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TOPIC: THE MINERAL REVOLUTION IN SOUTH AFRICA 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 The capital from the diamond mines enabled the deep level gold mining 

to take place. The experience gained from the Kimberley compound 

system was later also used in Johannesburg. 

 Labour was the British mine owners’ biggest problem. 

 Black people were not prepared to work as labourers as they were 

happy farming on the tribal lands. 

 The British started a series of wars to subdue the Xhosa, Pedi and the 

Zulu. 

 They were defeated, dispossessed of their lands and forced to work on 

the mines. 

 The Mineral Revolution changed South Africa from an agricultural 

economy to a capitalistic and industrialised nation. However, this was at 

the expense of black people and Indians who were discriminated against 

and exploited. 

 

BRITAIN, DIAMOND MINING AND INCREASING LABOUR CONTROL 

AND LAND EXPANSIONISM 

 

Increasing control over black workers: closed compounds and 

migrant labour 

 De Beers and other mining companies wanted to control their labour 

force. 

 The mine owners did not like their workers coming and going as they 

pleased. They wanted a reliable permanent labour force. So  

they set up a system of contracts. 



Closed Compounds 

 In 1883, about half of the diamonds that were mined were stolen and 

traded illegally. Mine officials tried to prevent such theft by making the 

workers take of their clothes to be searched at the end of the day.  

 Hence the thieving continued. Therefore, to solve this problem, closed 

compounds were started. 

 A large square building was built with a central courtyard. Workers were 

forced to live in these compounds for six months. No one was allowed to 

go to town. The compound had its own shop and health clinic. Workers 

were searched after returning from work. 

 The compounds were divided into different sections for unskilled and 

skilled workers. 

 Workers experienced many problems in the compounds, for example, 

overcrowding, disease, malnutrition, unhealthy sanitation, fighting and 

boredom. 

 In 1886, De Beers had a closed compound of 4000 men. In 1889, all 10 

000 workers in Kimberley lived in closed compounds. 

 

Migrant labour 

 The contract system was another plan by the mine owners to keep 

control of the workers. 

 This was in addition to the pass system. An agent was set to the tribal 

areas to attract young men to work on the mines. 

 They were promised food, accommodation, free beer and wages. 

 The migrant workers left their families for the period of their contracts. 

Families could not go with them as workers were forced to live in the 

closed compounds. 

 The migrant labour system had huge consequences in the years that 

followed. The whole tribal way of life was destroyed. The women 

were unable to manage the subsistence farming, resulting in poverty. 

 

 

 

 

 



ACTIVITY ONE 

 

1. Explain why the mine owners wanted to control the workers? 

2. Explain in your own words the meaning of: 

a)  closed compounds 

b) Migrant labour 

3. How did the closed compounds stop diamond theft? 

4. List all the problems that workers experienced in the compounds. 

5. Use the notes and also research other effects of the migrant  

   labour system on workers and their families. Write a paragraph of    

    about 8-10 lines explaining the above. 

 


