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REVIEW A R T I C L E ; A F R I C A N M I N E LABOUR I N SOUTHERN R H O D E S I A 

DAVID ROSENBERG'"' 
C. Van Onselen, Ch ibaro ; A f r i c a n M i n e L a b o u r i n 
Southern Rhodesia 1900-1933, London, PLuto Press , 
1976, p . 322. 

The development of an A f r i c a n w o r k i n g class has rece ived some at tent ion 
from h i s t o r i a n s apd anthropologists." ' ' However, Van Onselen's s tudy of 
A f r i c a n mine labour i n Southern Rhodesia is of exceptional importance i n 
that i t re la tes the economic h i s t o r y of the gold mining indus t ry t h a t sustained 
th is c ent ra l A f r i c a n co lony i n i t s e a r l y days to the making of thie A f r i c a n 
w o r k i n g c lass i n Southern Rhodesia. T h i s i s not an attempt to r e c o n s t r u c t 
h i s t o r y from below i n the manner of t r a d i t i o n a l labour h i s t o r y , and i t s 
c ent ra l theme i s of the development of w o r k i n g class consciousness among 
m i n e r s . Van Onselen takes E . P . Thompson's posit ion i n analysing class 

2 
consciousness as a soc ial r e l a t i o n s h i p as his s tar t ing p o i n t . T h i s i s an 
advance on the 'common-sense' anthropology that mere ly states , 'the A f r i can 
newly a r r i v e d f rom h i s r u r a l home to work i n a mine i s f i r s t of a l l a miner 

3 
and poss ib ly resembles miners every-where' as we l l as a s i m i l a r 'common-
sense' sociology of m i n e r s . ^ Eng l i sh miners are located i n E n g l i s h soc ia l 
democracy w i t h i t s p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s and trade unions i n a way which the 
copper miners of Zambia and the gold miners of South A f r i c a and Rhodesia 
cannot even comprehend. 

The geological r e a l i t i e s and the specific economic c i rcumstances of 
gold mining i n Rhodesia imposed of l og i c and dynamic far removed f r o m 
those of the W i t w a t e r s r a n d . Rhodesia, unl ike the Rand, d id not have a 
more or l ess continuous gold ree f which meant that the i n d u s t r y cou ld not 
p r o f i t f rom the economies of scale that were possible on the W i t w a t e r s r a n d 
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or benefit f r om the centra l i za t i on that existed i n Johannesburg. The output 
from a l a r g e Rhodesian mine was only about one tenth that of an average 
W i t w a t e r s r a n d mine . The Rand mines also had a longer w o r k i n g l i f e , l a r g e r 
p r o f i t s and greater capi ta l r e s o u r c e s . W i t h i n the Southern A f r i c a n regional 
economic system, the South A f r i c a n mines could a f f ord to make more s ize 
able investments which meant a h igher s a l a r y and wage s t r u c t u r e f o r c i n g 
the Rhodesian mines to compete f o r i t s black and white labour suppl ies . 
I t also meant that the Rhodesian mines could not compete w i t h the standards 
of food, accommodation, hosp i ta l i sa t i on and compensation which the Rand 
mines of fered t h e i r employees. U n l i k e the Rand mines the Rhodesian Mines 
could never af ford to employ l a r g e numbers of s k i l l e d white miners - i t was 
the intense explo i tat ion of cheap A f r i c a n labour throughout the h i s t o r y of 
the i n d u s t r y that contr ibuted to i t s p r o f i t a b i l i t y . Van Onselen argues that 
after 1903, big c a p i t a l , l a r g e l y South A f r i c a n , moved i n and created a 
semi-monopoly whereby the major c o n t r i b u t i o n to the t o t a l annual product ion 
only were d e r i v e d f rom between nine to f i f teen l a r g e mines and the res t of 
the output came f rom over three hundred producers of g r e a t l y v a r y i n g sizes. 
Whereas the years between 1899 and 1903 had seen a marked r i s e i n the 
r e a l wages of A f r i c a n m i n e r s , the years af ter 1903 are remarkable f or the 
reduct ions witnessed i n black m i n e r s ' wages. On t h i s reduct ion was bui l t 
the l o n g - t e r m s u r v i v a l of the i n d u s t r y , i t s expansion and development and 
this enabled the i n d u s t r y to y i e l d gold w o r t h £89 mi l l i ons between 1900 and 
1933.^ 

