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Introduction

In many ways, the vast industrial complexes that developed on the Central African
Copperbelt and the Fushun coalfields in the early twentieth century were very different
places. One on a high plateau stretched out across the border between what is now
Democratic Republic of Congo and Zambia with a sub-tropical climate; the other on
the rolling foothills of Changbai Mountains in what is now Liaoning Province, north-
eastern China, with a humid continental climate. Yet anyone who visited either of these
places would immediately and unavoidably have become aware of a basic fact about
both: that racial hierarchies governed life and work on the mines. This article is
about that basic fact, and in it we aim to make a two-fold contribution: First, it is a
comparative history of mining regions, which, although it might seem an area of
study ripe for comparison, is seldom undertaken. Second, through this comparison
to argue that the prevalence and significance of race as a way of organizing life and
work in the mining industry has been underestimated. We support this claim with
an overview of production and everyday life in two seemingly very different mining
regions: the Fushun coalfields and the Central African Copperbelt (see figure 1).

Despite significant political, cultural, and geographical differences, the way that
labor was organized on racial lines was remarkably similar. There were no direct con-
nections between the two mining regions, or at least none that we have uncovered, yet
the array and depth of similarities between the two are striking. The possibility that
these similarities are coincidental is, we think, remote; instead, we believe they reveal
something fundamental about the organization of work and everyday life in the min-
ing industry over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which has been underappre-
ciated. Our realization about the salience of this comparison came about by chance,
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and this itself points to the utility of scholars reading widely outside their immediate
area of expertise. This article arose from a joint seminar presentation at the Leiden
Interdisciplinary Migration Seminar during April 2018, in which both authors gave
a short talk about their own respective research. Prior to this, neither knew anything
about the other’s work and were astonished by how similar their respective presen-
tations were. We feel this strengthens our argument, as the comparison between
these two mining regions was not deliberately sought out on the basis of pre-existing
knowledge about similarities between them.

Much detailed work has been undertaken on race and labor in individual mines
and mining regions and historians of these places will, hopefully, recognize much
of what is discussed in this article from their own case studies. What is missing is
an appreciation of how widespread this was, and that, until well into the twentieth
century, in mines across the globe, racial hierarchies and occupational hierarchies
were virtually the same thing. It seems likely that the lack of comparative work has
contributed to inhibiting this insight, and there is virtually no comparative work
on either of the regions discussed in this article, despite both being the focus of
significant academic research and production for several decades.1

This reflects a wider neglect of the comparative dimensions of mining. In the
introduction to a 2005 edited collection on coalfield societies, Stefan Berger notes
that “conscious comparisons remain the exception rather than the rule,” an observa-
tion that remains true.2 Yet many studies have commented on, as Martin Bulmer’s
classic article on mining communities put it, “the similarities between mining

Figure 1. Map showing the Central African Copperbelt and Fushun coalfields
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settlements of different types in different societies at different stages of economic
development.”3 In this sense, many studies of mining regions and mineworkers are
implicitly comparative by remarking on the kind of similarities that distinguish
these places, and occasionally scholars have remarked on the prevalence of racial hier-
archies in the mining industry beyond their individual site of study. These similarities
and differences are only rarely subjected to sustained analysis, however.4 There are
some studies that have engaged in this kind of comparative analysis of different
mines and mining regions, and this has primarily focused on coal mining, though
there is also some work on copper mining and gold rushes.5

The paucity of the comparative history of mining is, Stefan Berger explains, “not
least because [conscious comparisons] are time-consuming, difficult and fraught with
methodological problems.”6 Despite these difficulties, in a more recent work, Berger
made a plea to mining historians “to avoid local parochialisms and use transnational
comparative and cultural transfer history to shed light on both commonalities and
differences of mining communities.”7 Units of comparison should be appropriate
and the purpose of comparison defined. Furthermore, Andrew Taylor cautions that
concepts for comparison “must come first and they can be deployed in specific
historical contexts,” instead of “forcing cases into theoretical straitjackets.”8 When
these methodological issues are addressed, comparative studies have “tested a range
of conceptual ideas in history and established typologies that have brought about a
better understanding of the differences and similarities between related historical
phenomena.”9 With this in mind, we undertake a detailed and systematic comparison
on labor in two different mining regions—one in central Africa, the other in northern
China. Our comparative study aims to investigate the close relationship between
mining and imperial formation by examining the role of race in organizing work
and daily life in these two mining regions. In his most recent effort to provide a
framework for comparative mining history, Berger identified eleven themes in mining
history—the equivalent of Taylor’s concepts—that he contends transnational or com-
parative perspectives would “underline the fruitfulness of looking beyond one specific
locality, region, or nation.”10 Our comparative study of race and imperialism is our
humble contribution to Berger’s list of themes.

