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			In this stunningly crafted book, Binaben Akoobhai unfolds a narrative that is both heart-stopping and humbling. It breaks out of the iron cage of apartheid, spirals across the oceans to Gujarat and then back to Lenasia, as she brings to light the ‘unseen’ work of the migrant mother. As the web of family connections is threatened by the insidious South African Immigrants Regulation Amendment Act of 1953, Akoobhai shows how her mother had an uncanny ability to face down tragedy and inspire hope. There will be no statue for people like Akoobhai’s mother, but she lives in the pages of this beautifully crafted story. At a time when migrants are once more the lightning rod for anger and resentment, her work is prescient.

			~ Prof Ashwin Desai, Professor of Sociology, University of Johannesburg 
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			Dedication

			– to my mother, Manjulaben Akoobhai

			This story honours a remarkable woman who defined herself not by hardship, but by quiet strength and unwavering faith. In a time marked by systemic barriers and the painful separation of families, she carried herself with dignity and grace. She refused bitterness, even when the world gave her reason. Instead, she worked tirelessly, building a life with what little she had, showing that the human spirit can endure and rise above injustice. 

			Her strength was never loud; it lived in her steady resolve to keep moving forward.

			She believed deeply in the power of education. For her, learning was not just a path to a career, but a way to transcend circumstances. Though her own opportunities were limited, she was determined that the next generation would not face the same constraints. Through discipline, sacrifice, and love, she opened doors for others that had been closed to her. In doing so, she turned her home into a place of growth, identity, and possibility.

			This book is a tribute to her life and legacy. It is an expression of gratitude – for all she gave and all she made possible. More than a reflection on the past, it carries her spirit forward, because what she built continues to shape the lives of those who follow. Though she is no longer physically present, her influence remains deeply rooted in the family and community she nurtured.

			Her impact cannot be measured by titles or status, but by the values she lived every day. Integrity, for her, was simple and constant, found in her kindness, her honesty, and the dignity she brought to even the smallest moments. She had a way of making people feel seen and valued, not through grand gestures, but through her consistent care and presence. She became a quiet guide for others, a source of strength in uncertain times.

			

			Her story also reflects the unseen sacrifices of so many migrant mothers, women who leave behind familiarity to create better futures for their children. Their work often goes unrecognised, yet it is foundational. Through long hours, emotional endurance, and selflessness, they build lives that allow others to thrive. In honouring her, this book also honours all women who carry such burdens with courage and hope.

			She taught us that belief is not passive – it is something we live. Her faith was steady and practical, grounded in action even when the odds were against her. She held on to a vision of a better future and worked towards it with quiet determination. Because of her, that future became possible for others.

			Her legacy is a guiding light. It reminds us that a life built on integrity, love, and purpose does not fade. It continues in the choices we make and the values we carry forward.

			This book is for her, with gratitude, love, and the promise that her story lives on in the generations that come after her.
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			Separated by Statute is a tribute to the courage, discipline, and determination of people who lived in a racially divided world. Their lives were shaped by laws designed to separate families across oceans, and limit opportunities. Yet they showed remarkable strength and resilience. They maintained family bonds, protected their dignity, and worked patiently towards a better future despite the obstacles placed before them.

			This book explores how integrity, discipline, and hope became forms of resistance. It shows how individuals carefully managed their lives and decisions to protect their families and preserve their identity under oppressive legal systems.

			Completing this book also means turning long-standing questions about belonging into a documented legacy. For too long, the experiences of migrant communities have been absent from official histories. Separated by Statute seeks to bring these stories into the public record and recognise the sacrifices and perseverance of those who came before us.

			It is my hope that this book will stand as a record of resilience and a voice for those whose contributions were often overlooked. I also hope it encourages future researchers and readers to look more closely at the hidden efforts of people who crossed borders and navigated difficult legal systems to build a future for 
their families.

			Above all, this work honours the endurance of the human spirit and ensures that these stories are remembered and valued as part of our shared history.

		

	
		
			

			Preface

			Writing this book was never a premeditated act of authorship. Rather, it was a sudden, visceral necessity born from the profound silence that followed my mother’s passing. When the anchor of her physical presence was removed, the tidal wave of memory, long held in check by the daily rhythms of life, finally broke through. I found myself standing at the intersection of two worlds – India and South Africa – sifting through the “thin blue folds” of airmail letters and the echoes of a childhood defined by borders both physical and systemic. 

			These memories were not just personal recollections. They were the artifacts of a family fractured by the South African Immigrants Regulation Amendment Act of 1953, a law that dismantled my mother’s dreams of a traditional marriage and forced her into the role of a solitary guardian in an often hostile land. Under the South African Immigrants Regulation Amendment Act of 1953, Indian men living in South Africa were effectively prevented from bringing wives from India if the marriage had taken place after February 1953. 

