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C h a p t e r  o n e

An Introduction to Africa’s Diamonds

In America, it [a diamond] is “bling bling.” But out here [in Africa] 
it’s “bling bang.”

—“Danny Archer,” Leonardo DiCaprio’s character in the  
2006 film Blood Diamond

Every time you purchase a piece of diamond jewelry there is a real 
probability that you will be contributing to the provision of schools, 
clinics, drinking water, or roads for a poor community in Botswana 
or South Africa or Namibia.

—Former Botswana president Festus Mogae, 2008 winner of 
the Ibrahim Prize, awarded to African heads of state who 
deliver security, health, education, and economic development 
to their constituents, and who democratically transfer power 
to their successors

a f t e r  a  recent talk I gave on the history of diamond production in Angola, 
an audience member posed the following questions: “Have you ever purchased 
a diamond? And, would you ever purchase an African diamond knowing what 
you know now?” The answer to the first question was easy. “Yes, I have pur-
chased a diamond.” Before addressing the second question, though, I paused 
before responding. “Actually, I haven’t had the occasion to buy one since learn-
ing what I’ve learned.” After the audience both moaned and chuckled 
in response to my equivocation, they prodded me to answer more decidedly. 
After further deliberation, I finally replied. “Yes, I suppose I would.”
 In the pages that follow, this book strives to enable you to formulate 
your own informed answers to that audience member’s second question. 
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Most readers will come to this book with at least some knowledge of the 
continent’s diamonds, often gleaned from different forms of popular cul-
ture. This output includes Graham Greene’s famous novel The Heart of the 
Matter (1948), and, more recently, both Kanye West’s Grammy-winning 
single, “Diamonds from Sierra Leone” (2005), and the blockbuster film 
Blood Diamond (2006).1 Other readers will have formed their impressions 
via the mainstream media, which has highlighted the African origins of 
many of the diamonds that consumers marvel at behind glass jewelry cases 
the world over. All of these sources, however, link African diamonds to un-
bridled chaos and, often, to unimaginable violence. What has been ignored 
is the much wider range of human experience associated with the extrac-
tion of diamonds from Africa’s soils.
 For centuries, Africa’s diamonds and other minerals have piqued the in-
terest of outsiders and shaped the lives of countless African men, women, 
and children. This mineral wealth has subjected the continent’s residents 
to carnage, exploitation, and widespread suffering. Yet, this wealth has also 
prompted Africans to pursue creative migration, livelihood, and house-
hold strategies; cooperate across potential divides; and acquire technical 
and managerial skills; and has even facilitated the construction of peaceful, 
democratic states. In other words, exactly the types of developments that 
you’ll never encounter in newspaper headlines or on TV news broadcasts.
 This book explores the major developments in the remarkable history of 
Africa’s diamonds, from the initial international interest in the continent’s 
mineral wealth during the first millennium a.d., down to the present day. 
This narrative includes the discovery of diamonds in South Africa in 1867, 
which ushered in an era of unprecedented greed, manifested in exploitative 
mining operations. Following the ensuing “scramble for Africa,” during 
which European powers assumed control of virtually the entire continent, 
colonial regimes fashioned environments conducive to the commercial ob-
jectives of monopolistic diamond enterprises. These companies included, 
most famously, the industry giant De Beers (explored in detail in chapters 
3 and 4). In the aftermath of the birth of independent Africa states, begin-
ning at the end of the 1950s, both rapacious and more responsible regimes 
joined De Beers and other multinational corporations to oversee mining 
activity on the continent.
 Beyond examinations of these commercial entities, the book also con-
siders the stories of Africans who have been involved with the continent’s 
diamonds over the centuries. These individuals include artisanal miners, 
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company mine workers, and the women who support(ed) them; the “head-
men” who often furnished these laborers; armed rebels; mining executives; 
and premiers of mineral-rich states. Although the industrial literature on 
diamonds tends to render these individuals anonymous, this text explores 
the highly varied relationships and experiences that Africans have had with 
the continent’s diamonds. By exploring the multiplicity of the human ex-
periences associated with the history of diamond production in Africa, I 
hope that you will “see” more than just a glittering accessory the next time 
you view a diamond in a glass jewelry case. Ultimately, the book aims to 
help you generate your own answers to the challenging question that the 
audience member posed to me.