In this comparison, we draw inspiration from those scholars who have written on
how racial thinking informed and structured the organization of labor processes and
relations, and how racial divisions shaped or “fractured”, to paraphrase British soci-
ologists Robert Miles and Annie Phizacklea, class formation, something that
American and South African historians have been particularly alert to.11 According
to David Roediger and Elizabeth Esch, capital depends on produced differences
among labor for its profits and in the era where scientific racism and industrial pro-
duction existed, racial knowledge enabled management to justify differential treat-
ment of a highly diverse multinational working population and to rank these
workers based on these differences. These forms of racialized labor management
were exported alongside the global expansion of US corporations and the global
migrations of American engineers.12 The spread and deployment of racial thinking
in labor management by American firms and professionals has been traced by
numerous scholars, notably in Daniel Bender and Jana Lipman’s edited collection,
and in Julie Greene’s history of the construction of the Panama Canal and Jason

International Labor and Working‐Class History 3

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

21
00

01
32

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547921000132


Colby’s history of US, corporate-owned banana plantations in Costa Rica.13 Some of
this work has specifically focused on the mining industry.14

These works underscore the salience of racial knowledge in the management of
industrial labor while revealing the constructedness of race categories. Race, according
to Stuart Hall, “is a discursive construct, a sliding signifier,” in which meanings are
assigned to somatic or biological differences between peoples.15 The ascription of
these meanings onto the body often occurred “within the practices and operations
of relations of power between groups.”16 In other words, the process of classifying
peoples based on immutable physical or biological differences is intimately linked
to the process of establishing dominance. Stuart Hall states in his earlier essay that
race is “the modality in which ‘class’ is ‘lived’, the medium through which class rela-
tions are experienced.”17 This comparative analysis of two mining sites illuminates
Hall’s contention. We recognize crucial differences in Japanese, Belgian and British
imperial processes that shaped the particularities of each mining site. Yet, we
found compelling similarities that demand attention. In both cases, the mining site
was as much a site for producing racial differences as it was a site for producing mate-
rial wealth.

Mining and Imperialism

Mining has been central to the expansion of empires in the last few centuries, “the
major pioneers in opening up the world to imperialism,” as Eric Hobsbawm put
it.”18 Natural resources extracted from mines were fundamental to the economic
prosperity, political influence, and military strength of empires, and there is a long-
standing connection between control of natural resources and imperial power in the
understanding of empires. Often, mineral resources have been connected to
Euro-American empires, but, as Sanjay Subrahmanyam reminds us, several features
“typically associated” with European imperialism could be applied to Asian examples,
and here we look at case studies from the British, Belgian, and Japanese empires.19

There was a close relationship between mining and imperialism in both our case
studies as industrial mining on a massive scale began following imperialist interven-
tion and production became integral to the war economies of their respective colonial
powers. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, emerging imperial
powers Russia and Japan competed over economic and political influence in
Northeast China. Coal extraction began at Fushun in 1900, under the auspices of
Russo-Chinese mining companies financed by Russian capital, but the Fushun coal-
fields, along with other Russian assets in the region, were seized by Japan following
their victory in the 1904/5 Russo-Japanese War. Imperialist rivalry between Belgium
and Britain in Central Africa, motivated partly by expectations of mineral wealth in
the region, led to the seizure and division of the Central African Copperbelt between
the two powers in the 1890s. Abandoned mine workings, some dating back centuries,
gave some clue about the riches of the region, but the extent of copper deposits was
only realized from the late 1900s and precipitated a huge mining boom.

The sheer size of these mineral deposits ensured their importance to the econo-
mies of the imperial powers that controlled them. Coal deposits at Fushun were esti-
mated to be 750 million tons in the 1920s, and later revised to 950 million tons, with
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a main seam that spanned about 16km in length and 3km in width. In 1905, the
Japanese Army mining engineer in charge of the survey reported to his superiors
that the coal deposit in Fushun exceeded total Japanese coal reserves by thirteen-fold,
making Fushun an invaluable source of cheap energy for securing Japan’s economic
presence in Manchuria. Annual coal production peaked at 10.34 million tons in
1937.20 The Central African Copperbelt was, in this period, the largest copper deposit
in the world, containing approximately 140 million tons of copper in a region around
500km in length and 30km wide.21 Mining operations began first in Katanga
Province in Belgian Congo in the late 1900s, then across the newly-established border
in Northern Rhodesia as further deposits were discovered there, and production
increased rapidly. Between 1930 and 1939, over 16 percent of global copper output
came from the Copperbelt.22

The mineral output from these regions directly supported imperial economies. All
mining in Katanga was controlled by Union Minière du Haut Katanga (UMHK), in
which the colonial state had a substantial stake, while two private companies con-
trolled the mines in Northern Rhodesia: Rhodesian Anglo American (RAA) and
the Rhodesia Selection Trust (RST).23 Copper went largely to Britain, and copper
from the Copperbelt proved critical for the country during the First and Second
World Wars for the manufacture of arms and munitions.24 In peacetime, UMHK’s
output first supplied Belgium’s modest demands, then the remainder was sold on
the London market, and the 1932 Ottawa Accords, which gave preferential access
to British markets for Commonwealth products, meant that most copper mined in
Northern Rhodesia went to Britain.25 Moreover, taxation on revenues from copper
production bankrolled colonial rule in the region.

