
I just gone through your website and came to know that Mr Deedat has 
left this world. I cannot explain how sad I am since I think his speeches 

have changed my life forever. 

I first heard him speak some two years ago on Peace TV and it insp~red 

me so much - even though I was born Muslim I was not n practicing 

one. After one of his speeches, where he said that we Musl~m\ have just 
kept the holy Qur'an and did not bother to read it, I made it a point not 

I just to read it in Arabic but also to read the translation both In I 
and Urdu. I also started praying five times a day, and made ~t a polnt to 

I listen to every program that Peace TV showed where he was speakel. 
' *"la,* 

May Almighty Allah give him a place in paradise and forgive hlrn since L 
am sure his speeches have touched and chdnged millions of people like 

me. 



AHMED DEEDAT- THE MAN AND HIS MISSION 

HE DURBAN-BASED Islamic I'ropagation Centre International (IPCI), of which 

Ahmed Deedat was a founding member, trustee, and president, continues to 

receive letters such as the one on the previous page almost daily from places as 

far-off as Mexico, Papua New Guinea, and Kazakhstan requesting copies of Deedat's books 

and recordings. A Google search in June 201 1 threw up  1 170 000 websites containing thc 

phrase 'Ahmed Dtedat'. Many of these sites are polemical, with opponents and proponents 

debating his views with Deedatesque intensity and vigour, and holding tenaciously to their 

positions. 

A cursory reading of Deedat's life circa 2001 stimulated an abiding fascination with the 

'Deedat phenomenon', something that had its roots Durban, the city in which I grew up, 

and yet had a reach and influence that was undoubtedly global. Indeed Deedat epitomisecl 

the concept of 'think local, act global' long before this became common parlance in our  

rapidly globalising world. 

Teaching conlmitments delayed my sustained entry into Ahmed Deedat's world. 13y the 

time I was ready to interview the man himself, sadly he had passed away. This book would 

have been richer had he been able to respond to the many issues raised in the course of my 

research, but this study does not rely on speculation and conjecture. I had access to a wealth 

of primary and secondary material, including audio and visual recordings and informants 

willing to share their views on  Deedat. All of this partly compensates for the lack of direct 

Deedat's f~rst lectures in the 1950s attracted small audiences. By the 1960s thousands 
of people were f~lling auditoriums to listen to him speak 
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input from Deedat himself. Audiovisual material was especially helpful in providing insight 

into Deedat's style of debate, the content of his talks, and the extent of his influence. 

Oral testimony was important in reconstructing aspects of the story as this provided 

eyewitness accounts and first-hand experiences. Many historians and social scientists inistrust 

oral history because it rests upon memory, which is not always reliable. Kesyondcnts 

sometimes misremember things or even embellish, invent, aild rearrange events in order 

to present a more interesting stoi-y or to appear as the 'good guy'. Some of these probleins 

associated with oral history apply to written documents too. While acknowledging that 

memories are contingent and subjective, they remain an important method of recovery and 

a means of expanding the boundaries of historical research, and I therefore attempted to 

judiciously cross-reference events and views. Where it was difficult to discern the veracity of 

particular viewpoints, opposing voices have been allowed to speak against each other. In an 

effort to keep notes to a minimum, extracts from interviews have not been endnoted each 

time they are cited. Instead, all interviews are listed at the end of the book. Similarly, access 

to the IPCI's archives provided an invaluable source of information, and where correspon- 

dence cited has not been endnoted, the originals are housed at the IPCI's offices in I>urban. 

Ahmed Deedat progressed from being a retail assistant rummaging for reading mnterial in 

the basement of a remote rural store to become a renowned figure in many parts of the 

Muslim world. He walked with kings yet spoke in a manner and language that appealed to 

ordinary Muslims. He was not loath to enter 'enemy territory', challenging leading evangelical 

Christians on their interpretations of biblical and scriptural precepts and teachings, often 

on  their home turf. His legacy continues to echo and haunt his opponents both inside and 

outside Islam. And all this took place primarily during the time when South Africa was a 

global pariah because of apartheid. This makes Ahmed Deedat even more fascinating- here 

was a man who, while building a local dynasty that continues to function, strode the global 

Muslim stage. 

Deedat's tours of various countries featured on prirnetirne television news broadcasts 
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Growing up in Durban one could not but be aware of the influence and controversy that 

surrounded Deedat. But one had to travel abroad to truly appreciate the extent of his global 

appeal. For example, it was at Indiana University in Bloomington in the mid-1980s that 

Deedat's transnational popularity really dawned on me. Students from Malaysia and Saudi 

Arabia, who constituted a large segment of the Muslim student population on the campus, 

would typically ask: 'Where from?' 'South Africa?' 'Aaaah! Deeeedat, Lleeeedat.' 'Yes.' 

'Gooood. Welcome, welcome.' 

Such anecdotes are far from exceptional. Urologist Llr G.M. Hoosen recalls attending a 

medical conference in Ruenos Aires in the late 1980s. 0 1 1  Friday, he wanted to offcr the 

midday Jumu'ah prayer and called the Pakistan Enlbassy to check whether there was a 

mosque in the area. With the help of a taxi driver, he negotiated the tricky route to the 

distant and, to his amazement, large and beautiful mosque. When worshippers discovered 

that he was from South Africa, the first words uttered were 'Deedat, Deedat.' And when 

they heard that he had some pamphlets at the hotel they followed him all the way back to 

his room to lay hands on  the material. The 'sheer delight' of these Argentinians left Dr 

Hoosen dumbstruck. Although he was a trustee of the IPCI at the time, even hc confessed 

to not having appreciated the extent of Deedat's popularity. 

By the early 1990s many South African Muslims travelling to the Middle East, Malaysia, 

Pakistan, or Indonesia found that one other figure had become synonymous with South 

Africa: Nelson Mandela. That these two men were often mentioned in the same breath 

reflects Deedat's stature in the Muslim world. His books and pamphlets, as well as video, 

audio, and DVD recordings were, and continue to be, widely disseminated. 

A banner advertising a lecture to be held in Sydney's Town Hall in 1996. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N :  T H E  ARGUMENTATIVE M U S L I M  

'The title of this chapter was inspired by a collection of essays by Nobel Pri7.e-winning 

Indian economist Anlartya Sen titled The Argumentative Indian that underscores the long 

tradition of argument, public debate, and intellectual pluralism that informs India's history. 

One dictionary's definition of argumentative is 'the presentation and elaboration of an 

argument' or  'deductive reasoning in debate'. Some may feel that 'contentious' is Inore 

appropriate in Deedat's case, that is, 'causing or likely to cause disagreement , ~ n d  displ~tes 

between people with differing views'. On the other hand, argumentation may often lead to 

contention and quarrels, but that is not necessarily intentional. Deedat believed that through 

methodical reasoning he could counter the arguments of missionaries. His belief in open delmtc 

was underscored by Somali journalist Rashir Goth shortly after Deedat's death in 2005: 

It is not import,lnt whether one agreed with Il)eed,~t or embraced his style of debate or  

the core of his beliefs. What one couldn't miss in hirn was his unparalleled belief in the 

power of the word. The Islamic world today is in dire need of men like Ueedat.. .wllose 

good character, good deeds, good knowledge and huniane nature, instead of their booby- 

trapped bodies, can reach overseas shores. Ijeedat was a person who could smile and not 

frown before his Christian brethren, a person in whose presence one felt safe, withoui 

having to think about running for cover when he reached to adjust his skullcap.' 