The r i s e of South A f r i c a n investments i n the Rhodesian mines need 
an analysis of mining cap i ta l i n South A f r i c a which Van Onselen does not 
g ive . Legass ick has argued that the development of gold mining i n the 
T r a n s v a a l g r e a t l y acce lerated the predominance of i m p e r i a l capital over 
l oca l c a p i t a l . F o r technica l reasons gold mining r e q u i r e d inputs of capital 
on a scale inaccess ib le to the l o ca l bourgeois ie . T h i s cap i ta l became 
avai lable i n B r i t a i n because of the urgent needs of the in ternat iona l economy 
for gold c u r r e n c y . I t was ins t rumenta l i n the c rea t i on of a h i g h l y central ized 
s t r u c t u r e of c o n t r o l i n gold mining whose ownership was l a r g e l y i n the 
hands of nouveau r i c h e South A f r i c a n s or i m m i g r a n t s . Between 1887 and 
1913 some £125 m i l l i o n invested i n gold mining alone was f rom B r i t a i n and 
Europe ; and i n the l a t t e r years less than 15 per cent of shares were held i n 
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South A f r i c a . ^ After 1918 the rate of new foreign capital inflow slackened 
in mining and leading mining houses looked for new investment fields out
side South A f r i c a . Mining in South Afr ica came increasingly under the 
control of the local bourgeoisie and by the 1930s the local share ownership 
had increased from 15 per cent to 40 per cent. From the 1920s the Anglo-
American corporation of Oppenheimer invested in mining outside South 
Afr ica - notably on the Zambian copperbelt and in Rhodesia to a l e s s e r 
extent and interlocked with B r i t i s h and American capital in A f r i c a . It i s a 
major weakness in Van Onselen's text that the capitalization'process in 
what he ca l l s the regional economic system is not adequately dealt with. 
While South African capital in Rhodesia apart from mining between 1 9 1 8 -

1939 was st i l l comparatively small , its expansion after 1945 had political 
and economic s ignif icance .^ 

Though African wages presented the most important target for the 
mine owners in their attempts to minimize costs, the savings effected 
through wage reductions alone were not sufficient in themselves to ensure 
adequate profits . Within the mining industry it was appreciated, Van 
Onselen argues, that the need to reduce costs had to proceed beyond 
direct expenditure on African labour to embrace indirect expenditure. This 
meant curtailing expenditure on food, accommodation, hospitals and 
compensation for i n j u r y . Cost minimization was, in short, not only to 
reflect itself in the compounds, but to govern the living conditions of black 
miners . Until 1930 , 3000 miners had lost their l ives in accidents and over 
27,000 miners had lost their l ives due to occupational d i s e a s e s . T h i s 
did not prevent an important mining official from claiming that current 
wages paid in Rhodesia in 1900, with food and medical care provided, 
compared favourably with European standards. Rhodesia mines, faced 
with competition from mines i n the T r a n s v a a l which could give higher 
cash wages and re lat ively more attractive labour conditions, turned to a 
number of mechanisms i n retaining the services of workers who were 
consteintly tempted to move south. T h e role of the colonial state was to 
supply the mining industry with a supply of cheap coerced labour. I n some 
d i s t r i c t s , the peasants were simply rounded up and then handed over to the 
mines. Those peasants who refused to go were in some cases whipped by 
the native commissioner or in others had their grain stores burnt down 
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South A f r i c a . ^ After 1918 the rate of new foreign capital inflow slackened 
in mining and leading mining houses looked for new investment fields out
side South A f r i c a . Mining in South Afr ica came increasingly under the 
control of the local bourgeoisie and by the 1930s the local share ownership 
had increased from 15 per cent to 40 per cent. From the 1920s the Anglo-
American corporation of Oppenheimer invested in mining outside South 
A f r i c a - notably on the Zambian copperbelt and in Rhodesia to a l e s s e r 
extent and interlocked with B r i t i s h and American capita! in A f r i c a . It i s a 
major weakness in Van Onselen's text that the capitalization process in 
what he ca l l s the regional economic system is not adequately dealt with. 
While South Afr ican capital in Rhodesia apart from mining between l ^ l S -
1939 was s t i l l comparatively small , its expansion after 194-5 had political 
and economic s ignif icance.^ 