The role of coal in Japanese colonialism was more subtle. The Japanese state
formed a joint stock company, the South Manchuria Railway (SMR), to manage
the assets it seized from Russia. Japan, however, was not the main destination for
Fushun coal. The Japanese Coal Owners’ Association succeeded in restricting the
import of Fushun coal to Japan on the grounds of unfair competition. Instead,
Fushun coal fueled a growing Japanese-controlled industrial complex in
Manchuria, and 77 percent of Fushun coal output was sold to public utilities, iron
works, and railway and shipping companies in the region.26 The SMR, as Ramon
H. Myers observes, was given the guise of a commercial enterprise that would
allow “Japan [to] quietly and gradually [expand] its influence in southern
Manchuria while developing economic interdependency with the region.”27 Coal
also supported the Japanese war effort, providing a source of petroleum after new
methods of distilling petroleum from the oil shale discarded in coal mining and free-
ing Japan from dependence on US oil fields.

Racial Division of Labor

Existing populations in each region could not satisfy the huge demand for labor, and
so companies in both places relied upon migrant labor systems. However, the struc-
ture of the workforce at both sites meant that this involved the recruitment of two
different migrant workforces from separate labor markets. The division between
these two migrant workforces was partly one of skill but was fundamentally a racial

International Labor and Working‐Class History 5

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

21
00

01
32

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547921000132


division.28 At Fushun, unskilled Chinese and skilled Japanese workers were recruited;
on the Copperbelt, it was skilled white workers and unskilled African workers.
Throughout this period, over 80 percent of Fushun’s workforce was composed of
Chinese men and around 90 percent of the Copperbelt workforce were African
men, and almost all manual work was performed by this section of the workforce.29

African and Chinese labor was secured through a migrant labor system. At
Fushun, SMR secured labor supplies from existing flows of migrant labor to
Manchuria that had begun in the late nineteenth century when the imperial Qing
state allowed the free movement of Han Chinese to the region. In contrast, UMHK
had to create its own migrant labor networks, and forcibly recruited labor from else-
where in Belgian Congo, as well as neighboring colonies, and even attempted to
recruit labor from China in 1913.30 Other companies on the Copperbelt, too, formed
their own labor recruitment organizations to obtain African labor when their opera-
tions began in Northern Rhodesia in the late 1920s.

Mines in both regions absorbed vast amounts of labor partly due to the scale of
production but mostly because, at first, production relied heavily on unskilled
labor. Mining operations on the Copperbelt were almost entirely unmechanized
when production began in Katanga in 1911. Copper oxide ores were discovered rel-
atively close to the surface, which enabled extraction through open pit mining and
African workers extracted copper ore by hand, concentrating on higher-grade ore,
which was then shipped to Belgium for processing as there was initially little devel-
opment of surface plants.31 Similarly, at Fushun, from 1907 to 1930, the extraction
and haulage of coal from the face to shaft entry in the underground pits depended
entirely on manual labor and hand tools, namely pickaxes and shovels, all tasks per-
formed by Chinese workers. Work at the coalface involved a single crew of hewers
working with pickaxes and then moving the cut coal with hand shovels into coal cars.

Persistent labor shortages hastened mechanization. Labor supplies in north China
depended upon the stability of Sino-Japanese relations, which deteriorated in the late
1920s, and hit a nadir when Japan established a puppet regime in Manchuria in 1932.
Movements of migrant labor were disrupted and, when they resumed, SMR found
themselves competing for Chinese labor with other industrial enterprises established
by the new regime. The beginning of large-scale mining operations in Northern
Rhodesia increased competition for labor on the Copperbelt. Steam shovels were
introduced in UMHK’s open pits, and the proportion of copper ore extracted by
hand fell from 90 percent in 1923 to 16 percent in 1929.32 By 1930, UMHK could
boast that “operations were mechanized to the greatest extent, so as to reduce the
workforce to a minimum.”33 At Fushun, electric- and steam-powered drills replaced
pickaxes in coal extraction, and conveyor belts and electric railcars were introduced in
underground workings. Underground mining operations established by RAA and
RST on the Copperbelt were heavily mechanized from the outset, as the companies
worried about potential shortages of African labor.

Race was the basic principle for organizing the labor process. Work regarded as
unskilled was performed by Africans on the Copperbelt and Chinese workers at
Fushun, who performed almost all manual work at both sites. Colliers, diggers,
brace workers, and rail-track workers were all Chinese at Fushun, while on the
Copperbelt it was Africans who drilled and cleared copper ore in underground
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mines and open pits. Professional and managerial positions—mining engineers, pit
supervisors, metallurgists, geologists, etc.—were all occupied by Japanese labor at
Fushun and by whites on the Copperbelt. It is worth noting that in both places min-
ing work was also highly gendered: All workers employed underground and in the
open pits were male. The few female workers were mostly from the top of the racial
hierarchy—there were female Japanese telephone operators and laboratory techni-
cians at Fushun and white women were employed in medical or clerical positions
on the Copperbelt.

