bered, but many of whom are lo​cal vi​sion​ar​ies and he​roes of
the great city and peo​ple of Pi​eter​mar​itzburg and alumni of the
univer​sity, and lead​ers and mem​bers of the Mus​lim Stu​dent As​so​ci​-
a​tion.

This small con​tri​bu​tion is tes​ti​mony to their ac​tions which are of​ten
for​got​ten in an era where there were no cell​phones or Face​book to
cap​ture all the mo​ments that make live mean​ing​ful.

In many ways, my life as a South African diplo​mat was shaped and
guided by my ex​pe​ri​ences at the Univer​sity of Na​tal through the ex​-
change and tol​er​ance of di​verse views and the cre​ation of an Is​lamic
cen​tre that re​flects the val​ues and ethos that give effect to the Qu​-
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ranic verse that is so rel​e​vant to​day, namely: “O mankind! We cre​-
ated you from a sin​gle (pair) of a male and a fe​male, and made you
into na​tions and tribes, that you may know each other (not that you
may de​spise each other).”

Through 15b Car​bis Road we un​der​took to serve our fel​low stu​dents
and the broader Pi​eter​mar​itzburg com​mu​nity.

In time, the Ju​maat Khana in Car​bis Road be​come a cen​tre of learn​-
ing, a place to pro​mote gen​der equal​ity and women’s rights, a place
to house cul​tural ex​hi​bi​tions, a coun​selling cen​tre, a so​cial cen​tre, a
place of med​i​ta​tion and prayer, a place to plan demon​stra​tions
against apartheid and to un​der​take hu​man​i​tar​ian mis​sions, and a
place to break the fast dur​ing Ramadan.

The mes​sage con​veyed through the Ja​maat Khana to the univer​sity,
the broader com​mu​nity of Pi​eter​mar​itzburg and the con​gre​ga​tion,
was that the Mus​lim Stu​dents As​so​ci​a​tion is a so​ci​ety that is ded​i​-
cated to a fu​ture in which all are equal and in which a per​son’s char​-
ac​ter and not race, re​li​gion or gen​der is the de​ter​min​ing fac​tor.

It started to rep​re​sent a new South Africa, even be​fore the Rain​bow
Na​tion was born, and served as an ex​am​ple that we all share a com​-
mon hu​man​ity.

At the Car​bis Road Ju​maat Khana many of us found our true spir​i​-
tual home. To​day, the Ju​maat Khana con​sists of the said prop​erty
to​gether with three other plots that were there​after con​sol​i​dated
with the orig​i​nal prop​erty. The to​tal area is now 3 151 square me​tres.

The Ju​maat Khana now serves over 200 fam​i​lies from the sur​round​-
ing ar​eas and is man​aged by a new gen​er​a​tion of in​di​vid​u​als un​der
the Scottsville Mus​lim So​ci​ety, some of whom also stud​ied at the
pres​ti​gious univer​sity
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The hope is that all who pray, visit and re​side at the Ju​maat Khana in
Car​bis Road con​tinue to find a spe​cial spir​i​tual place there too.

“Armed with faith and vi​sion, the plan be​gan to un​fold ...”

• Ad​vo​cate Mo​hamed Cassimjee is Min​is​ter Plenipo​ten​tiary at the
South African Em​bassy in Berlin.
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