Though African wages presented the most important target for the 
mine owners in their attempts to minimize costs, the savings effected 
through wage reductions alone were not sufficient in themselves to ensure 
adequate profits . Within the mining industry it was appreciated, Van 
Onselen argues , that the need to reduce costs had to proceed beyond 
direct expenditure on African labour to embrace indirect expenditure. This 
meant curtailing expenditure on food, accommodation, hospitals and 
compensation for in jury . Cost minimization was, in short, not only to 
reflect itself in the compounds, but to govern the living conditions of black 
miners . Until 1930 , 3000 miners had lost their l ives in accidents and over 
27,000 miners had lost their l ives due to occupational d i s e a s e s . T h i s 
did not prevent an important mining official from claiming that current 
wages paid in Rhodesia in 1900, with food and medical care provided, 
compared favourably with European standards. Rhodesia mines, faced 
with competition from mines in the Transvaal which could give higher 
cash wages and re lat ively more attractive labour conditions, turned to a 
number of mechanisms i n retaining the services of workers who were 
constantly tempted to move south. The role of the colonial state was to 
supply the mining industry with a supply of cheap coerced labour. I n some 
d i s t r i c t s , the peasants were simply rounded up and then handed over to the 
mines. Those peasants who refused to go were in some cases whipped by 
the native commissioner or in others had their grain stores burnt down 
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(p . 105). The co lonia l state superimposed a tax system on the peasants 
to f o r ce '.hem to earn cash at the l a r g e s t l abour market c lose by - the 
Rhodesian mines . Th i s device was used even more extensively i n the 
i n t e r e s t s of set t ler capi ta l i n Kenya , and was a favour i te weapon of the 

g 
co l on ia l states i n A f r i c a . I n co lon ia l societies i n which the metropo l i tan 
s ta te , dominating the co lonial s tate , favoured peasant product ion of cash 
crops over estate product ion by se t t l e r c a p i t a l , the d r i v e to create a 
p r o l e t a r i a t out of the peasantry was f a r less intense . I n these soc iet ies , 
the co lonia l state reproduced the peasantry as a n u m e t i c a l l y dominant 
c lass . T h u s , after the M a j i M a j i wars i n co lonia l Tanganyika , the Germans 
moved to support peasant product ion over se t t l er capi ta l and a s imi lar 
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process o c c u r r e d i n F r e n c h West A f r i c a . 
No cent ra l A f r i c a n peasant would v o l u n t a r i l y seek out conditions of 

employment where he was to be pa id the lowest wages, obl igated by the 
longest contracts and sent to the mines w i t h the w o r s t hea l th and labour 
management r e c o r d s i n Southern A f r i c a . To avoid t h i s however , a peasant 
had to walk the hundreds of miles t o the labour m a r k e t s , have the necessary 
cash w i t h which to prov ide h imse l f w i t h food and c lo th ing f o r the j ourney . 
The n o r m a l v i c i s s i t u d e s , w e l l descr ibed by Van Onse len , i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 
cyc les , sheer distance f rom the labour markets and the new taxes a l l made 
i n - r o a d s into the barga in ing power of the ' independent' w o r k - s e e k e r . 

Nyasaland , Rhodesia and South A f r i c a were d i r e c t l y ?inked i n a 
chain of economic competit ion for cheap A f r i c a n labour w i t h i n the regional 
economic system. The southernmost c e n t r e s , where capi ta l i sm was most 
developed, each i n t u r n fed off the l ess developed n o r t h e r n p e r i p h e r y for 
p a r t of i t s labour suppl ies . The f low of immigrant v o l u n t a r y labour from Nyas 
land should be seen against a background of l o c a l demands for the p r o l e 
t a r i a n i z a t i o n of the A f r i c a n peasantry to meet the requirements of a g row
ing c a p i t a l i s m . The mines i n Rhodesia succeeded to the extent that they 
moved f rom a pos i t i on of acute ' l abour ' shortage i n 1900, to a pos i t ion i n 
1933 where a contented i n d u s t r y could r e p o r t t h a t , 'on the whole native ^ 
labour i s cheap, p l e n t i f u l and s a t i s f a c t o r y , and causes v e r y l i t t l e t r oub le ' 
(p . 127). A n i n t e r e s t i n g contrast i s the copperbelt mines i n N o r t h e r n 
Rhodesia. H e r e the co lonia l state committed i t s e l f even more f i r m l y to a 
migrant labour system. As Berger r e m a r k s , the co lonia l state ' de l iberate ly 
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encouraged i t , expanded i t through the pressures of taxat ion and r e j e c t e d 
the opportuni ty to foster a sett led A f r i c a n labour force'. ' '^^ The co lon ia l 
state attempted to slow down the process of the p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n of these 
migrant w o r k e r s and they were not opposed i n t h i s po l i cy by e i ther the 
mining companies or the European m i n e r s . 