the global history of the diamond

Diamonds have been around a long, long time and continue to possess an 
almost mythical quality. Well before their discovery in Africa, the global 
pursuit of these gemstones had destroyed the fortunes of innumerable 
individuals while enriching the lives of many others. Legends about the 
importance of diamonds going well back into the past abound, but most 
simply reflect a more recent fondness for these stones’ aesthetic brilliance 
projected onto earlier times. Yet, we can with some certainty trace the de-
sirability of diamonds back at least two millennia. For example, diamonds 
featured in a treatise in statecraft prepared during the reign of the Indian 
general Chandragupta, who had driven the Greeks from India in 322 b.c.e.
 In fact, India had long been the epicenter of global diamond production, 
before yielding to Brazil, and then Africa in more recent times. For centu-
ries, or perhaps even millennia, leading up to the exhaustion of deposits in 
the mid-1700s, the Indian region of Golconda had been yielding stones to 
adorn the local nobility and, eventually, European royalty. In fact, two of the 
most famous diamonds in the world today: the Hope and the Koh-i-Noor, 
came from the alluvial diggings around Golconda. The latter was so bril-
liant that it was said that whoever possessed it would rule the world. Given 
that the British forcibly seized the magnificent stone in the mid-eighteenth 
century, on their way to establishing the most significant global empire the 
world had ever seen, this prophecy seemingly contained an element of truth.
 Europeans’ love affair with diamonds had actually started much earlier. 
Over two millennia ago, the Greeks began facilitating the importation of 
precious stones from India to a receptive audience in Europe. The famous 
historian Herodotus (c. 484 b.c.e.–c. 425 b.c.e.) was the first of the early 



