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Forms of Labour resistance  

 

The Indian Mineworkers Strike in 1913 

A form of resistance included to look for better jobs. After the South African War 

(1899-1902), thousands of African workers boycotted the gold mines because wages 

had dropped. They tried to find jobs on the railways and in the towns instead. As with 

indentured labourers, workers on the gold mines also deserted when they were 

unable to do anything else to improve their jobs. Where conditions in compounds 

were the worst, desertion was higher. Many workers also tried to limit their work by 

deliberately working badly, breaking their tools and not doing any more work than 

they had to. Often workers acted dumb by pretending that they didn't understand 

their orders. Although employers could have their workers tried for these 'crimes', 

the courts were often ineffective. As a result, there was very little employers could 

do to put a stop to many of these 'everyday' forms of resistance. 

 

In 1913, African miners went on strike over wages and conditions in the compounds. 

White miners also went on strike over the number of hours they were expected to 



work on a Saturday. During 1920, Almost 70 000 African miners went on strike to 

demand a wage increase. Of the 35 mines, 21 were brought to a standstill during the 

strike. After the protest by white miners in 1913, the Chamber of Mines recognised 

white trade unions in 1914. Production increased between 1911 and 1920. This was a 

period of stability and profit for the mine owners. But by 1920 the price of gold was 

dropping and the mine owners were facing greater resistance from African workers. 

City of Johannesburg 

 

Johannesburg in the early 1890's  

Gold was discovered in the City of Johannesburg in 1886 which rapidly led to 

urbanisation within the town and becoming one of the biggest cities in the 

country.Although Johannesburg only became officially a city in 1928 it was set up as a 

town as early as 1886. The town was set up on a piece of land that was previously a 

farm called Randjieslaagte. At that time the Government owned the property and 

auctioned off 980 stands which lead to the establishment of the town. Gold was 

discovered in the 1880s and triggered the gold rush. Gold was initially discovered 

some 400 km to the east of present-day Johannesburg, in Barberton. Gold 

http://www.theheritageportal.co.za/article/race-rand


prospectors soon discovered that there were even richer gold reefs in the 

Witwatersrand. Gold was discovered at Langlaagte, Johannesburg in 1886. 

 

Johannesburg was a rough and disorganized place, populated by white miners from 

other continents, African tribesmen recruited to perform unskilled mine work, 

African women beer brewers who cooked for and sold beer to the black migrant 

workers, a very large number of European prostitutes, gangsters, impoverished 

Afrikaners, tradesmen, and Zulu "AmaWasha," Zulu men who surprisingly dominated 

laundry work. As the value of control of the land increased, tensions developed 

between the Boer government in Pretoria and the British, culminating in the Jameson 

Raid that ended in fiasco at Doornkop in January 1896 and the Second Boer War 

(1899–1902) that saw British forces under Lord Roberts occupy the city on 30 May 

1900 after a series of battles to the south of its then-limits. 

Major building developments took place in the 1930s, after South Africa went off the 

gold standard. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Hillbrow went high-rise. In the 

1950s and early 1960s, the apartheid government constructed the massive 

agglomeration of townships that became known as Soweto (South Western 

Townships). New freeways encouraged massive suburban sprawl to the north of the 

city. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, tower blocks (including the Carlton Centre and 

the Southern Life Centre) filled the skyline of the central business district. The central 

area of the city underwent something of a decline in the 1980s and 1990s, due to 

crime and when property speculators directed large amounts of capital into suburban 

shopping malls, decentralised office parks, and entertainment centres. Sandton City 

was opened in 1973, followed by Rosebank Mall in 1976, and Eastgate in 1979. 

For this lesson I would like for you to read the above notes and especially the notes in 

your textbook (page 103 to 104) and thereafter complete the following activities 

from your textbook. 

Activity 2.6 (page 103) 

Activity 2.7 (page 104) 

 