			This preface is an invitation into that process of unearthing a journey to understand how a young bride, carrying more hope than luggage, became the cornerstone of a generational legacy through sheer, quiet resolve. It is an exploration of the “unseen work” that migrant mothers perform every day, navigating the “quiet systems” of oppression not with loud grievance, but with a steadfast commitment to the future. By documenting these stories, I realised that my own path, my choices, my career, and my belief in the liberating power of education, was paved by her sacrifices long before I had the vocabulary to describe the weight she carried.

			The narrative of this book consciously moves away from the grand, often detached, political history of apartheid to focus on the intimate, “lived” experience of inequality as it manifested in neighbourhoods like Lenasia. It examines how laws like the Group Areas Act didn’t just move people; they attempted to move the boundaries of what a child believed was possible for their own life. Growing up I witnessed firsthand how a mother’s discipline and a family’s collective work ethic, starting for me at the tender age of thirteen, functioned as a secondary, unofficial education in resilience. 

			We learnt to walk carefully in a “man’s world”, guarding our dignity with the same vigilance our mother used to guard her letters from across the ocean. This book reflects on how these systems, while designed to limit and exclude, inadvertently forged a community of fierce interconnectedness where every adult was a guardian and every open door was a sanctuary. It chronicles the transition from the sheltered, watchful environment of the courtyard to the intellectual awakening of university life, where the “constructed cage” of systemic inequality finally became visible. In these pages, I attempt to show that while apartheid took much, it could not take the agency of a person who discovers that a library or a laboratory is an armoury of the mind, capable of dismantling the narrative 
of limitation.

			Ultimately, this work is an act of remembrance designed to honour a generation that endured the unimaginable without the expectation of recognition or the poison of resentment. It is a tribute to my mother’s thirty-four years of teaching Gujarati, a quiet but radical act of cultural preservation that ensured her children would never lose the language of their ancestors while navigating the language of their oppressors. Her life was a masterclass in how ordinary people create lasting impact through everyday acts of care, proving that strength is built over time through the steady accumulation of effort and persistence. 

			This book is for the students who see themselves in the struggle for belonging, for the educators who recognise that their role is to restore the agency that systems try to steal, and for the general readers who understand that history is best told through the heartbeat of those who lived it. It is my hope that by reflecting on these stories, readers will be encouraged to look at their own legacies not as static inheritances, but as active constructions of memory and choice. Because in the end, we belong wherever we choose to plant our roots and honour our truths. Remembering is not just looking back, it is the very foundation upon which we build the freedom of the next generation.

			Binaben Akoobhai
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			Article published in Indian Opinion 
(newspaper started by Mahatma Gandhi in 1903), No 38, Volume 51, 18 September 1953, reporting on Dr. T.E. Dönges’ defence of the proposed Immigrants Regulation Amendment Bill.

		

	
		
			

			Why I Wrote This Book

			I did not set out to write a book. I set out to understand memory.

			When my mother passed, memories long held in silence surfaced – memories of childhood and migration, separation and reunion, limitation and possibility. Her absence unlocked stories I did not know were still waiting to be told.

			This is not a book of grievance. It is a reflection on how lives are shaped by history, how systems both limit and inadvertently strengthen, and how meaning is made within constraint. It is an exploration of how apartheid took much, yet also forged resilience, community, and purpose in unexpected ways.

			I wrote this book to honour a generation that endured quietly, without recognition or resentment. I wrote it to understand how my own life, its choices and direction, were shaped long before I had the language to describe it.

			Above all, I wrote this book as an act of remembrance. Because remembering, too, is a form of legacy.

		

	
		
			

			Foreword

			This memoir stands as a profound and poignant exploration of a life suspended between two worlds, weaving a dense personal tapestry that captures the arduous migration from India to South Africa. At its core, the narrative delves into the intimate, often heartbreaking realities of a family fractured by the rigid constraints of apartheid-era immigration laws, most notably the 1953 Immigration Act. Rather than focusing on the grand theatre of political discourse or the loud clamour of public protest, the book turns its lens towards the quiet, pervasive ways that systemic inequality infiltrates the mundane aspects of daily existence. 

			Through the innocent yet observant lens of childhood, the reader witnesses how neighbourhoods like Lenasia, language barriers, and restricted work opportunities subtly but firmly curb a person’s potential. It is a meticulous study of how state-mandated systems dictate the boundaries of one’s confidence and future aspirations, creating invisible barriers that individuals often do not fully grasp the scale of in the moment. By documenting the “thin blue folds” of airmail letters and the watchful eyes of the fariyu, the author illustrates how law is not merely a set of rules in a book, but a physical presence that dictates the rhythm of breathing, the quality of sleep, and the very geography of hope for a family waiting for a reunion that the state had deemed illegal.

			Central to this odyssey is the transformative power of education and the indomitable spirit of a mother whose faith became a generational cornerstone. While
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