s t o n e s  o f  c o n t e n t i o n4

Greek writers to note the displays of precious stones in the palaces and 
temples of Eastern kings. He mentions, for example, the signet rings of 
Darius and Polycrates and the emerald column in the Temple of Hercules 
in Tyre. Via these and other accounts, the mineral riches of both the Near 
and Far East became known to increasing numbers of Europeans, well 
beyond Greece’s borders.
 The citizens of ancient Rome also valued diamonds, as well as other 
precious stones. Few gems initially reached mainland Europe during this 
period, as Middle Eastern rulers and nobles ensured that any stones that 
arrived in their territories did not travel any further west. However, fol-
lowing the Roman expansion into Asia Minor in the first century b.c.e., 
vast quantities of gems began to reach Rome, rendering them increasingly 
affordable. In fact, over time, gem ownership and the custom of incor-
porating precious stones into daily dress had become so excessive in Rome 
that the latter practice was eventually restricted by law.
 For all the attention lavished on gems by the citizens of ancient Greece 
and Rome, roughly a thousand years would pass before the diamond became 
the preeminent gemstone. With the conclusion of the Crusades and the 
concomitant establishment of extensive trading networks linking Europe 
and the Levant, gems originating in the East once again began to cir-
culate in Europe. This increased commercial access to the East, combined 
with the growing wealth of the European nobility, led to the proliferation 
of (increasingly affordable) precious stone ownership on the continent.
 Europeans began using gems for all manner of things, including stud-
ding picture frames, ornamenting statuary, decorating arms, as well as for 
personal adornment. Yet, throughout this “creative explosion” in precious 
stone usage, rubies, emeralds, opals, and sapphires continued to rank above 
diamonds, as did pearls. Why? Well, anyone who has observed a diamond 
in rough form, that is, uncut and unpolished and, thus, aesthetically un-
spectacular, can answer that question. Moreover, the diamond’s legendary 
hardness actually limited its utility and, thus, its allure. At this time, con-
sumers of precious stones valued a gem’s color and proportion much more 
than its hardness. Around the 1460s, however, the diamond’s position at 
the pinnacle of the gem hierarchy was set in motion by a Flemish lapidary 
(a person who cuts, polishes, or engraves precious stones) named Louis de 
Berguem. A rather unlikely historymaker, to be sure.
 Although Indian lapidaries had long been working with diamonds, their 
techniques failed to reveal the stones’ brilliance. Even when these artisans 
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began to revise their methods in the 1400s, the proportioning remained so 
poor that much of the stone’s latent brilliancy remained “unreleased.” Only 
after de Berguem’s re-cutting of the Beau Sancy diamond did the art of 
modern cutting begin. De Berguem demonstrated how to successfully cut 
facets on the face of a diamond, which became known as scientific facet-
ing. This technique rendered the diamond a perfect reflector of light and 
unleashed its interior beauty and, thus, helped establish diamonds as the 
most coveted of all gems, which, in turn, further fueled demand.
 The novel forms of aesthetic activity and appreciation that were cen-
tral to the European Renaissance provided a perfect environment for the 
ascendance of the diamond. Two developments, in particular, thrust the 
diamond into its paramount position. First was the establishment of a reli-
able international trade network linking India’s diamondiferous Golconda 
region directly to Europe. Diamonds were procured and transported by 
intrepid merchant travelers to eagerly awaiting Europeans, who were now 
consuming these stones in unprecedented quantities. Perhaps the most 
famous of these merchants was the Frenchman, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, 
who, in 1668, sold the legendary Hope Diamond to the French king Louis 
XIV. Second was the development of the “rose cut.” As European lapi-
daries gained experience working with ever greater numbers of stones, 
their elevated levels of craftsmanship enabled them to improve upon de 
Berguem’s work—a clear case of “practice makes perfect.” In turn, they 
further highlighted, or “revealed,” the diamond’s brilliance, which height-
ened demand for a stone whose post-cut beauty was quickly outpacing the 
aesthetics of rival gemstones.
 The increased demand for Indian diamonds in Europe was further 
spurred on by the invention of the “brilliant cut,” an improvement on the 