Ileedat had a particular style of argument that aimed to strike at the core of the beliefs of 

many Christians: 

'lh me, the missionaries are all one-book professors. They only know the Bible. 'Thev say, 

my Bible says this, my Bible says that, my Rible says this, my Bible sa).s that. So right, this 

is hi5 Rook. So I haid I agree with what he says and when you start analysing his claim, 

amazingly, it's not what hc's telling you. Now what he's telling you is that jesus is God 

for example.. . S o  I say, look, you show me in your Rible, any version, the). havc ;I dozen 

different versions, where Jesus said, ' I  am God' and I an1 prepared to accept him as ( - h i .  

1 said 1 do  not talk for my people, the Muslims, they make up their own minds, but I am 

prepared to put my neck 011 the guillotine, chop it off as you like, if you show me where 

he says '1'111 God'. Believe me, in forty years I've been talking like this to the Americans, 

the IjUs or 1)octors o f  Divinities, the bishops, some great l-nen, giants of (;hristi~nity, 

ancl nobody 11;ls ever come along with proof. You ask that simple question, so simple, so 

straightforward, the requesi you are making [ b u t ]  the guy doesn't know what is hitting 

him so he goes beserk, then he wants to attack the Holy Prophet. I said, look, please, 1'111 

only asking you a simple request. Show i t  to me and you've got a convert, not only a 

convert, 1 said, but 1'11 try and convince my other brethren as welL2 

At the heart of Lleedat's method was polemics, the art of tlieologicnl disj~utation that hest suited 

his argumentative approach, and that was based on a wide-ranging knowledge of religious 

texts and a confrontational style of public presentation. He was a master of polemics, often 

rousing audiences with the crassness of his language and then seducing them with the power 

of his oratory, his knowledge of (;hristianity, ancl his unrelenting commitment to his 
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mission. Deedat was very clear about his role in life. God 'has given you a way of  life [in the 

Qur'an]. . .But the role everyone takes is of their own choosing. You want to be a doormat 

or  a punch bag, this is your choice, not Allah's ~ h o i c e . ' ~  Deedat was no punch bag. 

An observation by American sociologist C. Wright Mills on the relationship between 

biography and history is instructive: 

Neither the life of an individual nor the history of  a society can be understood without 

understanding both. . .No social study that does not come back to the problems of 

biography, of  history, and their intersections within a society has completed its intel- 

lectual j ~ u r n e y . ~  

To place Deedat in the context of his times, he lived in an age when the peoples of Africa, 

Asia, and the Middle East were trying to free thenlselves from the yoke of  colonial 

oppression, while white supremacist ideology was being entrenched with renewed vigour 

in apartheid South Africa. 

The colonisation of Muslim lands by imperial powers after the Renaissance was followed 

by the spread of Christian missionary movements in the nineteenth century. The policies 

of the colonial powers and the activities of missionaries impacted heavily on the economic. 

political, educational, social, cultural, and religious institutions of Muslim societies. Increas- 

ingly, relations between Christians and Muslims became focused on  economic and political 

interests. The likes of Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, Sayyid Ahmad 

Khan, and Rashid Rida responded in different ways to the challenges posed by the decline 

of the Ottoman Empire and the rapid expansion of Western colonialism in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. Al-Afghani wrote of a pan-Islamist Islamic revivalism while Iiicla 

promoted the idea of the Salafilya movement that restricted what was regarded as 'correct' 

in Islam to the Qur'an and hadith. 

Key twentieth-century thinkers of whom Deedat was certainly aware include hvo Ebyptians, 

Hasan al-Banna, a schoolteacher who established the Society of Muslim Brothers, and Sycd 

Qutb, an activist who was executed by the Egyptian governnlent in August 1966. Sayyid 

Abul A'la Mawdudi followed a parallel intellectual trajectory on the Asian subcontinent and 

inspired many globally through his message that Islam was the central force for uniting 

Muslims. Iranian sociologist Ali Shariati was another important ideologue.' 

Born in 1917, Deedat grew up on the crest of anti-colonial i~pheavals a n d  worldwide 

revolutionary ferment. Like Deedat, many Muslin~s looking at the world in the mid-twentieth 

century felt that Islam was under attack from Christian couiltries that had 'clubbed together 

to liberate Christian peoples from Muslim rule [in Greece, Bulgaria, Kun~ania],  merely bccause 

they were Christians ruled by M ~ s l i m s ' . ~  Add to this the perceived and actual col laborat io~~ 

during the colonial period between imperial governments and missionaries (whose 'holiest 

of books', the Bible, came, in Momi Bhabha's words, to be seen to represent 'the standard 

of the cross and the standard of empire'), the activities of Anglican missionaries or1 the 

Cape Flats, and the symbiotic relatioilship between the Dutch Kefomed Church and the 

apartheid regime ill South Africa, and one can understand why this sense of global att'~ck 
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also had local impulses. Ebi Lockhat, who worked for Deedat for several years, has no  doubt 

that the colonial context was crucial in moulding Deedat's outlook: 

He came from an era where he was under colonial domination. He was a product o f  

that British colony when he came to South Africa, and here we had this policy of segre- 

gation and later apartheid, especially with the Indian Musliin. We were not like the 

Cape Malay who had been here for three hundred years. We were j~ist starting O L I ~ .  So 

we were always, 'Ross, we'll build a school, you send the teachers, we'll put up the 

building,' that type of thing, just to get something. 'Ross, why do  y o ~ i  want  is to get 

a permit to go to the 'Transvaal?' Now within that environment, what was the wav to 

strike back? The only way to strike back - and he found it - was to stand up for, and 

not feel inferior about, his religion. 

Even at the height of the Cold War when many Musliin countries were closely allied to the 

United States, Deedat argued that Christianity, not communism, was the greatest threat 

facing the Muslin1 world. Echoing Muhammad Ali's famous statement, 'No Vietnamese 

ever called me a nigger,' Deedat told a journalist in 1987: 

1 live in an ocean of Christianity. It is the Christian who coines and knocks at my door 

to preach Christianity, not a communist. The Christian gives me his Hible - free. It is 

their gift - free - to all Muslims. You fill in a coupon and get their Hible - free. 

(;ommunists have not given me their book, free or  otherwise. Have yo11 seen it! Has 

anybody else seen it? No communist has knocked at my door yet.' 

If Islain was under attack, as many felt, then it needed a defender. Beyond that, it needecl 

someone to counter-attack. The stage, in a sense, was set for Ahmed Deedat. Years of self- 

directed study, combined with his love of the podium, his 'gift of the gab', and his fearless- 

ness, made hiin the pre-eminent Muslim public figure in South Africa from the 1960s to 

the 1990s. Deedat was the Muhammad Ali of the theological ring, boxing clever, defending 

his corner, taking the fight to his opponent. 

Recollections by Dcedat's contemporaries of his love of the stage, as well as recortlings 

of his debates and lectures, all suggest that Ueedat conducted his mission in much the same 

way that Nelson Mandela viewed boxing. Mandela, who was a keen amateur boxer in his 

youth, wrote in his autobiography, 'I did not enjoy the violence of boxing so much as  the 

science of it. I was intrigued by how one moved one's body to protect oneself, how one used 

;I strategy both to attack and retreat, how one paced oneself over a n ~ a t c h . ' ~  When he went 

into a debate, Ileeclat nleasured his opponents, used their arguments against them, wen1 

from smooth c a l ~ n  talker to aggressive counter-puncher, was always gracious afterwards, 

thanked Allah (s\v.r) for his 'victory', forgave his o p p o ~ ~ e n t s  for not knowing better, and 

was already looking forward to his next battle. 

