
History of the Working Class Movement in 3. A.
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3 M  Workers' Struggle.
\ * / } / J I * I • / {

4aYa the development of raining were comparatively 
free from industrial struggles. The reason for this is not 
iar to seek: the European workers occupied a privileged 
position Mid enjoyed nigh wages on account of"the scarcity of 
skilled labour; the native workers on the other hand were 
f? ®asy.Prey to intense exploitation on account of their class 
inexperience and the absence of traditions of workers' struggle.

, . The first notable clash took place in 1884 when the 
tS d min?ra wer}t on strike through an attempt on the part of 
De Beers to subject them to the same indignities as the Native 
miners were compelled to submit to ~ personal search for stolen

3eera bosses >gunmen aic shot 
strikers and wounded many others, but the strike 

succeeded m  its object insofar as the attempt to search
S^p«,mi?0rffwaafsiven up* ?his ePis°de was the first of a 
series of attempts, more or less bloody, on the part of the
mine^wning capitalists to undermine tie privileged position

t0 ^  *5® t0 th® eooSomio 
qfrnlSii i? ^ne ena?-aved native workers. The
qn white mine workers in this country has not
S » ^ eeV . atru^ le>  ^ in benefits as it has been to 
defend the status already attained from the attacks of the 
rapacious mine-owners.

,, first reaction of the white Kimberley miners to
«  °PPre?3ion took the form of L S c h S m .
At this period tne working classes of Eurone and Amprir'a w p-tp 

to expEess their deepening rebel?ion in the form of 
f °?Jrafe3 :̂ j0!:? aPirita among the masses turned in

— ^asser to ezpcess their revolt 
capitaliso injustice, in France a series of dynamitines 

and assaainations culminated in the plunging of a dac^er into 
the heart of President Carnot by an anarchist Tn

President^^fiPl iWaS as£a^ na54ii in the Unit-ed States * President Garfield was shot and the Haymarket bomb thrown
I w 1??8011 ,that was ?ea™ed from these Wind struLlea 
that the only road to workers' freedom lies throuSi mass

pafty^lndividiT111? ^ 1^ 33 stru^ le led b7 ^ S t a r s ’
carried Lt i terror» ?° matter how courageously

* aVcl̂  workers nothing, for the onoressora 
find easily new leaders, new figureheads; it is tEe system that



for awhile,only to fall to pieces after the inprisonment in 1890 
of its leading spirits for dynamiting the De Beers offices.
Now followed a long lull in the class warfare marked only by 
guerilla fighting.

We have seen how the industrial crisis which paralysed the 
United States in 1907 - 8 had its effects on the internal struggle 
of the mine owners. Further repercussions are seen in the serious 
defeats inflicted 6n the white miners in both gold and diamond 
mining in these years. In 1907, the gold mines, seizing eagerly 
on the native labour set free by the partial closing of the 
diamond mines, attempted to increase the number of native miners 
supervised by each white miner. The strike which was called in 
resistance to th&sattempt soon spEead to every mine on the 
Witwatersrand and Imperial troops were called in "to protect the 
mining properties". The strikers were defeated and returned to 
work, but the question of the ratio of white to coloured labour 
still remained to be the main issue in great class battles that 
loomed ahead.

vifhen the Kimberley mines resumed full activity in 1908, thef^ 
made a similar onslaught on the white workers' privileges - they 
abolished the Saturday half holiday and locked out those who 
refused to work the extra half-day. Here also a shattering defeat 
was inflicted on the miners' union, and a great number of the men 
locked out were never admitted to the Kimberley mines again.

After these defeats there ensued the usual aftermath of 
working class apathy followed by a slov/ly rising wave of struggle 
which reached its peak in 1913 - 14. Interrupted by the Great 
War, the struggle waned only to revive again with redoubled 
violence as the war ended. The climax was reached in 1920-22.
Thus the. Rand Revolt of 1922 must be regarded as the delayed 
outcome of the struggles of 1913-14.

The miners' strike of 1913 originated appar®itly in an 
obscure dispute at the Kleinfontein Bine concerning nine mechanics. 
We must however look deeper than this for the causes. Ever since the 
defeated strikes of 1907-8, the discontent and irritation of the 
white miners had been growing, while the mine owners had been 
preparing to discard the Industrial DisputeB Act and proceed to 
a direct attack on the privileges of the white miners. The 
Kleinfontein dispute was for the miners a last straw and not a 
maior grievance. A general strike rapidly swept over the whole 
Witwatersrand. The mass demonstration held on the Johannesburg 
Market Square was dispersed by two squadrons of dragoons who 
rode down|the demonstrators with drawn sabres. A storm of indig
nation swept over the workers following this act. Park Station 
and the offices of the rabid mining rag, the “Star" were burned 
down, and the Government called out troops to clear the streets.



A demonstration was held outside the Rand Club which was then as x 
now the class headquarters of the mining; lords and their 
lieutenants. The crowd was fired upon op the troops and by 
panic stricken bourgeois who sniped from the upper storeys of 
the Rand Club. Men, women and children were killed and wounded.

The wave of horror that convulsed the population after this 
blood-bath compelled the government of the mining capitalists 
to call for peace. The original demands of the strikers were 
acceded to, namely the reinstatement of the Kleinfontein strikers.

The workers hacfi^long p rocess of gradual encroachment on 
their rights and their standard of living; now they proceed lo the 
offensive. The struggle of July 1913 had resulted in no positive 
gains for the miners - on the other hand those workers who had 
led the fight were blacklisted and victimised. The railway 
workers, civil servants and coal miners pressed forward 7/ith 
demands for better wages and conditions; the railwaymens' leaders 
were arrested and then the General Strike of railway workers of 
1914 broke out.

Martial law was proclaimed, the railways were occupied by 
troops, thousands of armed burghers were mobilised and 
concentrated at strategic points, a rigid censorship was 
maintained, and wholesale arrests were made of workers’ leaders* 
nine of whom were illegally deported. The then Minister of 
Defence, General Smuts, demonstrated to the bourgeoisie his 
capacity as the general of capitalist reaction. 1913-14 was 
the dress refiearsal for 1922: both sides had now tested their 
resources.
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