Significantly, there was no legislation in either place enforcing this labor structure
and no official company policy as, in both cases, it appears that the policy was so
obvious that it did not need to be formally articulated. SMR, for instance, had no offi-
cial prohibition against hiring Chinese workers for management or professional posi-
tions, and yet in 1926, not a single Chinese person was employed in these positions
while 8,689 Japanese were.34 There was likewise no legislative or corporate policies
that restricted African workers to particular jobs on the Copperbelt mines, yet no
African, regardless of the job they performed, had authority over any white worker.35

At Fushun, this informal policy persisted into the 1930s and 1940s, despite shifts in
Japanese imperial ideology and a tighter labor market. Following the establishment of
the Japanese puppet regime Manchukuo in 1932, Japanese imperial ideology empha-
sized commonalities between the colonizer and the colonized while maintaining the
racial superiority of the Japanese people. Labor management practices reflected the
prevailing racial ideologies of the respective imperial powers where racial superiority
was based on supposedly immutable characteristics of biology and culture.

The racial division of labor in both mining regions was obvious, but it was not
fixed and could shift depending both on the requirements of the mining companies
and demands from the mining workforces. As we will see, the racial division of labor
was something not only initiated and imposed by the mining companies in these
years; it was also shaped by the agency of their workforces. Mechanization increased
the need for skilled labor but complicated and blurred the racial division of labor, as
will be discussed below. First though, this article turns to the different forms that the
racial hierarchy on the mines took.

Reproducing the Racial Labor Hierarchy

Reproducing and sustaining this racial labor hierarchy required continual interven-
tion from the mine management and from the sections of the workforce.
Differences among racial groups were ascribed less through textual means and
more through labor management strategies and practices. Below, we discuss three
strategies and practices in which mine management enacted throughout the period
1907–1945 to ensure the continuation of a racial labor hierarchy.

Recruitment

African and Chinese workers were recruited on different contracts than white and
Japanese workers, and from different labor markets. Initially, African and Chinese
workers were predominately short-term labor migrants who rarely remained at
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their respective mines long enough to acquire greater skills. Fushun Mine was sup-
plied with Chinese workers from the well-established migration route between
North and Northeast China. Each year, after the planting season, hundreds of thou-
sands of young men from rural North China travelled by foot, rail, buses, and steam-
ships, to Manchuria for short-term employment and returned home for the harvest
season. This meant that, even in 1940, the average length of employment for unskilled
Chinese workers was less than six months.36 Chinese labor contractors, who had
autonomy over recruitment and supervision, were used by SMR to recruit hewers,
blasters, haulers, timberers, and unskilled workers. These labor contractors were orig-
inally independent but, in the early 1920s, became salaried workers under the super-
vision of Japanese pit supervisors.

UMHK, too, initially used labor recruiters to source African labor from rural areas
across central Africa and used violence and repression to meet their labor demands.37

Until 1925, the majority of this workforce came from neighboring colonies and were
recruited for contracts of six to eight months after which they had to return to rural
areas. A similar system was adopted in Northern Rhodesia, where African men were
compelled to seek wage work following the imposition of taxes, which had to be paid
in cash, in 1905 in Northern Rhodesia, then in 1912, in Katanga Province.38 Active
recruitment of long-distance migrant labor slackened and then ceased following
the Great Depression as the economic crisis transformed labor scarcity into surplus.
After 1931, all African labor at Northern Rhodesian mines was “voluntary”; that is,
Africans arrived at the mines seeking work and, that same year UMHK ceased
recruitment outside Belgian-controlled territories. Still, the average length of employ-
ment remained short, and even in the late 1930s, some Copperbelt mines had an
annual labor turnover of over 80 percent.39

Recruitment strategies produced segmentation in the mine’s workforce. On the
Copperbelt, recruitment of white labor was targeted at skilled workers from mining
and industrial centers elsewhere in the world. In 1929, RAA forecast that the problem
of attracting “trained white labor will no doubt solve itself . . . Men will come from
South Africa, from Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States and
the Continent of Europe.”40 This is precisely what happened at UMHK’s mines in
the 1910s and 1920s. In the same way, SMR targeted recruitment of experienced min-
ers from Japanese mines in Kyushu to work as technicians and pit supervisors at
Fushun. Engineers and managers were recruited from among the top-ranking
Japanese universities, such as Tokyo University and Doshisha University. Mining
engineers trained at American universities, or with extensive experience in North
America, originally occupied to the top positions on the Copperbelt, but these
were steadily replaced at UMHK by men trained in Belgium and at RAA and RST
by those trained in Britain and South Africa.

Dual wage structure
A dual wage structure was implemented at both Fushun and the Copperbelt where
the wages mineworkers received related to their racial categorization, rather than to
the work they performed. Wages and other forms of renumeration were calculated
on a standardized basis, another way in which a racial division was coded into the
labor structure, and workers at the top of the racial hierarchy received considerably
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higher wages. In 1926, at Fushun Mine the average daily wage (excluding supplemen-
tary benefits) for a Japanese yōin worker was 2.48 yen while that for a Chinese yōin
worker was 0.68 yen.41 In addition to standardized wages, SMR employees also
received added benefits of paid vacation days, travel reimbursement, better company
housing and food provisions, language tuition grants, collective relief funds, health-
care, a variety of allowances for family, underground mining work, and military ser-
vice.42 In the rare instances where Japanese and Chinese were employed at the same
job and rank, the salary of the Japanese worker was over three times higher than that
of the Chinese workers.