Where Deedat differed from nlost of his Musliin contemporaries was his focus on the 

I3ihle. Arguing that the Bible ought to be analysed to 'show the holes in it' rather than bc 

bypassed, lleedat mirrorcd Edward Sa'id's view that the classics of Western ci\rilisation 
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should be read against the grain rather than ignored. Mimicry was central t o  Deedat's 

strategy, and was used not simply to imitate, but to confront, to  contest, to  challenge, to 

debunk. 'h do this he often used his 'enemy's' tools. As he told a reporter from Arab Nfjws 

in 1989: 'I use Western techniques to beat my opponents at their own game. If they have a 

laser gun, 1 must have a laser gun. If they have a stick, I must get a longer stick.Iq 

Focusing on Deedat's debates and writings about Christianity, which tend to present 

him as a one-dimensional 'Bible-basher', masks the fact that he addressed a range of other 

issues in his lectures, debates, interviews, and writings, such as: the emasculatio~i of Musli~iis 

under colonial ruIe; the relationship between culture, power, and resistance; the value- 

ladenness of technology; and the shortcomings of Muslims, including the persiste~ice of 

racism and ethnicity. 

Deedat implored Muslims to arin themselves with knowledge and shrug off their inferi- 

ority complex, as the West was 

brainwashing our  children in sucli a manner that they [are] feeling inferior. The 

missionary, who knocks on your door, is militant. No matter what smiling face he 

comes with, he knows in his heart that he is better than you, otherwise he wouldn't 

dare knock on your door to tell you that you are going to hell, he wants to save 11s 

from hellfire. He tells you that all your good deeds are like filthy rags, all your fasting 

and your prayers and your zakat and your hajj is all a waste of time.. .'I'his means the 

giver is superior to the taker.1° 

This idea of superiority and inferiority has been widely theorised. Edward Sai'd, for example, 

stated that negative 'dispositions toward Islam, sedin~ented in the Western psyche, have 

their genesis in a long-standing tradition of scholarly and popular discourse on the inferi- 

ority of Muslim practices and doctrines.'" 

Interviewed on  Pakistani television during his tour of that country in 1987, Deedat 

eniphasised the destructive impact of colonialism on the Muslim psyche: 

'l'he European came with his superior gunpowder ... with that he knocked into 

submission our people all over the world. That's when they conquered Indonesia, a 

handful of them. A handful of thenl, the Portuguese, captured part of this territory, 

our  country; a handful of French did the sanic, then the rest was taken over by a 

handful of Rritishers because they had the gunpowder and they ruled us. ..or1 the 

subcontinent [for] one hundred and fifty years. So during that period also we couldn't 

talk to them. They were our masters, our rulers. Now, once we got our freedom, wc 

don't know how to talk because we lost the art of taIking. 

Others have theorised the inipact of colonialisni, a period marked by enormous social 

change 011 the cultural and intellectual life of the colonised, far more eloquently than 

Deedat. For example, in the 1950s Frantz Fanon wrote that colonial domination 'disrupts 

in spectacular fashion the cultural life of a conquered people.. .Every effort is lndde to bring 
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Deedat was the 'Muhammad Ali' of the theological boxing ring, taking the fight to his opponent. 

the colonized person to admit the inferiority of his ~ u l t u r e . ' ' ~  Michel Foucault argued that 

'dominant groups in society constitute the field of truth by imposing specific knowledges, 

disciplines and values upon dominated groups. As a social formation it works to constitute 

reality.. .also for the subjects who form the community on which it depends.'13 ln Culture 

and Imperialism, Edward Sa'id wrote that 'the enterprise of empire depends upon the idea 

of having an  empire', and in Orierztalisrn, he argued that colonial discourse operated as an 

instrument of power. 

Deedat, too, understood that underpinning imperialism was an  ideology in which, 

beyond the goal of capital accumulation, the notion that the empire had to rule over 'less 

advanced' peoples to fast-track their 'progress' and 'civilisation' was implicit. 'I'his, to quote 

Rudyard Kipling's famous poem from 1899, was the 'white man's burden'. The cultures of 

colonised peoples were subverted through new legal systems, education, the expropriation 

of land and labour, and political ideology. Deedat urged Muslims to shrug off this deeply 

embedded yoke of inferiority. He believed that Muslims were at least morally better than 

their white Christian masters and urged them to free themselves mentally from subjugation 

and to expose the moral and intellectual weaknesses of their rulers. 

In the introduction to Muhammad the Greatest, Deedat wrote: 'What is the cause of this 

sickness, this inferiority complex? Yes! We are an emasculated people. Dynamism has been 

wringed out  of us.' European intrusion into Muslim lands, Deedat felt, was continuing into 
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the present with 'migrant workers in the guise of "tent makers" [missionaries], as Saint Paul 

called them, [who] are beginning to convert us, if not by direct conversion then by subtle 

influence that their civilisation is superior to ours. We must. .  .push back the frontiers of 

western en~roachmen t . "~  In Is the Bible God's Word? Deedat stated that his lectures were 

designed to 

sound out  these slinking missionaries who 'attack' the home and hearth of the unsus- 

pecting Muslim who goes about minding his own business. The lectures are also aimed 

at restoring the damaged dignity of the Muslim who has been ruffled by the ruthless 

attacks of the Christian peddler. Ask the poor Muslims of Chatsworth, Hanover Park 

or  Riverlea as to how they are subjected to the tyranny of certain missionaries. 

Deedat warned Muslims of the dangers associated with foreign aid: 

Islam does not prohibit us from getting technological knowledge but with this 

technology and knowledge, this material benefit, cultural invasion takes place, 

religious invasion takes place. In the guise of wanting to help you economically, the 

Western world wants to plant in us their norms, they are trying to subvert our people 

into thinking as they are thinking, behaving as they behave, so we have to be on guard 

with regards to that.'? 

Deedat was also emphatic that the Western world could teach Muslims nothing in relation 

to spirituality. For exanlple, when asked what Muslims could learn from the West, he told 

journalist Keysar Trad, 'Mathematics, learn from him, space science learn from hiill. Hut.. . 
there is nothing you can learn from him about religion'.I6 While Deedat probably gives the 

West too much credit, for mathematics was not a Western invention," his point that the 

Industrial Revolution and Western technological superiority made the West's conquest of 

the rest of the world both possible and inexpensive, in terms of material and humail 

resources, is well taken. 

The idea that the West has little to offer in spiritual matters has a long history in anti- 

colonial discourse, most famously in the works of Mohandas K. Gandhi. Partha Chatterjee's 

work makes the distinction between the innerlouter, spirituallmaterial, arguing that since 

the Enlightenment, the West has placed 'rationalism at the heart of its culture'. While this 

has helped to bring about progress and prosperity, it has offered little in the spiritual sphere. 