The l a b o u r - c o e r c i v e system of the Rhodesian mines-was also organized 
to keep r e l u c t a n t w o r k e r s on the mines i n a p e r i o d when dec l in ing wages 
were n o r m a l . F u r t h e r m o r e , mine management were faced by the prob lem of 
l a rge numbers of u n s k i l l e d peasants who were to be contro l l ed and 
disc ip l ined to meet the needs of a modern i n d u s t r y w i t h l i m i t e d European 
manpower. The mine owners and the colonial state looked to South A f r i c a 
and imported the compound system as the solution - much of the d a i l y 
rout ine i n the compounds, descr ibed i n great deta i l by Van Onse len , r e v o l 
ved round the need to f orce unmotivated or res i s tant black miners t o w o r k . 
B r u t a l phys i ca l assaults by s u p e r v i s o r s , f ines , j a i l s , whipping const i tuted 
the most favoured f o r m of d i s c i p l i n e by management i n these compounds. 
M u r d e r s wh i l e common were not favoured by the more l i b e r a l and r a t i o n a l 
of the mine management as dead labour was unproduct ive . 

In an attempt to st imulate p r o d u c t i v i t y amongst workers who rece ived 
l i t t l e f inanc ia l inducements, overseers employers exploited the soc io 
economic di f ferences w i t h i n the black labour f o r ce . Underground w o r k 
gangs were selected along ethnic l ines and d id much to i n h i b i t the develop
ment of w o r k i n g c lass u n i t y amongst the compound inhabitants . When 
Fanon argues that ' c o l on ia l i sm does not simply state the existence of 
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t r i b e s ; i t also r e i n f o r c e s and separates them' , he is looking at one side 
of the c o i n . I n Epste in ' s study of the development of work ing class 
consciousness among copperbelt m i n e r s , i t was found that despite a l l the 
ef forts of management and the co lon ia l state to t r i b a l i z e the copperbelt 
m i n e r s , mining cap i ta l i t s e l f produced among the miners the u n i f y i n g c lass 
consciousness which was p o l i t i c a l l y destruct ive of the conscious p o l i c y of 

13 
t r i b a l i z a t i o n . The s t rugg le to create a work ing class organizat ion i n the 
conf l i c t w i t h mining cap i ta l on the copper belt was the grave -d igger of 
t r i b a l i z a t i o n i n the e r a of the co lon ia l s tate . I n the per iod of the pos t -
co lonia l state i n Zambia, the l o c a l r u l i n g c lass now attempts to fragment 
the mineworkers by a r t i c u l a t i n g a pos i t ion that they are a ' labour a r i s t o c -
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r a c y ' who are explo i t ing the peasants. A wide ly respected Eng l i sh i n d u s t r i a l 
soc io logist gave th is myth theore t i ca l support f o r the attacks on the mine 
w o r k e r s i n the post-independence p e r i o d . 

The i so la t ion of the mining compounds helped both managements and the 
co lon ia l state to regulate the f low of p o l i t i c a l ideas amongst the mine workers . 
A l l i n - c oming l e t t e r s to miners were funnel led through the compound 
manager 's office and i t f a c i l i t a t e d a c lose watch to be kept on ' t roublemakers ' 
who may have been responsive to the I n d u s t r i a l and Commercial W o r k e r s ' 
Union ( lUC) and other ' n a t i v e ' o rganizat ions . The managements went f u r 
ther and made great use of compound spies who were able to detect and 
i n f i l t r a t e meetings he ld on mine premises - l i t t l e wonder then that t r a d e 
unionists and nat iona l i s ts of a l a t e r e r a found great d i f f i c u l t y i n organiz ing 
on mine premises . 

A l l dominant ideologies under capi ta l i sm tend to myst i f y the u n d e r l y i n g 
class s t r u c t u r e . I f an ideology has a s t rong component of r a c i a l supremacy, 
class re la t i onsh ips are marked or a r t i c u l a t e d through t r a d e categor ies . In 
the t h e o r e t i c a l base of A f r i c a n sociology, the method of the r e s e a r c h e r often 
m e r e l y re f l e c t s th i s ideo log ica l l e v e l . Much of the work of A f r i c a n 
anthropology on migrant labour r e f l e c t e d an ideo log ica l tendency to see 
migrant labour as m e r e l y r e f l e c t i n g the s t rength of ' t r i b a l t r a d i t i o n s ' 
which p u l l the migrant peasant w o r k e r back f rom the ' f o re ign and c o r r o s i v e 
u r b a n a r e a s ' . Colonia l admin i s t ra to rs and l i b e r a l anthropologists could 
both subscr ibe to th is myth,"*"^ although the r e la t i onsh ip of anthropologists 
to co lonia l capi ta l i sm was never a simple one as can be seen f rom the w o r k 

17 
c a r r i e d out by anthropologists on the copper belt mines . 