rose cut. This rapidly expanding market was now supporting an indus-
try that stretched across three continents. Caravans had once transported 
these stones across Arabia and offloaded them to traders waiting in Aden, 
Aleppo, and Alexandria (the initial extent of Africa’s involvement in the 
trade). However, ships were now increasingly employed to convey these 
stones to Europe, utilizing the Red Sea but otherwise largely bypassing the 
Middle East.2 Upon reaching Europe, Jewish diamond merchants in places 
as far-flung as Lisbon, Venice and Frankfurt arranged to purchase these 
precious imports. Jewish involvement in the burgeoning diamond industry 
in Europe was logical for two main reasons. First, those Jews who served 
as moneylenders naturally concerned themselves with assessing, repairing, 
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and selling gems that had been offered to them as collateral for loans. And, 
second, the cutting and polishing of diamonds, initially centered in Lisbon 
before shifting to Antwerp, was one of the few crafts in which guilds 
permitted Jews to participate.
 Unfortunately for the European market, the supply of Indian diamonds 
required to meet the growing demand on the continent was unsustain-
able. Despite the bountifulness of the Indian mines, they were virtually ex-
hausted by the eighteenth century. This dearth threatened to put an abrupt 
end to the global supply of these increasingly coveted—and affordable—
stones. Yet, as if on cue, gold miners working in 1725 in the Province of 
Minas Gerais in Portuguese-controlled Brazil stumbled on a new source of 
diamonds. Virtually overnight, diamond focus shifted halfway around the 
world and the “rush” to Brazil was on. In response, within a decade of the 
discovery, the Portuguese crown had declared diamond mining in Brazil 
a state monopoly—a foreshadowing of future diamond developments in 
Africa. Meanwhile, overall Brazilian output had already exceeded India’s, 
thereby cutting the global price of a carat by two-thirds. Yet, by the middle 
of the following century, carat prices were again rising because of the mul-
titude of wealthy consumers that the Industrial Revolution was spawning; 
these gems were now within their financial grasp. As with India, however, 
supply could not keep pace with the exploding demand.
 And, then, just when it seemed that the global supply of diamonds had 
been exhausted, along came Africa. As the dwindling Brazilian supplies 
were generating panic in diamond circles, a fifteen-year-old named Eras-
mus Jacobs made a superbly timed, if entirely unintentional, find of the 
aptly named Eureka Diamond in the heart of South Africa. Once again, 
global diamond attention immediately shifted, this time to a heretofore 
virtually ignored, very small corner of the world.

the history of diamonds in africa

From these humble beginnings, Africa rapidly came to dominate the in-
ternational diamond landscape, even if relatively few Africans benefited 
along the way. Although the Industrial Revolution had enabled increas-
ing numbers of people to purchase previously cost-prohibitive diamonds, 
the South African discovery occurred at an even more propitious moment 
in global history. The unearthing of these deposits corresponded with the 
growth of the middle classes and their amplified consumption, especially in 
Great Britain and the United States, just as increased availability rendered 
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Africa’s stones ever more attainable. By the end of the Second World War, 
the United States had overtaken Europe as the largest consumer of African 
diamonds, while shortly thereafter, postwar Japan emerged as an important 
new market. From Jacobs’s discovery of the Eureka to the subsequent cre-
ation and dominance of the industry behemoth De Beers, headquartered in 
South Africa, diamonds would become inextricably linked to Africa.
 Although recent finds elsewhere in the world have cut into Africa’s dia-
mond supremacy, the continent continues to supply the world with over 
half of its total supply and the African nation of Botswana remains the 
global leader. These stones have historically drawn African states, popula-
tions, and individuals—even from places on the continent that have no 
diamond deposits, or even any proximate ones—into their orbit, while also 
profoundly connecting the continent to the rest of the world. Indeed, if 
the continent’s soils did not harbor these stones, the political, social, and 
economic experiences of millions of Africans since Jacobs’s discovery would 
be drastically different. And, many would argue, far better.