Pointing to slavery, colonialisn~, the two World Wars, racism, and the Holocaust, many have 

questioned the value of this 'rationality' and 'enlightenment' in a context bereft of syiritu- 

ality and c o m p a s ~ i o n . ' ~  

In taking on Christian missionaries it is unlikely that Deedat explicitly aimed to repudiate 

Orientalism, as Sa'id sought to do. Instead, he seems to have acted more from instinct and 

bravado in what was perhaps a case of practice preceding theory. 
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While Deedat's polemic was strongly religious in nature, the fact that he linked Christianity 

with 'whiteness' in apartheid South Africa bolstered support for his work. Deedat often 

lamented that 'we, the Asians, are suffering from an inferiority complex. We are mentally 

impressed by whites.'19 Racist ideology was central to the construction of inequality in South 

Africa, and Deedat's teachings gave hope to many Muslims who were mostly black (Indian, 

Malay, and African) and subject to the tyranny of the racist apartheid regime. While race 

does not have a scientific basis, as Frantz Fanon wrote, it is an objective psychological fact 

in people's lives. Black people received a psychological boost when Deedat derided his white 

opponents. This was part of Deedat's aim. In response to a question from a reporter in 1987 

as to how many Christians he had converted to Islam, he said: 'That is not the real goal. The 

real goal is you [Muslims]. I am talking to the enemy, and if it can boost your morale then 

it is good.'20 

Ebi Lockhat used a boxing analogy to emphasise the ways in which Deedat's debates wcre 

psychologically important for many Muslims: 

My sport used to be boxing and in those days, when we used to go to Curries Fountain, 

you had blacks and whites fighting separately, and then they started having those 

mixed matches at Westridge Park. The nature of boxing is that you have an upcoming 

boxer; it's got nothing to do with colour but reality is that you don't want to match 

him with somebody that you can't definitely guarantee the result. Black American 

boxers, they would come here to fight upcoming whites. They are fighting a white, 

Afrikaans boxer. You are sitting there, knowing the [black] guy is a journeyman, and 

yet we are sitting there and hoping that the black guy lands a knock-out even though 

it  won't happen. It's the syndrome that we had pre- 1994.. .We wanted the All Blacks 

to win so badly in rugby. So the same syndrome existed when Deedat spoke, here was 

someone that can take on the whites.. .and win. 

As Kate Zebiri points out, most Muslim 'writings on Christianity.. .portray it as a more or  

less exclusively Western phei~omenon'.~'  Christianity is perceived as a white religion, as part 

of the 'arsenal' of Western modernity, and therefore as part of the problem and not the 

cure.22 'This global dichotomy between Islam and Christianity, West and East, coloniser and 

coloilised - a dichotomy clearly evident in South African society as it intersected with a 

number of other identities by which (mainly black) Muslims were cast as inferior, less intel- 

ligent, poor - was important, not only in the making of Deedat, but also for the supporters 

that he attracted. 

The Qur'an, in 1)eedat's view, was the perfect manual and he advertised it as 'The Last 

Testament' and 'The Future Constitution of the World'. He believed that Muslims had failed 

to benefit from its richness because of the way they approached it: 

Go back to the Qur'an. Allah gives you directions on how to do the job.. .He is giving 

you example after example but the Muslim is not reading the book. They rattle it off, 

they memorise it, they recite it beautifully, they put people into ecstasy when they 
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recite it, but what are we reading? Is it the sound, the music, sawab [reward.] that we 

are reading for?23 

Deedat also criticised Muslims for hanging on to narrow racial and ethnic identities. I-Ie 

called on them to forge a universal identity that transcended race, ethnicity, and nationality, 

as demanded by the Qur'an. 

Allah tells yo11 in the Qur'an, '0 mankind!' Notice that he is addressing the whole of 

Mankind and not just Muslims or Arabs. 'We created you from a single [pair] of a 

male and a female and made you into nations and tribes that ye may know each other 

(not that ye may despise each other).' This is the standard laid down by Allah (su1.1.) 

to judge you - not race, riches, language or colour, but your behaviour. And not only 

is this theory, but Islam has certain practical ways of bringing this about. Five times a 

day we go to the mosque and get together, rubbing shoulders, the African and the 

Indian, the Arab and the Malay, everybody, rubbing shoulders, using the same taps, 

using the same towels, no gaps left between one individual and the other..  .Stand 

shoulder to shoulder and no gaps. And on a bigger scale in the social environment, 

on Fridays the whole community met in the masjid, and the higher meeting was the 

Eidgah where you get people from all over the place, and in the universal level, thc 

pilgrimage where you get the surprise of your life. 'This man is from Tamil Nadu, anrl 

he's a Muslim,' because in my country all the Tamils are Hindus. He's 'Famil, he's 

Muslim; he's pitch black, from Ethiopia, he's Muslim, my brother; and this guy, blonde 

hair and blue eyes, from Norway, he's Muslim. There is 3 system. Five times a day you 

read Salah and you end saying 'Peace and blessings upon Allah', and you turn to the 

right you see a man from Ethiopia, and next time you turn, a man from China, and 

then you see a man from Timbuktu. There's a system laid out by the Almighty to end 

racism. We still have it [racism] but that is a remnant from the past.24 

Deedat's uncompron~ising stance continues to evoke mixed reactions. Iqbal Jassat of the 

Media Review Network described him as a pioneer who 'understood the strategic signiti- 

cance of communication skills. He expended enormous energies to develop and deploy 

such skills to promote and defend Islam.. .Ahmed Deedat's contribution to Islam in South 

Africa can never be ignored, nor denied. His role in defending Islam from malicious and 

hostile propagandists needs to be accorded due respect and honour. Shortly after 

Deedat's death in 2005, Somali journalist Bashir Goth of Khaleej Tirnes wrote: 

Deedat had a firm belief in the magic of words, not just because he was aware of his 

skill in debating, but because he was a man who understood that Islam had won hearts 

over the centuries through the peaceful strength of its spoken word and not through 

the hoofs of its horses.. . Unshaclcled by the traditional, elitist language of Islamic 
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academia and untainted by the jihadist rhetoric of the radical ideologues, Deedat 

adopted the simple and peaceful approach of the medieval Muslim traders who spread 

Islam through their character and their trading acumen.26 

There are many similar, often hyperbolic, complementary narratives. The author Huda 

Khattab wrote to Deedat in 1985 that she found his booklets about Islam and Christianity 

very beneficial. 'As an ex-born-again Christian, I find it very valuable to learn the Islamic 

versions of the various subjects, and the way you present Christianity makes me laugh at 

myself and wonder how I ever believed all the stuff that the Christians preach!' Khattab was 

born Samantha Scott in Blackpool, England, and raised as a Protestant. She had been a 

regular churchgoer, but in her teens felt that many of her questions were unanswered. She 

studied various religions before embracing Islam in 1983. After completing a degree in 

Arabic at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London in 1986, she authored 

numerous books on Islam. Channel Islam International presenter Ebrahim Gangat provided 

the following anecdote: 

There's a brother in Qwa Qwa [a rural area in South Africa] called Yusuf Mothoe 

[who] is busy translating the Qur'an into Sotho. I asked him, 'Brother, how did you 

accept lslam?' He replied: 'I was in the library in Qwa Qwa when I came across a book 

by Ahmed Deedat. I began reading it and it was all set and match for me. It inspired 

me and I came into the fold of lslam.' I met another brother who lived in Sharyeville. 

I asked him how he came into the fold of Islam. He told me that he read four pages 

of Deedat's book, just four pages, and was convinced that Islam was the true way of 

life.. .Deedat's true influence cannot be quantified because numbers do not do justice 

to his influence and the inspiration he provided to so many.27 

Even some who did not embrace Islam were moved by Deedat's writings, as was the case 

with renowned Finnish pianist and Lutheran minister Richard Jarnefelt, who featured in 

the 1999 Guiness Book of World Records for having a piano repertoire of three thousand 

songs that he plays from memory. Upon learning of Deedat's death in 2005, he wrote to the 

IPCI: 

My mistake was that I never had a chance to meet Sheikh Deedat. Fortunately our 

correspondence reached him in time. I got to know a warm and caring person whose 

devotion to God and persistent efforts in God's name was exemplary to anyone in any 

religion all over the world if wishing to sincerely approach God Almighty. I felt grand 

sorrow after Sheikh passed away. I became acquainted with Sheikh Deedat's theology 

by chance. In 1990, the state of Qatar organised a fair in Finland. I was looking at one 

stand when a man from another stand came to me and very friendly handed me a 

beautiful Holy Qur'an. He thought I was a Muslim since I had a long beard. I explained 

I was not entitled to take such a gift and, besides, could not read any Arabic. instead 

of the Holy Qur'an he gave Sheikh Deedat's book The Choice. When I returned home 
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I started to devour the book of Sheikh. It seemed to answer many questions very wisely 

and was well written. It kind of talked to the reader.. .In 2003, I started my studies 

again. When it  came to do my Pro Gradu, the final examination, I had a topic: The 

presentation of the theology of Sheikh Deedat to Finnish theologians. 