The strength of the dominant ideology among Rhodesian gold miners was 
unevenly i n t e r n a l i z e d and t h i s i s inadequately conceptualized i n Van 
Onselen's t e x t . E m p i r i c a l accounts of pet ty accumulation, r e l i g i o u s 
p r a c t i c e s , p r o s t i t u t i o n , v io lence etc . , are given as the response of the 
mine w o r k e r s to t h e i r class s i tuat ion and also a descr ip t i on of the f a i l u r e 
of A f r i c a n unions to organize the potent ia l mass base. The context of w o r k 
ing c lass res i s tance to mining cap i ta l ' s organized and successful attack on 
the r e a l earnings of A f r i c a n miners i s not c o r r e c t l y examined. Contradict ions 
inside w o r k i n g c lass consciousness were p a r t l y produced by the at t rac t ion of 
an e a r l i e r 'golden p a r t ' of r e l a t i v e l y h i g h wages and the fragmentation caused 



112 

by the d r i v e towards petty accumulation among s igni f icant numbers of miners . 
Numerous s t r i k e actions by mine w o r k e r s are documented by Van Onselen 
who argues that ' c ons ider ing the power which they challenged and the 
contro l to which they were subject , the mine w o r k e r s showed an impressive 
degree of a r t i c u l a t e , l i t e r a t e and organized res i s tance to the a l l iance of 
the employers and the state ' ( p . 227). 

Van Onselen considers however that i t was the u n a r t i c u l a t e d , u n 
organized pro tes t and res is tance which the employers and the state found 
most d i f f i c u l t to detect o r suppress (p . 227). I n Rhodesia, u n l i k e South 
A f r i c a , the co lon ia l state was never powerfu l enough to suppress l a rge 
scale movement of migrant w o r k e r s moving south to f ind h igher wages and 
better w o r k i n g condi t ions . I n an e a r l i e r paper , Van Onselen gave the example 
of a conscious r e g i o n a l boycott of the Bonsor mine and the l a r g e - s c a l e 
desertions among the w o r k e r s , both f o r e i g n and Rhodesian, on account of its 
exceptionaly h igh death r a t e . T h i s , i n c i d e n t l y whi le badUr under - cap i ta l i zed 
and w i t h a low p r o f i t a b i l i t y , contr ibuted to i t s demise."*" T h e s t r u c t u r e of 
desert ion represented a systematic and conscious attempt to s e l l labour at 
the highest p r i c e as Van Onselen convinc ingly argues i n h i s t e x t . 

The content ion, however , that cr ime i n the compounds was another 
form of class res i s tance as the volume of c r ime was aimed s p e c i f i c a l l y at 
mine managements i s more dubious. Van Onselen admits that much of the 
c r ime was aimed at A f r i c a n miners themselves. The l a rge amount of s t ea l 
ing f r o m the mines by i n d i v i d u a l w o r k e r s was m e r e l y the r e s u l t of the lack 
of co l l e c t ive power and c o n t r o l by the miners in c lass terms and re f l e c t s 
the weakness of w o r k i n g c lass consciousness and o r g i n i z a t i o n r a t h e r than 
the opposite - a r omant i c i za t i on of c r ime as express ing w o r k i n g class 

19 
consciousness ignores t h i s facet . The conceptual izat ion of resistance 
ignores the ideo log ica l hegemony over the miners which co lonia l capital ism 
establ ishes . C r i m e , avoiding w o r k , e t c . , strengthened the ' p a t e r n a l i s t i c ' 
stereotypes of the miners as 'dangerous c h i l d r e n ' who have to be f i r m l y 