A Geological Overview of Africa’s Diamonds

What is a diamond? Quite simply, it’s carbon that has been subjected to 
intense heat and pressure. The products of this process are thrust toward 
the earth’s surface from depths of more than a thousand miles, embedded 
within what is known as a kimberlite pipe—named after Kimberley, the 
city that sprung up in the midst of the South African diamond finds. In 
Africa, these kimberlite eruptions brought diamond deposits to the surface 
as recently as a million years ago. Over time, wind and rain have slowly 
eroded these eruptive pipes so that they now generally blend into the sur-
rounding landscape. During this erosive process, stones are washed out of 
the once-protruding pipes and into the surrounding countryside, as well 
as into streams and rivers, which often carry them far from their original 
points of emergence. As such, upwards of a third of the diamonds harvested 
from Africa’s soils have come from far-flung alluvial fields, rather than from 
the subterranean portions of the original kimberlite pipes.
 Kimberlite is a relatively “soft” rock, which over time breaks down into 
a mass of secondary clay minerals that contain resistant residual materi-
als, including diamonds. The products of this process are found in both 
a superficial zone of “yellow ground” and a deeper one made up of more 
diamondiferous “blue ground,” which eventually transitions into “primary 
kimberlite.” During the weathering process, the diamonds contained in the 
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pipe come to rest in both the yellow and blue grounds. Although fabulous 
riches are often extracted from both of these layers, the mining of the blue 
ground is ultimately the more lucrative undertaking.
 Unfortunately for prospectors and others interested in tapping the earth 
for diamond wealth, not every kimberlite pipe is diamondiferous. In South 
Africa, for example, roughly only one pipe in two hundred is worth mining, 
though in other places, such as Botswana, the ratio can be as high as one 
in fifteen. Moreover, the surface diameters of payable pipes are often only a 
hundred yards across. Even the Mwadvi diamond mine in Tanzania, among 
the largest in the world, is only a mile and a half long and a mile wide. Pros-
pecting for lucrative deposits can, therefore, be a time-consuming project.
 In this respect, the case of Dr. John Williamson, who worked in colonial 
Tanganyika (Tanzania), comes to mind. Inspired by his find at Mwadvi in 
1953, roughly three hundred prospecting engineers subsequently spent more 
than three years trying to identify additional regional deposits—almost 
entirely unsuccessfully! In order to avoid this type of inefficiency, contem-
porary prospectors now focus on what are known in the industry as “indi-
cator minerals” that suggest the presence of diamond deposits.3 Resistant 
and heavy, these minerals tend to work their way into drainage systems via 
processes such as downslope soil creep or rainfall runoff. They then radiate 
outward along drainage channels, trailing off the circular, superficial foot-
print of the kimberlite pipe.
 Diamond deposits are present throughout the continent. Although 
they are most abundant in Southern Africa, substantial lodes also exist in 
Central Africa, and to lesser degrees in Western and Eastern Africa. After 
the discoveries in South Africa in the 1860s, diamonds were subsequently 
discovered in a number of other locations on the continent, including the 
Congo in 1906; Namibia in 1908; Tanzania in 1910; Angola in 1912; the 
Central African Republic in 1913; Ghana in 1919; Sierra Leone in 1930; 
Guinea-Conakry in 1930; Liberia c. 1935; and Botswana in 1967, with lesser 
finds made in Zambia, Mali, Gabon, Lesotho, Mozambique, and Swazi-
land. Most recently, Zimbabwe has come online as a major diamond ex-
porter. Both across and within these countries, diamond deposits can be 
located in drastically different terrain, such that a single country can feature 
both kimberlite and alluvial deposits, as well as an array of access condi-
tions. In the case of Namibia, for example, many diamonds are “vacuumed” 
from the ocean shelf off the Atlantic coastline by workers operating behind 
massive walls that keep the powerful waters at bay. Although these stones 



9An Introduction to Africa’s Diamonds

constitute an extreme example, most onshore diamonds can be mined prof-
itably even in the most remote and seemingly inaccessible locations, often 
with nothing more than a shovel and a sieve. This virtually guaranteed 
financial score is owing to the fact that bringing the product to a potential 
buyer does not require a vast or developed transportation infrastructure. In-
deed, Hollywood constantly reminds us that a small pouch of stones can be 
easily moved around the world, often leaving a trail of cinematic intrigue, 
violence, and shadowy financial dealings in its wake.