The same wage structure was in place at the Copperbelt mines, though the gap
between white and African wages was significantly larger than the wage gap between
Japanese and Chinese workers. In 1940, African surface workers on the Northern
Rhodesian Copperbelt earned an average of 0.8s per shift while underground workers
earned an average of 1.1s per shift. The highest paid African workers earned only 2s
per shift.43 In contrast, the lowest paid white mineworker earned a basic wage of 20s
per shift in 1940, and white artisans earned 28s per shift, plus supplementary bene-
fits.44 Similarly, in 1935, the wage bill for UMHK’s 596 white workers was higher than
for its wage bill for 10,000 African workers.45 Renumeration for African mineworkers
was supplemented with food rations, which marginally reduced the huge disparity
between white and African wages, and in the 1930s, African mineworkers received
between 51 percent and 66 percent of their wages in cash, depending on which com-
pany they worked for.46

In other ways, however, the racial division in wages at Fushun was starker.
Calculating the exact disparity between Chinese and Japanese wages is complicated
by the fact that they were paid in different currencies, and the exchange rate between
the two fluctuated considerably over this period.47 On the Copperbelt, all workers
were paid in the currency of the respective colony, either Congolese francs in
Belgian Congo or pound sterling in Northern Rhodesia, making for easier compari-
son between different section of the workforce.48 At Fushun Mine, Japanese workers
were paid in Japanese yen and Chinese workers in the local currency known as the
silver coin or xiaoyangyin. While Japanese workers could simply use Japanese yen
for daily expenses and savings, the Chinese workers had to convert their wages
from silver coins to Mukden notes for daily expenses and to Japanese yen for savings.
Each conversion incurred risk and loss in value, especially during the volatile period
between 1926–1931. For instance, in May 1926, 317 Mukden notes exchanged for 100
Japanese yen. It rose to 650 in December 1926 and 850 in March 1927.49 When ten-
sions in Sino-Japanese relations escalated after the Kwantung Army assassinated
Zhang Zuolin in 1928, all Chinese banks in Manchuria ceased currency conversions
and all Chinese businesses had to accept only local currencies, not Japanese yen.
Considering the volatility of exchange rates and instability of local currencies, the
use of silver coins to pay Chinese workers ( yōin) should be calculated as a further
wage reduction.

The underlying assumption about inherently lower living standards justifying
lower wages was the same in both cases. In its public relations materials, the SMR
claimed that “Chinese labor, owing to the lower standard of living, lesser efficiency
and ample supply, received less in wages than Japanese.”50 On the Copperbelt, this
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racist assumption increasingly came under assault by African workers. In 1945, one
African miner from Mufulira Mine in Northern Rhodesia complained at a meeting
with colonial officials that:

We have been told again and again that our cost of living is very low and the cost
of living for Europeans is very high. I wonder whether that would bear compar-
ison with what is given to both people. What we would like to see is a narrowing
of the great gap between the pay of the two races.51

Housing and recreation
Mineworkers at Fushun and the Copperbelt worked together and lived apart. All
mineworkers in both regions were provided with company housing and recreational,
entertainment, and medical facilities, but the type and quality of these depended on
race. Spatial residential segregation was ensured through the construction of new
company towns to house the mining workforce on the basis of race. On the
Copperbelt, this was assisted by the fact that there were no substantial urban centers
in the region before the onset of industrial mining. Katanga’s largest urban center,
Elisabethville (now Lubumbashi), built around UMHK’s smelter plants, was estab-
lished in 1910, with European and African sections separated by a 170m wide
strip, later expanded to 500m “to assure the segregation of the city along neat racial
lines.”52 The same model was followed across the border in Northern Rhodesia,
where company housing for African and white mineworkers was usually constructed
on opposite sides of the mine to ensure racial segregation on the basis of physical
separation.

Comparable patterns of urban development and residential segregation existed in
Fushun. The start of coalmining in 1900 attracted an influx of newcomers and
prompted a boom in construction, reversing a decades-long trend of population
decline. Chinese mining workers transformed Qianjinzhai from a village, which
lent its name to a nearby underground pit, into a thriving town. Urban development
occurred along racial lines after the SMR took over the coalfields. The SMR designed
and built company towns: New Town and then Yong’antai. The latter, whose con-
struction started in 1924 and ended in 1932, formalized residential segregation at
Fushun with its designed separate areas for Japanese and Chinese workers. Unlike
the Copperbelt, SMR provided housing for only formal employees and not contract
labor, and the majority of Chinese workers were contract labor. Despite this provi-
sion, Japanese and Chinese SMR employees had different criteria of qualifying for
housing: All Japanese employees automatically qualified, but Chinese employees
had to work for over three years and retain exemplary conduct at work in order to
qualify.53 Furthermore, Japanese and Chinese employees lived in separate buildings.54