20 
cont ro l l ed i n t h e i r own i n t e r e s t s . Van Onselen's concentrat ion on estab
l i s h i n g a w o r k i n g class consciousness ignores the ideo logica l boundaries in 
which i t operated and t h e r e f o r e i s unable to expla in the fragmentation and 
d i f ferent t r a d i t i o n s among the m i n e r s . 
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The complexity of analysing the c u l t u r e of the miners can be seen i n 
Van Onselen's statement that 'dancing too could play i t s p a r t as a meanA 
of s o c i a l c o n t r o l . I t prov ided cheap, harmless entertainment f o r w o r k e r s , 
who might otherwise f i n d t h e i r r e l a x a t i o n i n d r i n k i n g w i t h adverse conse
quences f o r p r o d u c t i v i t y . Dancing also had the effect of d i v e r t i n g the 
w o r k e r s ' minds f rom more serious issues of exp lo i ta t i on . F i n a l l y , such 
dancing was l a r g e l y e t h n i c a l l y based, i t had the effect of r e i n f o r c i n g 
d i v i s i o n amongst the w o r k e r s along t r i b a l l i n e s ' , ( p . l 8 9 ) . A d i f ferent 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of dancing among copperbelt miners i s g iven by Clyde M i t c h e l l . 
The Kalela dance i l l u s t r a t e s some consequences of uneven p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n . 
It i s per formed by d i f f erent teams each of which comes f rom a p a r t i c u l a r 
t r i b e . Each team mocks the other team i n the audience. I t taunts and derides 
them m e r c i l e s s l y , impar t ing to them the basest obsceni ty , unpleasantness 
and p e r v e r s e sexua l i ty . S u p e r f i c i a l l y each team exalts i t s own t r i b e ' s v i r t u e s 
at the expense of the o thers . S u r p r i s i n g l y , the members of the lampooned 
t r i b e laugh as l oud ly as the others at t h e i r symbolic degradat ion. M i t c h e l l 
was struck by the fact that dancers named t h e i r h i e r a r c h y of o f f i c ia l s a f ter 
the h i e r a r c h y of B r i t i s h m i l i t a r y or c i v i l d i g n i t a r i e s . M o r e o v e r , the dancers 
do not wear t r i b a l dress but r a t h e r choose neat European c lothing and 
mainta in t h e i r smartness and neatness throughout the dance. Since dancers 
are u n s k i l l e d and s e m i - s k i l l e d l a b o u r e r s , th i s is a r e a l s a c r i f i c e . M i t c h e l l 
concludes that the Ka le la dance symbolizes the miners d i ssat i s fac t ion wi th 
t h e i r class pos i t i on . T h e r e is yet another side of class consciousness i n the 
Kale la dance. Imagine a miner a t t i r e d i n European dress obscenely postur ing 
and ges tur ing to an audience of h i s own people , and a l l the whi le addressed 
and r e f e r r e d to by the symbols of B r i t i s h admin i s t ra t ive and m i l i t a r y autho
r i t y . Such dancing obviously does not p o r t r a y respect or awe f o r these 
symbols of co lon ia l r u l e . The white man's burden has been reduced to the 
gyrat ions of an A f r i c a n m i n e r . Van Onselen's funct ional i s t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
that s tressed dancing's safety value func t i on , that i s , as a release of the 
compound repress ions and as a r e l a t i v e l y s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d express ion of i n t e r 
t r i b a l r i v a l r y i s too s i m p l i s t i c . 

Any study of the development of w o r k i n g c lass consciousness i n A f r i c a 
must also attempt to analyse the growth of s t r u c t u r a l l i m i t a t i o n s to migrant 
w o r k e r s or ' s tab le ' w o r k e r s acqu i r ing enough cap i ta l through t h e i r wages to 
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establ ish themselves i n the format ion of an A f r i c a n petit bourgeois ie of 
t r a d e r s , middle peasants, shopkeepers, etc. The specif ic development of 
co lonial cap i ta l i sm and the potent ia l social mob i l i ty of a sect ion of the labour 
force and i t s impact on the development of work ing class consciousness i s 
not analysed at any l eve l by Van Onselen. Yet i n the past , sections of this 
A f r i c a n pe t i t bourgeois ie have p a r t i a l l y been drawn from c e r t a i n s t r a t a i n 
side a migrant or semi -migrant w o r k i n g class and the cpmplexity of class 
re la t i onsh ips here has never been adequately studied. The question that can 
be posed i s whether even those w o r k e r s who most s t rong ly r e s i s t e d the drive 
of min ing cap i ta l dreeim about t r a n s f o r m i n g themselves into shopkeepers , 
petty t r a d e r s , e tc . A t what p e r i o d of the h i s t o r y of the mining w o r k i n g class 
did they i n t e r n a l i z e t h e i r destinies as members of an i n c r e a s i n g l y stable 
w o r k i n g class w i t h l i t t l e hope of soc ia l mobi l i ty? Van Onselen in forms us in 
the text that many of the e a r l y t r a d e union leaders who attempted t o unionize 
the mines were engaged i n keeping shops, trade or se l l ing beer , e tc . D id the 
latent c lass antagonism between these categories only become a r t i c u l a t e d in 
the l a t e r p e r i o d of co lonia l cap i ta l i sm or can th i s be seen as p a r t of the 
reason f o r the f a i l u r e of unionizat ion? Was the v e r y weakness of t h i s p r o t o -
pe t i t -bourgeo i s i e the fac tor which allowed i t to supply l eadersh ip to the new 
union? These are questions Van Onselen does not pose by his emphasis on 
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the fact of r e s i s t a n c e , i n i t s e l f an ideological mode of explanat ion . . 