Africa’s Diamond Ascension and the Historical Importance of These Stones

Neither the role of diamonds in Africa’s history nor the importance of the 
continent’s stones in global history can be overstated. The discovery of 
payable deposits anywhere in the world invariably prompts an immediate 
response. Yet, in Africa’s case, the series of actions and reactions follow-
ing the discovery of the Eureka Diamond were both exceptionally decisive 
and continue to have momentous implications for the continent’s residents. 
Virtually overnight, thousands of Africans, Europeans, Americans, and 
Australians, among others, descended on the dusty, dry, scarcely populated 
terrain where the South African fields were located. The trading post of 
Kimberley that sprung up in the midst of these discoveries quickly grew 
to become South Africa’s second-most-populated city, behind only the 
long-established port of Cape Town. Going forward, this diamond-driven, 
demographic phenomenon would recur across the continent as countless 
individuals, a range of imperial states, and dozens of mining enterprises 
vied for the stones embedded in Africa’s mineral-rich soils. Indeed, it is 
from the long history of contention for these coveted stones that the book 
draws its title.
 One of the primary impetuses for the European colonization of Africa 
at the end of the nineteenth century was the continent’s storied mineral 
wealth. Following the diamond discoveries near Kimberley, Great Britain 
moved to consolidate its control of South Africa, fighting a series of wars 
against indigenous populations and Dutch descendant, or “Boer,” settlers. 
Other European powers subsequently mimicked this aggressive approach 
elsewhere on the continent, forcibly establishing control over previously 
sovereign African spaces. The particular geographical targets of these 
military advances were based on claims made leading up to, during, and 
following the 1884–85 Berlin Conference. In this fashion, the European im-
perial states literally mapped out the future occupation of Africa. Profound 
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investment in and exploitation of the continent’s mineral riches marked the 
ensuing colonial period.
 As investors poured more and more capital into the continent following 
a succession of diamond discoveries, Africa’s place in the global diamond 
industry rapidly ascended. As early as 1872, for example, South Africa was 
already producing six times the quantity of stones that Brazil had produced 
just a decade earlier. And with the emergence of South African–based 
De Beers in the 1870s, Africa was to become synonymous with diamonds. 
Legitimate rivals began to appear only in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, following significant discoveries in the Soviet Union and, more re-
cently, Canada. Yet, once these major non-African producers came online, 
De Beers strategically negotiated to purchase most of this new production 
and, thereby, maintain its legendary (near) monopoly. Meanwhile, during 
the colonial era in Africa, this type of supply-side manipulation of the mar-
ket helped generate sorely needed funds for a number of white minority 
governments, including in Angola, Sierra Leone, and the Belgian Congo.
 During the 1930s, as purveyors of the ultimate luxury item, the diamond 
industry naturally suffered due to the worldwide recession. Even De Beers 
was forced to cease production in a number of its mines for approximately 
five years in response to severely reduced global demand. However, follow-
ing the outbreak of the Second World War, Africa’s diamonds regained 
their importance, though this time primarily in a martial rather than 
aesthetic sense. Indeed, you may be surprised to learn that these deposits 
were invaluable to the Allied powers’ war effort. During the peak years of 
the conflict, not only did Africa supply significant portions of the world’s 
gold, manganese, copper, cobalt, and uranium, but also 98 percent of the in-
dustrial diamonds, which were newly essential for the production of military 
hardware. The production of “industrial” diamonds—that is, small and/or 
low-quality stones and, thus, not “gem quality”—was centered on the Bel-
gian Congo, from the mines of the Forminière company. With production 
soaring to 10,386,000 metric tons in 1945, the Congo alone supplied over 65 
percent of the Allies’ industrial diamond and “bort” (low-quality industrial) 
needs during the war. Meanwhile, the Axis powers were forced to rely on 
prewar stocks and on a number of lesser sources, including French Guinea 
(Guinea-Conakry) in West Africa, which was controlled by France’s sym-
pathetic Vichy government, and a much smaller stream of stones smuggled 
out of the Congo.4 So, did Africa’s diamonds win the war for the Allies? 
Not quite. But, they did provide the victors with an important edge.
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 The Congo (DRC) continues to be a leading producer of industri-
als, which constitute roughly 80 percent of all mined diamonds, and are 
nowadays used in a variety of commercial applications. Given a diamond’s 
unparalleled hardness, industrials are often used for cutting and grinding, 
including as drill bits and in various types of saws. In fact, every time you 
ride in a car, industrial diamonds have helped facilitate that journey, as 
they are used in highway construction and repair; in gas, mineral, and oil 
exploration; and in the production of every car made in the United States 
(the manufacturing process for each automobile consumes over one carat of 
industrial diamond).
 Since their invention in the 1950s, synthetic diamonds have steadily re-
placed natural-forming industrials, but they perform essentially the same 
tasks. Today, synthetics annually account for some 98 percent of the in-
dustrial market, and the United States is both a major producer and a 
consumer of these stones. Synthetics are less expensive, can be produced 
in almost unlimited quantities, and can be customized for specific applica-
tions. Synthetic industrials also show great promise as semiconductors in 
the construction of microchips and as heat sinks, which are used to cool 
down electronics, such as laptop computers. Given all of the current and 
potential usages for synthetic industrials, this industry is fast rivaling the 
overall value of the gemstone market.
 Although synthetic stones, which can cost as little as 40 cents per carat, 
dominate the industrial market, buyers still insist on the “real thing” when 
seeking diamonds for jewelry or other ornamentation. Global demand for 
gem-quality stones resumed soon after the Second World War ended. 
Facilitated by De Beers’s monopolistic buying and selling schemes, extrac-
tive colonial mining companies quickly resumed pumping the wealth out 
of the continent’s soils and back into European coffers.
 As the political “winds of change” blew across Africa in the 1960s and 
1970s, during which time virtually the entire continent achieved indepen-
dence from its European colonial overlords, the African leaders of the newly 
independent states adopted various approaches to diamond revenues. In 
some cases, including Ghana, Sierra Leone, Angola, and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), novice statesmen aggressively moved to 
nationalize domestic output. Yet, these measures typically met with dismal 
results for a number of reasons, including a lack of technical knowledge; an 
inability to prohibit access to alluvial supplies; operational mismanagement 
and corruption; insufficient capital to replace aging or broken equipment; 
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and even civil conflicts. Conversely, other governments, in Botswana and 
Namibia, for example, proceeded down a different path by establishing suc-
cessful public-private mining enterprises. It should be noted, though, that 
the circumstances in these two cases are somewhat unique: in Botswana, 
diamonds were discovered only in 1967, one year after political indepen-
dence, and, in Namibia, independence arrived only in 1990. Furthermore, 
in both cases, deposits were in hard to access/easy to cordon off locations, 
which allowed for easier governmental control.
 While African states contemplated how to manage their diamond re-
sources following independence, both formal and informal miners continued 
to pry, dig, dislodge, and remove in every other conceivable way, these pre-
cious stones. By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, 
Africa had endured a series of devastating diamond-related developments, 
including “resource conflicts” and the emergence of “blood diamonds”—an 
occurrence that threatened to spark a consumer backlash reminiscent of 
that against the fur industry in the 1980s. Well beyond Africa’s control, 
though, a series of global recessions had also reduced demand for both gem 
and industrial stones. Yet despite these formidable challenges, Africa con-
tinues to be the premier continent for diamond production, with Botswana 
leading the way (see table 1).