Leisure and recreation facilities were provided in Yong’antai for company employ-
ees, and arranged so that Chinese and Japanese workers’ leisure time was spent in
separate spaces. An entertainment complex constructed by SMR in the Chinese sec-
tion, located in the southern side of Yong’antai, contained a Laojun temple, Chinese
opera stage, teahouses, shops, and brothels. Recreational facilities for Japanese
employees and residents, which included parks, a swimming pool, a skating rink, a
sumo ring, a rugby field, tennis courts, a baseball diamond, and athletic fields,
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were located in the northern side of Yong’antai.55 Similarly, separate bars, sports
clubs, and other recreational facilities were established in the mine townships for
white and African workers. Leagues and competitions for a wide variety of sports
were established—including football, rugby, tennis, and golf—but white and
African teams did not play against each other.

Labor Activism and the Racial Hierarchy

Workers themselves were not passive recipients of racial ideology and acted both to
contest and to enforce the racialized division of labor in the mines. It was not unusual
to find protests of Chinese and African mineworkers against Japanese and white
supervisors for unfair treatment. One of the largest workers’ protests in Fushun
Coalmine occurred in May 1916, when five hundred Chinese mineworkers amassed
spontaneously to demand the release of a Chinese mineworker who had been
assaulted by a Japanese supervisor.56 On the Copperbelt, there were mass strikes by
African mineworkers in Northern Rhodesia in 1935, and at mines on both sides of
the border in 1940–1941, but these strikes were harshly repressed.57Perhaps because
of their subaltern status, or the transience of the workforce, Chinese and African
workers seldom sustained their workplace activism or organized themselves collec-
tively in their challenges of the racial order in this period. In contrast, we find priv-
ileged workers—Japanese mineworkers in Fushun Coalmine and white mineworkers
in the Copperbelt—forming collective organizations and deploying the imperial ide-
ology to preserve and enhance their position in the racial hierarchy.

Collective organization among workers at the apex of the racial hierarchy emerged
in response to threats to that position from their employers. The commitment of both
mine managements in the Copperbelt and Fushun to the racial hierarchies was equiv-
ocal, and they could be altered if profits were threatened or the needs of production
changed. Starting with the recession in the mid-1920s and the Great Depression in
the years 1929–1931, SMR management, in the face of declining profits, reduced
the wages and bonuses of its Japanese employees, laid off its Japanese workers, and
replaced them with Chinese workers at lower wages.58 On the Copperbelt, UMHK
did the same during the Great Depression, laying off hundreds of white workers
and replacing them with African workers, who were paid much lower wages.

Japanese mineworkers in Fushun Coalmine formed a branch of the SMR employ-
ees’ association in January 1927. This company-wide association was formed with the
stated goals of enhancing the participation of blue- and white-collar Japanese SMR
employees in the management of the company and of holding the company’s direc-
tors accountable to its Japanese employees.59 To Japanese mineworkers in Fushun
Coalmine, this company-sanctioned association provided a safe way to further
their agenda, which consisted of gaining parity with white-collar SMR employees
and ensuring superiority over Chinese workers. As blue-collar workers holding the
lowly yōin rank, these Japanese mineworkers were more likely than their white-collar
compatriots to face proportionally larger wage reductions or dismissals. For instance,
when mine management adjusted wages in the early 1920s to account for high infla-
tion, the white-collar professionals received a maximum of 60 percent increase in
their salaries and the blue-collar workers a maximum of 40 percent (it should be
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noted that the Chinese employees received a maximum increase of only 15 percent).60

Japanese mineworkers from Fushun Coalmine pushed the SMR employees’ associa-
tion to take up economic issues like extending retirement bonuses to blue-collar
workers and to take industrial actions like a company-wide strike.61 But their push
met with considerable resistance from white-collar professionals who rejected taking
up economic issues and preferred taking a conciliatory approach.62 The latter group
eventually prevailed.

White mineworkers in the Copperbelt were more militant than Japanese workers
in Fushun Coalmine in their mobilization to defend the racial hierarchy. In 1920,
white mineworkers at UMHK formed a union and embarked on violent strikes
demanding wage increases and that that skilled work be limited to whites, but the
company and colonial administration had swiftly crushed the movement. In 1936,
white mineworkers on the Northern Rhodesian Copperbelt formed a
racially-exclusive trade union, and subsequently embarked on repeated wildcat strike
action during the Second World War to win major wage increases, a closed shop for
the union, and a color bar preventing African mineworkers from undertaking skilled
work. This action was closely informed by the replacement of white mineworkers
with African mineworkers at UMHK’s operations, which had itself been partly moti-
vated by white industrial unrest. These strikes by white mineworkers at UMHK in the
early 1940s were repressed like the strike in 1920.63