The fragmentat ion of the A f r i c a n miners by Van Onselen i s perce ived 
through the analys is of the compound as a t o t a l ins t t tu t i on of a c e r t a i n t3rpe 
r a t h e r than through the p o s s i b i l i t y of an analysis which locates the e a r l y 
a r t i c u l a t i o n of a weak pet i t bourgeois ie wi th colonial cap i ta l i sm and the 
subordinat ion of an even weaker A f r i c a n work ing class to both. 

T h i s era of co lon ia l h i s t o r y i n Rhodesia has been i n s u f f i c i e n t l y 
analysed. Ne i ther t h e o r e t i c a l concepts nor empir i ca l h i s t o r y has done 
more than state the p r o b l e m . Ph imis ter i n his analysis of peasant production 
argues t h a t , the development of the mining i n d u s t r y created a g r o w t h i n the 
demand for food which a l lowed the expansion of an A f r i c a n r u r a l pet i t 
bourgeoisie between 1890 and 1914-. A s a co lonial capital ism develops a 
cap i ta l i s t a g r i c u l t u r e , P h i m i s t e r argues , i t threatens the v e r y c lass which 

23 
was al lowed to expand i n t h i s p e r i o d . Bundy has argued a s i m i l a r hypo
thesis i n the impact of the South A f r i c a n mining i n d u s t r y on the development 
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of a South A f r i c a n black n a r a l pe t i t bourgeo is ie . T h i s is also c e n t r a l to 
A r r i g h i ' s analysis of the p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n of the A f r i c a n peasantry i n 
S o u t h e r n Rhodesia, but A r r i g h i i gnores the r i s e and f a l l of th is class i n 
h i s statement that by 1930, the ' A f r i c a n middle and r u r a l pet ty bourgeoisie 
w e r e numerica l ly and economical ly i n s i g n i f i c a n t ' . He states without any 
qua l i f i ca t i on that A f r i c a n wage w o r k e r s and pe t ty bourgeois ie were mere ly 
'appendages of the peasantry r a t h e r than independent c lasses ' for th is 
p e r i o d of h i s t o r y . T h i s , i n A r r i g h i , i s determined by his-conception of the 
a g r a r i a n quest ion, which i n Rhodesia has i t s own s p e c i f i c i t y as ne i ther the 
P r u s s i a n r o a d nor the A m e r i c a n r o a d to c a p i t a l i s t a g r i c u l t u r e , which L e n i n 
saw as the two main h i s t o r i c a l paths , were i n s e r t e d into i t s p o l i t i c a l 
economy even though by 1920, the European a g r a r i a n bourgeois ie consolidated 
t h e i r ho ld on the best land and c o n t r o l l e d the a g r i c u l t u r a l loan bank of the 
co lonia l s tate . 

The development of a whi te w o r k i n g c lass i n th is per i od i s absent with 
p a r t i c u l a r consequences f o r Van Onselen's t e x t . Yet the conf l i c t between 
the white w o r k i n g c lass and the bourgeois ie was p a r t i c u l a r l y strong before 
1933 i n Southern Rhodesia. I n that y e a r , an i n t e r - c l a s s a l l iance r e s u l t e d i n a 
Reform P a r t y government which las ted u n t i l 1962. 