TAble 1.  
estimated production by value of top producers (in US dollars), 2011

botswana 3,902,115,904

russia 2,674,713,800

Canada  2,550,875,198

South africa 1,730,323,570

angola 1,163,625,471

namibia 872,567,637

Zimbabwe 476,218,677

australia 220,720,063

Congo (drC) 179,608,541

Source: http://geology.com/articles/gem-diamond-map/. data source is the USgS Mineral Commodity Summaries.

 Regardless of the periodic headline-grabbing discoveries of diamond 
deposits made far from Africa’s borders, De Beers’s ongoing, if slightly 
eroded, dominance ensures that the continent retains its preeminence in 
the industry. In 2004, for example, De Beers sold $5.7 billion worth of rough 
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diamonds—or 48 percent of the world’s total—and reported earnings for 
the year of $652 million. Via production from its own mines, as well as a se-
ries of strategic agreements and partnerships with other mining operations, 
De Beers currently controls roughly 45 percent of the global output of dia-
monds. Through its vast commercial network, which as of 2002 also newly 
included dozens of high-end retail stores located around the world, the 
enterprise and its practices affect millions of diamond-industry employees 
worldwide. This combination of De Beers’s high-profile, global impact and 
its historic and well-publicized South African roots ensures that Africa’s 
association with diamonds is continually highlighted and reinforced.

diamonds in africa: a blessing or a Curse?

Much has been made about whether Africa’s natural resources constitute 
a “blessing” or “curse” for the countries (un)lucky enough to possess them. 
Have Africa’s diamonds been, as Leonardo DiCaprio’s character in the film 
Blood Diamond declares, all about “bling bang,” that is, death and destruc-
tion? Or, do these stones offer a viable means to economic development 
and social improvement, as suggested in the quote by Botswana’s former 
president, Festus Mogae, which also led off this chapter? In practice, the 
answer is probably: both. Or, perhaps: neither. In certain settings, includ-
ing Angola, Sierra Leone, and the DRC, the presence of diamonds has 
resulted in significant harm for resident populations. This damage has 
been physical, measured by the thousands of casualties and millions of 
people displaced by the diamond-fueled conflicts that have raged in these 
countries. The damage has also been economic, as large inflows of foreign 
capital and the attendant inflation of local currency rates—the symptoms 
of so-called “Dutch Disease”—have either crippled or precluded the de-
velopment of other potentially promising sectors of national economies 
and thereby deepened resource dependency.5 Yet in other countries, such 
as Namibia and Botswana, diamond deposits have generally improved the 
overall standards of living, failed to critically distort national economies, 
and, if anything, helped keep the peace rather than disrupt it.
 At first glance, these contrasting examples appear reasonably clear-cut. 
However, a closer look is warranted. Consideration of shifting historical 
contexts and particular subsegments of national populations tends to muddy 
these otherwise seemingly clear waters. For example, with the diamond-fueled 
conflicts now over in both Sierra Leone and Angola, local populations are 
increasingly benefiting from diamond revenues, whereas in Botswana, if 
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one were to invite commentary about the country’s diamond industry from 
the “Bushmen,” many of whom were forcibly relocated in order to facili-
tate formal prospecting, it’s unlikely that they would share Festus Mogae’s 
sanguine assessment. Thus even if on balance diamonds may appear to 
constitute either a “blessing” or “curse” for Africa and its peoples, it is prob-
ably neither prudent nor analytically useful to spend too much time trying 
to shoehorn the broad range of Africans’ lived experiences into these types 
of binaries. After all, diamonds are just inanimate objects, as incapable of 
launching a violent rebellion as they are of establishing prudent ministerial 
resource management policy. In this book, I provide in-depth examinations 
of the individuals, enterprises, and countries involved in order to provide 
more insightful understandings than those attainable via the simplistic 
formulation blessing or curse?