The relationship between privileged workers and empire might explain the differ-
ence in the militancy of privileged workers at both sites. Unlike white mineworkers in
the Copperbelt, Japanese mineworkers in Fushun Coalmine strongly identified with
the Japanese imperial state, to the point of accepting the marginalization of their eco-
nomic demands in the employees’ association. When the Japanese army invaded
Manchuria on 18 September 1931, Japanese mineworkers celebrated what they saw
as a necessary step toward “building a new utopia.”64 The invasion also marked
increased involvement of the Japanese military in the administration of Manchuria
and SMR. Dissidents were arrested, dismissed, or demoted. The founding of the nom-
inally independent Manchukuo nation-state deepened Japanese mineworkers’ identi-
fication with the imperial project.65

On the Copperbelt, white workers had a more ambivalent relationship with the
empire, and often sought to justify their privileged position in relation to their skills
and position in imperial labor markets. Many white workers involved in industrial
unrest at UMHK in 1920, including the key instigators, were not Belgian nationals
and had no loyalty to Belgium, the colonial power in Belgian Congo.66 After this
strike, UMHK primarily recruited its white workforce from Belgium and closer iden-
tification with Belgium’s colonial project—stressed in UMHK’s recruitment material
—may have encouraged loyalty to the company and quenched militancy, at least until
1940, when strikes revived after the fall of Belgium. White mineworkers in Northern
Rhodesia, though largely British subjects, exhibited little loyalty to the British Empire
and regarded themselves as part of an international but highly racialized working
class. Many were more than willing to use the circumstances of the Second World
War, when Britain’s need for copper for its war effort was greatest, as an opportunity
to improve their pay and conditions through strike action, and to enforce the racial
division of labor.67 Putting aside the difference in the militancy of privileged workers,

12 Duncan Money and Limin Teh

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
47

54
79

21
00

01
32

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0147547921000132


there remain significant similarities in the attitudes of mine management toward
labor activism. Mine management did not welcome any attempts at collective orga-
nizing of Japanese and white mineworkers, which threatened management’s control
over labor relations. Mine management increasingly saw mechanization as a means of
regaining control of labor relations and mining operations.

Mechanization and the Racial Division of Labor

In an overview of migration and ethnicity in coal mining around the globe, Ad
Knotter concluded that there was a clear difference between the recruitment of skilled
miners and the recruitment of unskilled workers, and recruitment efforts of the latter
were “often targeted at ethnic groups of a lower social status” because they were
unskilled and considered culturally and racially inferior by the dominant ethnic
group. Knotter connects this to the organization of work by pointing out that the
recruitment of unskilled workers often occurred alongside technological develop-
ments and deskilling so that “ethnic divisions in the workforce were therefore blurred
with divisions of skill and hierarchy.”68 We see similar processes at the mining sites
we examine here, except that mechanization disrupted more than “blurred” existing
racial hierarchies when increased numbers of African and Chinese workers joined the
ranks of skilled workers.

Mechanization resulted in a greater division of labor, increased specialization of
jobs, and greater demand for skilled labor. On the Copperbelt, persistent worries
about labor shortages prompted mechanization, and skilled jobs were initially
monopolized by white workers, and mechanization therefore led to a substantial
increase in their numbers. In 1914, UMHK employed only 175 whites and 3,868
Africans.69 By 1930, the three mining companies on the Copperbelt collectively
employed over five thousand whites and almost thirty-four thousand Africans.70

As already noted above, this situation quickly changed in the early 1920s, following
strikes by white workers, UMHK began training African workers to perform skilled
work and replace more expensive white workers.71 This was part of a policy of labor
stabilization, involving a move away from migrant labor and the establishment of a
semi-permanent African workforce composed primarily of married men who
would work on the mines for longer periods and undergo training to perform the
more diverse and skilled jobs required in mechanized operations. Housing, sanitation,
and rations were improved, and, as a result, average length of employment of African
mineworkers progressively increased.72 RAA and RST subsequently sought to imple-
ment the same policy.

A similar process was underway at Fushun in the same period. Prior to mechaniz-
ing work at the coal face, the coal miner performed the tasks of extracting and haul-
ing coal with pickaxes, shovels, and occasionally jute sacks instead of coal cars. After
mechanization, manual extraction and haulage was replaced by a drilling crew that
drilled holes to insert explosives, a blasting crew that handled the dynamiting, a hew-
ing crew that broke up larger pieces of coal, and a transport crew that operated the
conveyor belts. Each crew performed a specialized task, and this specialization of
work meant that the hiring and treatment of Chinese labor had to be differentiated
according to the type of work. Skilled Chinese workers remained at the mine for
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longer. A 1940–mine company survey revealed that at least 80 percent of skilled
Chinese worker had been employed at the mine for more than five years.73

The need for more skilled labor complicated the existing racial division of labor. In
Fushun Coalmine, the racial division of labor tended to privilege Japanese labor over
Chinese labor in supervisory, administrative, skilled technical positions. Fushun
Coalmine employed both Chinese and Japanese labor in low-level technical and
supervisory positions. In 1921, there were 42 Chinese and 234 Japanese foremen,
and 17,584 Chinese and 2,378 Japanese low-level technical workers.74 We can see
here a clear preference for Japanese labor in supervisory positions and a closer exam-
ination of the low-level technical positions reveals that more Japanese workers were
usually employed in the administrative positions, such as clerical workers and draft-
ers, and in technical positions at key points of mining operations, namely drivers, coal
inspectors, and security guards. These patterns of employment continued into the
1930s and 1940s, though with a significant change. After mechanization, the number
of Chinese workers employed in mid-level technical positions rose from 0 in 1926 to
3,648 in 1937.75

However, while African and Chinese workers began to undertake a greater range
of skilled jobs at their respective mine sites and complicated the racial division of
labor, other forms of racial segregation remained rigid. Company housing, welfare
provision, and pay-scale all remained racially divided, meaning that, for instance,
no African or Chinese worker moved into housing provided for racially privileged
workers, even though they performed work tasks previously done by these workers.
This had evident financial benefits for the mining companies concerned.