While there was enormous support for Deedat among millions (mainly Muslims) world- 

wide, he had many implacable opponents whose views are discussed where appropriate. 

This study does not evaluate Deedat's theological arguments in any depth. His works, 

and those of his critics, are widely available for readers to obtain and make their own judge- 

ments. There seems little point in reproducing the two sets of arguments here. Instead, this 

study seeks to situate Deedat historically and weave the facts of his life and mission into a 

coherent narrative. 

Biographical narrative is a not an easy genre to write, and I have tried to avoid being either 

hagiographic or creating a picture of Deedat as 'a character in a bad novel'.28 Deedat was a 

complex figure who, while he seemed answerable to no one in the way he went about his 

life's mission, was clearly a man of the people; one whose simple lifestyle and use of ordinary 

language made him seem 'one of us'. The apparent contradictions in his life simply reflect 

the fact that most lives are incoherent. Transformation is central to Deedat's story, as the 

way that he imagined and reimagined himself and his mission changed with time, as did 

the attitudes of people towards him. There are broader issues to keep in mind as we examine 

Deedat's life: the relationship between culture and power; the importance of mimicry in 

religious discourse; the reading of texts against the grain; the nature of anti-colonial 

discourse in a context of subjugation; and, as Hirschkind asks, 'what kinds of religious 

argumentation can provide for religious coexistence within a democratic political arena 

that is not beholden to the secular principle of religious indifference!'LY 

In time, as South Africa's political climate changed and the ambit of his 'targets' widened to 

include Hindus who shared a similar (Indian) racial background to many Muslims, Deedat's 

approach made many Muslims uneasy. Many of his admirers began to question the wisdom 

of his approach when their relationships with friends and associates became strained. Others 

criticised Deedat's support for conservative Middle Eastern regimes. 

This book, then, is a story about the choices that Deedat made, and the social, political, 

and economic context in which he made them. It is the understanding of both structure 

and agency, of Deedat as both a product and maker of history that this book seeks to under- 

stand. In addition to his many personal attributes, Deedat was helped in his mission by 

factors such as the growth of transnational organisations from the 1970s, the post-1973 oil 

boom, the emergence and influence of Muslim youth movements in many countries of the 

world, and especially the technological revolution, which allowed his message to circulate 

globally. Also crucial was the worldwide Islamic resurgence, the acme of which was the 1979 
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Iranian Revolution. While the context undoubtedly influences what is possible, Deedat was 

one of those individuals who by sheer force of personality influenced the course of events. 

Deedat was always in the maelstrom of controversy, and opinion on his life and work 

remains sharply divided both inside and outside the Muslim world. In narrating Deeda't's 

life, the advice of Patrick French writing about his biography of V.S. Naipaul was noted, 

namely that the biographer's aim 'should not be to sit in j ~ d g e m e n t ' . ~ ~  The words of former 

US president Teddy Roosevelt are also apposite here: 

It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong inan 

stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs 
to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and 

blood, who strives valiantly.. .who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high 

achievement and who at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly. His 

place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor 

defeat.31 

It is hoped that this book offers readers a deeper understanding of Deedat's life and legacy, 
and serves not to close but to open the debate on his contribution to the world. Deedat him- 

self would have welcomed this. As this book shows, he was always up for a good argument. 
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N FRIDAY 3 MAY 1996, two days after his return from a controversial tour of 

Australia where he had been threatened with deportation, and after a tense five- 

hour trustees' meeting, seventy-eight-year-old Ahmed Deedat left the headquarters 
of the Islamic Propagation Centre International (IPCI) at the corner of Queen and 

Grey streets in central Durban. It was just after five o'clock. Deedat made his way to the 

Nicol Square garage a few blocks away. He was by now a near mythical figure in the city, 

and many took note of his journey to the car park. According to eyewitness accounts, the 

one-time amateur boxer and weightlifter stumbled and was visibly struggling to walk as he 

reached Commercial Road. Deedat, however, displayed his trademark fortitude by proceeding 

to drive thirty kilometres through peak-hour traffic to his home in Verulam on KwaZulu- 

Natal's north coast. 

On reaching his driveway, he finally succumbed to the pain and called his wife Hawa on 

the car phone. She helped him into the lounge, settled him in his favourite lounge chair, 

and called the family doctor, Dr Rajmahomed. The doctor realised that Deedat was in the 

throes of a stroke and had him speedily transferred to Wentworth Hospital in South Durban. 

The prognosis was not good. Locked-in syndrome had set in as a result of the stroke. This 

meant that although Deedat could be aware and awake, almost all the voluntary muscles in 

his body, apart from those in his eyes, were completely paralysed; he could not move or 

communicate verbally. 

Abdul Karrim, a member of the Bin Ladin family of Saudi Arabia who had contributed 

liberally to the IPCI coffers, flew to Durban in his private jet to spend an hour with Deedat. 

He promised that no expense would be spared to provide the best available medical care.2 

Deedat was flown in a G3 Saudi Medevac army jet with a team of six doctors and nurses to 

the King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre in Riyadh. He was accompanied by 

his younger son Yousuf and his wife Hawa. Deedat was met at the airport by Saudi officials 

and the head of South Africa's mission in Riyadh, Garth Frie~laar.~ Yousuf Deedat later told 

reporters that the Arabs regarded it as the 'mother of all honours to care for my father, who 

in their eyes is a soldier of I ~ l a m ' . ~  

By the end of July, Deedat was able to 'speak' via a communications board operated 

through a special computer imported from the USA. As he could not sign cheques, local 

(South African) banks accepted his t h ~ m b p r i n t . ~  Deedat was visited by diplomats, lawyers, 

scholars, teachers, and students. Nelson Mandela, South African president at the time, was 

one of many leaders to send greetings. His message was conveyed on 11 October 1996 by 

the ambassador of South Africa, Samuel Motseunyane, who told the Riyadh Daily: 

Mr Mandela is concerned about any South African living in any part of the world but 

the case of Deedat is special as he is highly respected, not only in South Africa, but in the 

world, for his dedication and hard work in the preaching of Islam during the past fifty 

years.. .I was also excited by the warm welcome extended to me by Shaykh Deedat. 

Deedat presented the ambassador with a thumb-printed copy of The C h ~ i c e , ~  an anthology 

of his key works. 
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Mandela and Deedat had spoken on the telephone once before. In October 1994, Deedat 

received a call from Saudi Arabia at his Verulam home. When told that that it was Nelson 

Mandela, the new South African president, Deedat recalled: 'At first I thought it was a crank 

call, and did not take the matter seriously. However, when I realised that it was indeed the 

State President, I nearly fell off my seat.' Mandela, who was on an official visit to Saudi Arabia, 

told Deedat that wherever he went people asked whether he knew 'Mr Deedat'. He suggested 

that they meet on 6 November 1994 during Mandela's visit to Durban. The meeting did not 

materialise because Deedat had to travel abroad, but he told reporters that he was 'greatly 

honoured and humbled at receiving the almost unbelievable telephone call from the 

President. It was the greatest thrill of my lifetime and I still cannot believe my good f ~ r t u n e . ' ~  

South African diplomat Ashraf Suliman, upon assuming his post as Consul General at 

the South African Embassy in Riyadh, regularly visited Deedat in hospital. One thing that 

impressed him greatly was 'the dedication of his wife, Hawa. She was with him throughout 

his stay. She, to my mind became the ideal nurse and fulfilled that role remarkably.' Cassim 

Peer, who was the consul general of South Africa in Jeddah, described his visit to Deedat as 

'a very sad and moving experience because Shaykh Deedat cried a lot when we were intro- 

duced to him'. Peer added: 

Shaykh opened many doors for me in Saudi Arabia. Wherever I went, whether i t  was 

a political, commercial or social meeting, people always asked about him and were 

pleased to co-operate with me and support me simply because I was a compatriot of 

Shaykh Deedat. Shaykh Deedat probably did more for tourism promotion to South 

Africa than I could have done with all my tourism workshops and conferences. 