The f i r s t years of European settlement was a per i od i n which both the 
European r u r a l and u r b a n p e t i t bourgeois ie and European w o r k e r s challenged 
the p o l i t i c a l and economic po l i c ies of the B r i t i s h South A f r i c a n Company. 
T h i s European popul ism al lowed the class contradict ions ins ide the co lonia l 
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state to be expressed . The co lonia l state which expressed a p a r t i c u l a r 
class balance both i n t e r n a l l y t o Southern Rhodesia and e x t e r n a l l y to the 
w o r l d economy, i s not analysed other than i n i t s s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d consistent 
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support f or min ing c a p i t a l . A l so the European w o r k e r s repeated ly came 
into conf l i c t w i t h European cap i ta l i n t h i s p e r i o d . Thus the r a i l w a y i n d u s t r y , 
which employed the l a r g e s t group of white w o r k e r s prov ided a natura l 
vanguard for the white w o r k i n g c l a s s , as t h i r t y years l a t e r i t was to do 
for the black w o r k i n g c lass . I n 1919, the Rhodesian M i n e and General 
W o r k e r s ' Union organized a s t r i k e and the ra i lwaymen blocked Wankie coa l . 
I n 1920, a second r a i l s t r i k e secured an e ight -hour day and improved 
wages for European w o r k e r s . The counter -o f fens ive of European capi ta l 
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against the European w o r k e r s was successful . By pla3n.ng off the Amalga 
mated Engineer ing U n i o n , a c r a f t u n i o n , against the i n d u s t r i a l un ions , 
mainly the Rhodesia Ra i lway W o r k e r s ' Union and the Rhodesian M i n e and 
General W o r k e r s ' U n i o n , a l l the unions of the European w o r k e r s had been 
ef fect ively broken or weakened by 1923. I n this context of white w o r k i n g 
class defeat, the a l l iance which subordinated i t to the nat ional r u r a l bour 
geoisie and the nat ional pe t i t bourgeois ie was forged . 

Van Chiselen's text i s a d i r e c t challenge to the accepted orthodox 
' m a r x i s t ' analysis of Southern Rhodesia which argues t h a t , 'wage w o r k e r s 
s t i l l belonged to the peasantry and t h e i r l o ca t i on as migrant w o r k e r s 
blocked them from developing c lass consciousness and class s o l i d a r i t y . 
While V a n Onselen's text has major weaknesses and a s impl i s t i c evaluation 
of the complexity of c lass consciousness, i t does move away f r o m the 
preoccupation w i t h the study of the i n t e r n a l dominant class power b loc . 
His text attempts unsuccess fu l ly to rescue the h i s t o r i c i t y of the A f r i c a n 
work ing class f rom i t s ass imi la t i on into the ranks of the 'people' i n the 
work of popu lar i s t and nat i ona l i s t s cho larsh ip of the l i b e r a l school and a l l 
i t s v a r i a n t s . However , w h i l e t h i s text i s an advance on the attempt to 
construct h i s t o r y f r om below, the t r a d i t i o n a l labour h i s t o r y is not a 
m a r x i s t h i s t o r y f o r the t e r m ought to i m p l y the s t r i c t appl i cat ion of an 
elaborate t h e o r e t i c a l mode of analysis to the most complex of a l l s c i en 
t i f i c sub je c t -mat ter . Even i n a p r e s c i e n t i f i c state , h i s t o r i c a l r e s e a r c h 
is by no means i n e v i t a b l y condemned to mere s t e r i l e e m p i r i c i s m ; but i t 
is necessary to add that the programme of a f u l l y sc ient i f i c h i s t o r y remains 
not m e r e l y to be r e a l i z e d , but even to be dra f ted . U n t i l then , the c a p i t a l i s t 
mode of product ion and i t s co lonia l a r t i c u l a t i o n whi le having a u n i v e r s a l i z e d 
h i s t o r y , w i l l s t i l l capture r e s e a r c h at the l eve l of 'appearances ' a lone . 

Thus i n Van Onselen 's t e x t , a col lapse of a concrete analysis of the 
co lonia l s ta te , the l e v e l of the development of the product ive f o r ces , the 
superimposit ion of the c a p i t a l i s t mode of product ion on p r e - c a p i t a l i s t modes 
of product ion and the h i s t o r i c a l development of classes takes place, though 
empir i ca l re ferences t o these t h e o r e t i c a l problems are f requent ly presented . 

The t e x t , the product of great p r o d u c t i v i t y of labour and s cho larsh ip , 
should s t i l l capture the i n t e r e s t s of those engaged i n the study of the 
Rhodesian and A f r i c a n w o r k i n g c l a s s . Unfor tunate ly the p r i c e alone does 
not permi t A f r i c a n w o r k e r s to purchase i t as P luto Press has no in tent ion 
of b r ing ing out a cheap paperback e d i t i o n . 
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