
'DOM PAS' : HISTORY 
OF WORKER CONTROL 

THE first pass laws in South 
Africa were introduced in 1760 
and applied to the slaves in the 
Cape but by 1827 all Africans 
who came from outside the Cape 
had to have a pass to go there. 

Pass laws also existed in the 
OI-S. Natal and the Transvaal, 
but it was only when diamonds 
were discovered in Kimberley 
that the pass laws were fully 
enforced. This was because farm 
labourers were beginning to 
leave the white farms to go to 
Kimberley. They were leaving 
because wages were paid in cash 
on the diamond mines. This they 
needed to pay the taxes which 
the Government had imposed on 
them. 

White farmers became worried 
that they would be left without 
labourers because of this flow to 
the diamond mines so they 
called for the introduction of 
passes to put a brake on this 
flow of men away from the 
farms. In 1890 a law was passed 
which made it compulsory for 
all workers to pay a shilling if 
they wanted to leave the Trans­
vaal. 

However, with the discovery 
of gold in 1896 stricter influx 
control measures were intro­
duced. Mine owners were faced 
with the problem that the gold 
was very deep underground and 
required a lot of effort to mine. 
It required many many labourers 
and these had to be found at the 
cheapest 'price* (o make mining 
profitable for mine owners. 

So the mine owners began to 
call the tune. They wanted to 
control the numbers of workers 
looking for jobs and the places 
they found job*. One of the 
reasons for this was that the 
conditions on the mines were 
terrible so workers stayed for 

the shortest possible time. 
Although it was a crime to break 
your contract, bosses comp­
lained that it was not easy 
to prove a person guilty of deser* 
ting the job. So according to the 
new pass laws any male 'Native' 
on the Rand had to tie employed 
if he wanted to stay in the area 
and had to show a metal badge 
to show this. 

Already the mine owners 
could see that the system of 
migrant labour suited them well 
as it was cheaper to feed and 
house one worker Instead of his 
whole family. But the pass laws 
and police control were not 
enough to satisfy the mine 
owners' need for cheap labour, 
so in 1901 the Chamber of 
Mines set up a recruiting organ­
isation - the Witwatersrand 
Native Labour Association 
(WNLA). The WNLA sent agents 
all over Southern Africa wbo 
used chiefs to assist them in 
their recruitment. 

So by using the pass laws and a 
system of organised recruitment 
the mine owners were able to 
ensure for themselves a regular 
flow of cheap male labour whose 
bargaining position was extr­
emely weak. Workers were not 
free to move where they wanted 
and were directed through the 
pass system to where employers 
needed cheap labour most. The 
pass system also meant that 
the contract system was en­
forced and that the unemployed 
were "weeded out' of the Reef 
area. 

In 1922 it was proposed in the 
South African parliament that 
passes should be extended to 
women. However, just as the 
mines needed a controlled 
source of labour so the newly 
emerging industries actually 

benefited from an uncontrolled 
flow of women to the towns. It 
was only in 1930 when farmers 
again complained that too many 
women and children who they 
depended on to work their farms 
were leaving for the towns that 
the Government amended the 
Urban Areas Act and gave 
municipalities the option of 
issuing passes to women. Later 
in 1952 the Native Abolition of 
Passes and Co-ordination of 
Documents Act was passed and 
new reference books were issued 
to IIKMI and women. At this time 
it was not yet compulsory to 
always carry a reference book. 
ThU was introduced in February 
1963. 

Since the I960'a the Govern­
ment has continued to make 
changes to the pass laws. Most of 
these changes have tightened the 
control over the movement of 
black labour. And the Orderly 
Movement and Settlement of 
Black Persons Bill is yet another 
attempt to tighten up these 
controls. Even if the Govern­
ment decides not to pass the Bill 
as it stands, it is likely that many 
of the measures will be intro­
duced through the 'back door*. 

However, it must not be for-

Sjtten that although it is the 
overntnent which is planning 

the stricter influx control meas­
ures, the people who benefit the 
most from them are the empl­
oyer*. The migrant labour 
system gives them power over 
workers who always live in fear 
of losing their jobs. Working 
hand in hand with the Govern­
ment the employers have been 
able to to use the pass laws to 
provide a steady flow of cheap 
labour — never too few and 
never too many. 