Deedat's many distinguished visitors in hospital included Professor Wajahat Ashraf Qazi, 

principal of the prestigious Pakistan Embassy School, who read a letter of commendation 

and prayer: 'We are greatly concerned about your health and pray to Almighty Allah to give 

you health. It is our hopeful desire to see you active again. You have been a source of great 

inspiration for Pakistanis. You have already created an army of many charged young Deedats 

who are looking forward for your able g~ idance . '~  Ethiopian ambassador Mohammed Ali 

Ebrahim wished Deedat 'good health and a speedy recovery'. According to Ebrahim, Deedat 

was a respected figure in the whole African continent where his 'wisdom and knowledge 

on comparative religion were admired'.9 

Deedat returned home after spending approximately nine months in Saudi Arabian 

hospitals. Many of his followers found it hard to reconcile the image of a bedridden Oeedat 

at his modest Verulam home with the colossus who was a familiar figure across the Muslim 

world. His spirit remained buoyant, however, and is perhaps best summed up by the 

Qur'anic verse that he asked to have fixed to his bedside mirror and which remained there 

until his death: 
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And [remember] Ayyub when he cried to his Rabb [Lord], 'Truly distress has seized 

me, but You are the Most Merciful of those that are Merciful'. 

- Surah Ambiya: 83 

Deedat remained in command of his mental faculties and he held conversations by blinking 

his eyelids at an alphabet board to form words. His memory was excellent to the end. A 

regular visitor was long-time associate and current trustee of the IPCI, Ebrahim Jadwat, 

who told the Saudi Gazette that Deedat's memory was 'remarkable and people continue to 

benefit and get inspiration from him ... His mind is a hundred per cent intact and he 

remembers everything.' Jadwat related that when he and his father, Mohammed, visited 

Verulam, Deedat told his father that he would 'replace the cricket bat', referring to a game 

that had taken place seven decades earlier when he had broken Jadwat senior's bat during 

a game of street cricket.1° Nigerian Bala Muhammad, who was studying at the University 

of Natal in 2001, observed that Deedat's 'brain is as sharp as it had always been. He can see 

and hear, he can laugh and cry, and he can blink and nod. And more than all of these, he 

can also reason. He is also surprisingly sensitive to touch, for he can feel the warmth of 

human hands when they shake his.'" 

Given Deedat's status in many parts of the Muslim world, newspapers and magazines 

periodically sent journalists to report first-hand on  his health. Thus Muhammad Caravello 

of Islamic Voice described Deedat's physical condition, medication, and feeding method for 

his readers who 'were keen to know everything about the Shaykh': 

He obtains his nutrition via a pipe through his stomach. His wife has looked after hiin 

remarkably well considering that he has no  bedsores whatsoever. Although his body 

is totally paralysed apart from his nose upward and he cannot eat, drink, speak or  

swallow anything, he is fully alert and can communicate via a chart. Subhan'allah, he 

is paralysed but he hears whatsoever is conveyed to him, understands and answers 

back using the chart.I2 

Tanzanian, Mohamed Said, who visited in June 2000, told Deedat about his impact on  

ordinary Tanzanians whom he continued to inspire. 'Shaykh Hafidh who had escorted me 

told me that my words about Christians reverting back to Islam had touched his heart and 

that Shaykh Deedat was crying with happiness.'I3 Bala Muhammad explained how thc 

communication board worked: 

The 26 letters A to Z are grouped into five lines, each given a number from onc to 

five. In this method A to E, for example, fall in line one, F to J in line two, and so 

following. So, if for example the Shaykh wants Yousuf to call someone with the name 

Jabir, the Shaykh would indicate with his eyes that he wants to say something. Yousuf 

would then ask: Line one? and the Shaykh would shake his head, meaning no, as the 

first letter of the name Jabir does not fall in line one. Line two? The Shaykh would 

nod his agreement as 'J' is in Line two. Yousuf would call out  the letters F, G,  H, I, J?  
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After visiting Deedat's bedside, Louis Farrakhan told reporters, 'He's a hero of mine 
I came from his bedside inspired, uplifted.' 

O n  the correct letter, the Shaykh would nod yes. Rack again to line one  for the next 

letter. Ry the time Yousuf spells J, A, he knows that his father wants Jabir. 

Muhammad felt that he was 'having a normal conversation with the Shaykh'. Muhammad 

noted that all 'types of people, Muslims, Christians, Jews, Europeans, Asians, Africans', 

visited; and that Deedat's memory 'was still very sharp, as he could remember that many 

Nigerians, including Kabiru Yusuf of Weekly Trust who was in Durban for the 1999 

Commonwealth Summit, and another brother who had also published a similar story in a 

past Weekly Trust, had visited him not too long previously'.14 

International wcll-wishers were regularly taken by IPCI staff to pay their respects to 

Deedat. Some, such as al-Haji Corr of Gambia who worked for the World Health Organi- 

sation, arrived in South Africa, visited Deedat on  the same day, and left the following 

morning. Yusuf Islam (formerly Cat Stevens), Zakir Naik, and Louis Farrakhan of the Nation 

of  Islam in the USA were among a host of renowned visitors. 
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According to Mahomed Khan, who has worked for the IPCI since the late 1980s, 

Farrakhan visited Deedat on 25 October 2002, and commented that Deedat was mentally 

much stronger than when they had met previously in Chicago in the 1980s. Farrakhan told 

a well-attended public meeting in Durban: 

Last night I had the good luck of visiting one of my heroes. Ahmed Deedat is truly a 

champion of Islam. He's a hero of mine. We had shared many days together, and I 

saw him in the days of his strength, and last night I saw him even stronger. I saw him 

laying on the bed, having suffered a severe stroke, being unable to speak.. .With that 

chart he formed words just with the use of his eyes and he said, 'Dear brother, I 

watched you on SABC television and I was very impressed that you said to them that 

they should have mentioned God in their deliberations.' His brain is sharp. He can 

see, he can hear, he can think, he just can't speak but his faith is strong. I came from 

his bedside inspired, uplifted and I said, 'Father, when I go back I will tell the brothers 

of your great work. Do not worry, you will never be forgotten. For as long as those 

who love Islam live, Ahmed Deedat will live.' I looked at my brother and said, truly 

there must be another life where God gives reward to those who suffer in his cause 

because this man fought hard and from his bed he is not saying, '0 Allah, I fought for 

you, why did you allow this to happen to me?' Never doubt Allah's goodness because 

trials have come into your life. God is good and He is the Master of us but He tries us 

with all kinds of tests. If you can only go out to sea when the weather is calm, you are 

not a good sailor, but if you can match your ship in all kinds of weather then you are 

truly a man of the sea.15 

When Raihan, the internationally renowned Malaysian singing group, visited South Africa 

in October 2002, band members insisted on meeting the 'powerful soldier of the deen [faith J 

of Allah.' In conversation with Yousuf Deedat, Raihan's director, Ainran Idris, said, 