What we see here is that a rigid racial division of labor was not in the interests of
the mining companies, whose labor requirements were changing. Instead, these com-
panies sought to alter and manage the racial division of work but not abolish it. This
was done primarily by moving this division up the occupational hierarchy of the
mine. The key tool for management of the racial division of labor was control over
training opportunities. At Fushun, formal employment was a prerequisite to access
special privileges such as taking supervisor examinations that were needed for inter-
nal promotion and funding to acquire technical knowledge and skills at universities,
technical institutes, and language schools in Japan, Europe, the United States, and
China.76 SMR excluded most Chinese workers from formal employment and hired
them as contract labor, meaning that only select numbers of Chinese workers were
allowed to acquire certified technical skills and knowledge. In 1937, Chinese workers
constituted 90 percent of Fushun’s total workforce, but only 34 percent of the formal
workforce and 7 percent of the skilled workers.77 Across the period 1910 to 1940,
there were never more than six hundred Japanese contract workers, and seldom
less than twenty thousand Chinese contract workers.78

Control over workplace training was more contested on the Copperbelt. UMHK
exercised tight control over the racial division of labor. African workers employed by
the company were trained to operate heavy machinery like steam shovels or as artisans,
such as carpenters or fitters, but ultimately they were under the supervision of a white
employee. All African mineworkers working for RAA and RST were similarly always
supervised by white workers and some were trained to perform semi-skilled work in
the 1930s, such as driving lorries and bricklaying, but training schemes were
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implemented slowly and unevenly.79 Moreover, though the companies in Northern
Rhodesia sought to emulate the labor policy implemented by UMHK, they were effec-
tively prevented from doing so in the early 1940s by collective action by their white
workforce, who blocked the training and promotion of African workers.

At both sites, disruptions to the racial division of labor arising from mechanization
and its attendant labor requirements did not ultimately dismantle the racial hierarchy.
Recruitment practices, a dual wage structure, and residential segregation—all which
structured the racial hierarchy of labor—remained intact. Although a minority of
Chinese and African workers were trained as skilled workers, their positions in the
racial hierarchy remained subordinate that of Japanese and white workers, even if
their skills and jobs were largely similar. Despite the impact of mechanization on
the division of labor, African and Chinese workers did not occupy positions of
authority in the industry, and it was inconceivable to both white and Japanese man-
agements and workers that the colonized subjects could have become managers.

Conclusion

The compelling similarities of two disparate mining sites, as analyzed in this compar-
ative study, highlights the complex intersection of race and class, and the contradic-
tory logics of capitalism and imperialism. The category of “race,” to paraphrase Ann
Stoler and Frederick Cooper, underpinned the organization of mining work and daily
life, but it was also disavowed and challenged.80 Mine managements instituted racially
organized work processes and relations but they also demonstrated a willingness to
alter the racial organization of labor at critical moments of lowered profits and pro-
duction. Moreover, mine managements were not the only source of racial thinking
and practices. White and Japanese workers became defenders of racial thinking
and practices when layoffs, wage reductions, and the training of African and
Chinese workers threatened their privileged positions. Racial practices kept the
majority of African and Chinese mineworkers at the bottom of the labor hierarchy,
with a small minority of skilled African and Chinese mineworkers emerged in
spite of resistance from privileged workers. For each of these actors, race was deployed
as often as it was disavowed for the protection of their respective interests. Yet, each
episode of deployment or disavowal entrenched and refined the racial division of
labor, further reifying differences among the groups.

We do not want to overstate the commonalities between these two places and there
were important differences. They were similar, not the same. Forms of racial segrega-
tion were evidently starker in colonial Africa and the division between African and
white workers on the Copperbelt mines was more firmly demarcated than the divide
between Chinese and Japanese workers at Fushun. There were also differences in cap-
ital accumulation and the position of each territory in their respective empires. Coal
from Fushun was used by Japan as part of broad-based industrialization of the region
thereby consolidating imperial control over the territory. Some industrialization
occurred on the Copperbelt outside the mines, especially in Belgian Congo, but it
was more limited and capital primarily flowed back to metropolitan centers.

Nevertheless, the comparison of these two distant mining sites has given some
indication about the centrality of race in the mining industry in the early twentieth
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century, something which has been underappreciated. We hope that this article will
encourage further comparative work in mining and labor to test this claim.
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