Global Labour on the Fringes of Empire: The Knights of Labour of South Africa

The Knights of Labor were one of the largest, and yet one of the least examined, international labour movements of the nineteenth century. Born in 1869 in the United States, where the Knights numbered nearly a million members in 1886, they also extended across the Atlantic into Europe and even, across the Pacific, into Australasia. This paper will explore their history on yet another continent, on the very fringes of empire – in the diamond town of Kimberley in South Africa. The Knights of Labour of South Africa emerged in 1890 as a movement of white miners against the newly-formed diamond monopoly of De Beers Consolidated Mines, which controlled the economic and political life of Kimberley and whose director, Cecil Rhodes, served as Prime Minister of the Cape Colony and ensured that De Beers had a powerful political role in the colony at large. Historians of Kimberley, the diamond industry and South Africa in general have made only passing mention of the South African Knights, even though they have been credited as one of the early progenitors of a colour line within the South African labour movement, and even though they constituted the first serious opposition to De Beers after it established monopoly control over diamond extraction in the town in 1888. This paper firstly provides a basic history of the South African Knights. It then places that history within the wider international story of the Knights of Labor, and raises questions about the different racial stances taken by South African and American Knights. Finally, this paper will seek to place South African Knights within the early history of the South Africa labour movement and address the extent and nature of the Knights’ contributions to that movement.