We were honoured to meet a missionary known worldwide.. .We were also thrilled 

when he knew who we were. It was an honour for us to sing a song that touched his 

heart and brought tears to his eyes. This was a heartfelt experience for all of us. We 

were motivated by him to pass the message of Islam to others. He said it would be 

accepted by many people, irrespective of race, culture, nationality, space, or distance 

because Islam is a universal religion.I6 

The visit of internationally renowned scholar Dr Zakir Naik in May 2000 was charged with 

emotion. Together they watched the DVD O n  Becoming a Da'ee which opens with a lecture 

by Naik. As the bedridden Deedat watched, he was totally overcome with emotion, and 

through his computer, told Naik, 'My son, what you have done in four years, it took me forty 

years to accomplish.' Naik responded: 

It was because of your forty years hard work that that was possible. You have to make 

the basement first and that takes time and then the building comes up.. .You gave me 
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M r  Ashraf Suliman,  then South Africa's Consul General to Saudi Arabia, 
regularly visited Deedat in hospital in Riyadh. 

everything on a platter. If you weren't there then I would have taken forty-four years 

but because of Allah and guidance from Him, that you did all this foundation work 

for forty years, has made it possible for us to do this in such a short time.I7 

Deedat inspired many, even during his illness. Sabiha Doolarkhan wrote to him every 

month. Her discussions with Deedat were vital in her decision to embrace Islam in the 

1980s. 'I was in awe of the stately man who sat behind the desk,' she wrote in one of her letters 

to Deedat, 'you epitomised what I expected Islam to represent -your calm demeanour and 

comfortable disposition encapsulated the essence of the dignity of Islam - and I left positively 

and pleasantly imbued with the spirit of Islam.' Deedat inspired Sabiha as she retlected after 

one of her visits: 'No one can look as majestic or profound as you do on a sick bed.. .surely 

that in itself is evident that Allah is indeed well pleased with your life's work.'18 

Bala Muhammad, like many other visitors, was also full of admiration for 'sweet old Mrs 

Hawa Deedat, who doubles as his doctor and nurse. She has looked after him remarkably well': 
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beginning of the end ... A small group of Christians prayed about these provocations.' 

Deedat failed to repent and was struck down four weeks after his controversial Australian 

lecture tour, which climaxed on Good Friday, a Christian day of mourning over the sacri- 

ficial death of Jesus (PBUH). Foster visited Deedat and prayed for him, 'without any apparent 

healing taking place. On our next visit we asked him whether he was now prepared to admit 
having done wrong. Deedat spelt out his emphatic reply, one letter at a time, "I have no 

guilt on my head.'''24 

For Muslims, however, illness is seen as a blessing. The Qur'an emphasises good relations 

among Muslims, 'the believers are nothing else than brothers, so make reconciliation 

between your brothers, and fear Allah, that you may receive mercy' (Qur'an 49:10), while 

the Prophet (PBUH) is reported to have said that it is 'not lawful for a believer to forsake a 

believer beyond three days, and whosoever does so more than three days and then dies, shall 

enter Hell.' Deedat's relations with some of his fellow Muslims had ruptured over the years, 

and the fact that he was bedridden gave him and his erstwhile opponents an opportunity 
to repair damaged relations. From a Muslim perspective, Deedat's stroke can be interpreted 
as a blessing. 

Ahmed Hoosen Deedat was eighty-seven when he passed away shortly before seven o'clock 
on the morning of 8 August 2005. According to Yousuf, his father was listening to the 

recitation of Sura Yasin, considered the heart of the Qur'an, on Channel Islam International. 
He had become seriously ill about three weeks before, suffering cardiac problems and kidney 

failure. Hawa and Yousuf Deedat were at his side when he died. The funeral was covered 
live on Channel Islam International while Qatar-based television news station Al- Jazeera 

covered the funeral procession on its news segments, a sign of Deedat's popularity in the 

Middle East. The janaza prayer was said at the Wick Street Mosque in Verulam. 

The headlines in Durban's daily newspapers, 'Fiery Muslim missionary dies after long 

illness', (Natal Mercury, 9 August 2005) and 'Controversial Muslim icon passes on' (Daily 
News, 8 August 2005)) point to the storms that Deedat had created. The IPCI issued the 

following statement: 

Early this morning, 8 August 200512 Rajab 1426, Shaykh Ahmed Hoosen Deedat 

passed on to meet his Creator. This was after succumbing to a severe stroke that left 

him paralysed for more than nine years. Throughout this period, he gracefully perse- 

vered under the most difficult personal conditions; however, not forgetting his task 

as a da'ee [Islamic worker] and an ambassador of Islam, he continued to inspire, 

educate, challenge and inform people about the universal message of Islam. It is on 

this solemn occasion of his demise that we salute the courageous spirit and 
phenomenal work of this world-renowned personality, a hero of the Muslim World, 

nay, a true hero of believers all around the globe! 
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The last doctor to visit the Shaykh came many years ago, as she has learnt all there is 

to treat her husband: she is now very familiar with all things intravenous and intra- 

muscular, she feeds the Shaykh through a tube directly inserted into his stomach, and 

prepares all the necessary medicaments. (Before I left, I felt she deserved to be called 

Dr Hawa Deedat.) One other 'miracle': Mrs Deedat is said not to have even once 

stepped out of the house since the Shaykh returned from Saudi Arabia.I9 

In an interview with Channel Islam International in 2003, Yousuf Deedat told listeners that 

his eighty-year-old mother had not 'left the household for seven years. She sleeps on the 

sofa next to him LDeedat]. She gets up at dawn every morning to give my father four injec- 

tions, insulin and heparin. She bathes him, she feeds him.'20 

In 2003, Fatima Asmal recorded that several Christian missionaries also visited Deedat 

in an attempt to 'save' him.21 Deedat's son, Yousuf, told Asmal that 'people from different 

faiths visited or wrote regularly to preach their religion [but] in every instance he [threw] 

a 'scud missile' at them.'22 Fatima Asmal recalled Deedat's 'infectious laugh,' which she 

described as 'almost a guffaw - a mixture of a wheeze and a groan,' when she asked him 

whether he was ever swayed by the arguments of his Christian opponents.23 Soine Christian 

evangelists viewed Deedat's stroke as punishment for his critique of Christian doctrine. 

David Foster, for example, wrote that Deedat's 1992 booklet Combat Kit 'marked the 

Trained by the hospital staff in  Saudi Arabia, Deedat's wife, Hawa, nursed him with 
unfailing devotion during the long years of his illness. 
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The IPCI was inundated with several thousand tributes expressing a deep sense of loss, of 

which just a small selection are quoted below. 

Abdd Salem Al-Sulaiteen of Qatar praised Deedat for 'defending the noble cause of Islam 

before the challenges and misunderstandings created by Christian missionaries 

worldwide. Shaykh Deedat's death is a personal loss to me as is the case with so many 

here in Qatar' (13 August 2005). 

For Khaliluddin of Birmingham in the United I n g d o m ,  Deedat's 'passing away is a huge 

loss to the Muslim Ummah, especially at this day of age, where non-Muslims are going out 

of their way to torment and batter the book of Allah by misquoting and misinterpreting 

the book and the Sunnah in a way to disunite the Muslim Ummah' (12 August 2005). 

Faiz expressed sadness that God had 'called back a great scholar' who had served 'with 

candour, pizzaz, oomph, charm, and true self for the stormy and blazing part of his life. 

He has always inspired me to the utmost. I wish I could follow in his footsteps or even 

in the shadows of his shadow' (10 August 2005). 

For Muhammad El Usman of Nigeria, Deedat 'demonstrated the real meaning of the 

adage that the purpose of life is to live a life of purpose' (1 1 August 2005). 

Abubakr Karim of Toronto, Canada, wrote that Deedat's death 'left a gap that can hardly 

be filled. He was a humble and decent human being. When he visited Toronto in 1995 I 
attended almost all his lectures trying to benefit from him. Although he was old he had 

the energy of a young soldier' (9 August 2005). 

According to Uthman Chilungo, South African Muslims 'will never know the stature of 

Ahmed Deedat in the minds of Muslims from the rest of Africa and beyond. Indeed, for 

that matter, his name brought awe to many a crusading missionary. One incident which 

comes to mind happened a few years ago. A local Da'wah office in my hometown 

approached the principal of a missionary secondary school who agreed to put literature 

in the school's library for the sizeable Muslim studentship there on condition that Shaykh 

Ahmed's series would not be part of the collection' (10 August 2005). 

Adnan Mohammed Al-Jame of the World Assembly of Muslim Youth wrote that 'It is a 

great loss for Muslim Ummah as a whole and a great personal loss for the thousands of 

budding da'ees who took inspiration from him' (9 August 2005). 

Zakaria Abdullah of Kuala Lampur, Malaysia, was an 'avid reader' of Deedat's writings 

to 'combat the Filipino Christians working with us here in Malaysia ... We want to 

preserve and expand the legacy of Sheikh Ahmed Deedat as far and wide as possible. The 

Islamic world owes him a debt of gratitude for making Da'wah efforts and process much 

easier. He has laid the groundwork for modern da'ee to use as guide and to emulate' (9 

August 2009). 



THE INDELIBLE THUMBPRINT 

Gary Dargan was an  Australian Muslim who 'had the pleasure of being involved in his 

only Australian tour. I was the MC for his two Sydney tours. I t  was an amazing time and 

many of us were inspired by his forthright speech and his engaging manner with 

people.. .There have been few great advocates for Islam in our  time. Ahmed Deedat was 

one of them. While we could say that his passing has left the Ummah poorer, his example 

has inspired a generation of younger Muslims to get out and emulate him in working 

for Islam. This is a significant legacy' (1  1 August 2005). 

Noura Al-Noman of Sharjah, who met Deedat during his visit to the United Arab 

Emirates in 1986, described him as 'a great Muslim hero. I can never forget his kindness 

and his generosity. He asked me to call him "uncle" and that was the greatest moment 

of my life' ( 10 August 2005). 

Iranian Mohammed Reza Sadeghi wrote that 'brother A1 Haaj Ustaaz Sheikh Ahmed 

Deedat ... was definitely a figure of importance for me when I started to learn about 

comparative religion. He made so deep contribution to this discipline. It is a part of me, 

which leaves, I miss him' (9  August 2009). 

From Spain, Omar  Ribas, Secretary of the Associacio Catalana d'Estudis Islamics, prayed 

'to Allah for the eternal blessings and happiness of the Sheikh in the Janna near the 

beloved of Allah' (9  August 2005). 

Badia of Medina could not 'stop my tears, my heart feels as if I have lost a father in all 

means. I am married to Italian man, your good father teach me a lot and I take advice 

and knowledge. I feel I ain lost. We need people nowadays to show the world what is 

Islam' ( 9  August 2009). 

Renowned scholar Professor Ali Maz,rui of Binghamton University in New York state was 

'truly saddened to learn about the death of our  beloved Ustaaz, a true Ambassador of 

Islam for decades. He has definitely left his mark upon Islam in Africa. May the Almighty 

guide him by the hand to the gates of paradise, Amen. I was greatly honoured to know 

him when he was alive and well. I was both saddened and inspired to see him in his 

bedridden days' (9 August 2009). 

Syed Nasiruddin Kazi of Indid had been an 'ardent admirer' of Deedat 'since my child- 

hood and will continue to be till my last breath.' He had attended two of lleedat's lectures 

in Jeddah in 1988 and 'remember his energetic composure in these two grand majestic halls 

which left me spellbound only to kindle a strong desire to follow in his footsteps. I was 

eleven or twelve years of age at that time and got captiv~ted by this magnetic personality. 

Our  household has lost our personal mentor and one of our closest kin' ( 18 August 2005). 

The thousands of letters of condolence included those from Abdul Wade, president 01' the 

Republic of Senegal (9  September 2005), and Dr Abdullahi Adamu, governor of Nasarawa 

State in Nigeria (9  August 2005). Even former 'foes' were effusive in their praise. Ashwin 





AHMED DEEDAT: THE MAN AND HIS MISSION 

EEDAT'S JOURNEY began quite by chance when he came across a book chroni- 

cling a nineteenth-century debate between a Mawlana and a missionary. That book 

was Izhar-ul-Haq: Truth Revealed. 
It is ironic that Adams Mission, the home of Christian missionary education, inspired 

Deedat to challenge the authenticity of the Bible. As in most colonial settings, Christian 

missionaries were active in Natal from the earliest days of white settlement. 'The American 

Board Mission dominated the missionary field in Natal from the 1830s, and its medical 

missionary, Dr Newton Adams, settled in Umlazi in 1836.2 Adams College, which offered a 

liberal Christian education to African students, was opened in 1853.3 Situated about forty 

kilometres south of Durban it has produced a stream of outstanding graduates, most 

notably Nkosi Albert Lutuli, who became president of the African National Congress and 

was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1960. 

It was the two years that Deedat spent at Adams Mission in the late 1930s, during the 

awkward transition from teenager to adult, that gave him his life's calling. At the time, 

Deedat worked as sales assistant at O.N. Mahomed, a small general dealer that serviced the 

students of Adams College and the African communities living nearby. Deedat later claimed 

that the students at Adams College had served as a catalyst for his own mission. He told a 

reporter in 1986 that he was 'driven by the challenges of Christian missionaries in his 

boyhood, who questioned his early Islamic faith, to read and study his religion and the 

Christian faith as well'.4 Students and teachers from the mission taunted him about lslaln 

as they sought to prove the superiority of Christianity. Deedat was often unable to respond 

to the challenging questions of prospective missionaries. As he explained: 

These missionaries would come and question us if we knew how many wives our 

Prophet (PBUH)  had. I did not know a thing about that. They also asked us if we knew 

that our Prophet spread Islam at the point of a sword or that the one who did not 

accept Islam had their heads chopped off. They also used to ask us if we knew thdt 

our Prophet copied his book from that of the Jews and Christians, and I knew nothing 

about that. We were like sitting ducks and targets for these missionaries, who were 

well trained while we, even being Muslim, did not know much about our religion. 

The only thing the entire staff of that shop and myself knew about Islain was that we 

were Muslims and not what made us Muslims! We thought that the Kalimah made us 

so. In fact, what Kalimah meant was not known to the bulk of the people. We praycd 

and even fasted, without really understanding much about Islam. It was harassment, 

constant harassment for us, and pleasure for those missionarie~.~ 

'Being a sensitive young man of twenty,' as Deedat explained in his preface to I s  the Hiblc 

God's Word? he 'spent sleepless nights in tears for not being able to defend the one dearer 

to me than my own life, that mercy unto all mankind - Muhammad ( p n u l r ) .  I resolved to 

study the Qur'an, the Bible and other literature.' Deedat's early experience at Adams Mission 

is part of folklore and has earned the sympathy even of some who did not agree with his 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