book Content and Chapter outline

The book features a series of loosely chronological chapters that seek to 
highlight the significance of Africa’s diamonds during different historical 
periods. To tell this story, I have drawn upon a wide range of primary source 
materials, oral interviews, African and international newspapers and other 
popular media sources, as well as the significant body of existing literature 
dedicated to diamonds the world over. The text attempts to weave these 
disparate sources together to highlight the key developments in the global 
history of the continent’s “stones of contention” up through the present day 
and, whenever possible, to place Africans at the center of this narrative. 
This approach entails consideration of Africans situated in an assortment 
of historical and geographical contexts, but does not include systematic 
coverage of every diamond-generating venue on the continent. Rather, 
specific examples are drawn from a variety of settings to illustrate broader 
themes and trends; consequently, some sites receive more attention than 
others. The chapters unfold as follows:
 Chapter 2 examines external notions of Africa as a treasure trove of mineral 
wealth in the pre-Kimberley period, as well as some of the mining endeav-
ors in which Africans were engaged that helped fuel these impressions. 
For centuries, Europeans understood that the provenance of the gold that 
appeared on the southern shores of the Mediterranean lay somewhere in 
the uncharted lands beyond the Sahara. In turn, this speculative knowledge 
helped prompt the first interactions between Europeans and sub-Saharan 
Africans, as Portuguese sailors steadily made their way south along Africa’s 
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Atlantic shores in the fifteenth century. Following the resultant cross-
cultural encounters, Europeans learned a great deal about Africans’ mining 
endeavors—alternately exciting and disappointing these interlopers de-
pending on the existence and availability of the minerals they coveted. Yet 
for centuries Africans remained in firm control of their mineral resources, 
even when interacting with the most aggressive foreigners. This chapter ex-
plores the often divergent ways that Africans and outsiders regarded these 
resources and how, over time, these valuations shaped Africans’ encounters 
with those Europeans and Asians who reached the continent’s shores.
 Chapter 3 considers the explosion of mining in South Africa following 
the Eureka discovery and the identification of significant diamond concen-
trations in the late 1860s in and around what became the commercial center 
of Kimberley. If Europeans had previously imagined Africa as a repository 
of precious minerals, these finds surpassed even their most optimistic esti-
mations. Virtually overnight, these bountiful deposits precipitated a “rush” 
that resembled gold prospectors’ assault on California two decades earlier. 
In spite of this influx of both foreigners and international capital and the 
enactment of rac(ial)ist laws, African diggers held their own for some time 
following the discoveries; many even fared better than their white coun-
terparts. Yet, following new legislation that permitted the amalgamation 
of individual claims, astute (and well-funded) businessmen such as Barney 
Barnato and Cecil Rhodes began to consolidate their holdings, ultimately 
leading to the emergence and eminence of De Beers. Africans were soon 
pushed to the margins to make way for foreign capital and local white 
mining interests, eventually limited to manual labor positions at the very 
bottom of the pecking order.
 Chapter 4 explores the means by which De Beers revolutionized the 
diamond industry and over time became internationally synonymous with 
these stones. Africans, perhaps ironically, suffered the most in the wake of 
this development. The increasingly oppressive, racist South African state 
implemented policies that ensured that De Beers enjoyed a steady flow of in-
digenous labor to its mines. Once on site, the company monitored workers 
by requiring that they live in restrictive housing compounds. De Beers was 
motivated to introduce this form of housing in order to inhibit diamond 
theft, control allegedly “unruly” Africans, and draw a distinction between 
white and black miners. In turn, compound inhabitants experienced some 
of the worst conditions on mines anywhere in Africa, characterized by 
acute overcrowding and a variety of violent, intracompound antagonisms. 
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Meanwhile, under the decades-long leadership of the Oppenheimer fam-
ily, De Beers expanded its interests beyond South Africa, gaining exclu-
sive control of output from South West Africa (Namibia), Angola, and 
the (Belgian) Congo. The company also reorganized itself into a vertical 
enterprise by introducing “single-channel marketing.” This aggressive ar-
rangement saw an international cartel of producers, including De Beers, 
funnel all rough stones through its selling arm, the Central Selling Orga-
nization. In turn, the company was able to control supply and, eventually, 
demand—in great part by convincing global consumers that naturally oc-
curring diamonds are rare, when, in fact, De Beers’s practice of limiting and 
stockpiling rough output is responsible for producing this artificial scarcity. 
For all of the enterprise’s success, though, its meteoric ascension was not 
without problems. In fact, acute mismanagement and catastrophic miscal-
culations in the 1920s saw the famed firm absorbed by the better-managed 
Anglo American conglomerate. Only because Anglo opted to retain the 
De Beers name for this portion of its diverse business is it possible to say 
that “De Beers” dictated the fate of the vast majority of the world’s dia-
monds from the 1920s to the 1990s.
 Chapter 5 traces the establishment of diamond-mining operations across 
the continent as Africa came under European colonial rule. Unlike the 
“wild west” of the early Kimberley days or the violent chaos depicted in 
films such as Blood Diamond, most diamond-mining settings during the 
colonial period were actually highly organized and reasonably orderly af-
fairs. Yet they also featured a host of disagreeable conditions for the African 
laborers who toiled on them. These employees’ experiences were further 
shaped according to whether a mine’s diamonds were located in super-
ficial, alluvial deposits or buried deep in kimberlite pipes. The particular 
colonial master involved in local recruitment also played a major role in 
differentiating employees’ experiences. African headmen also influenced 
matters by compelling young male followers to engage with mining opera-
tions, typically in exchange for corporate or governmental compensation. 
Exceptionally, in the British colony of the Gold Coast, traditional African 
authorities themselves retained control of diamond deposits, renting out 
access to foreign mining companies and thereby playing a central role in 
the regional development of the industry. This chapter explores the diverse 
diamond-mining environments that colonial states, extractive companies, 
and African headmen collaboratively created. I examine the series of early 
twentieth-century discoveries of deposits scattered across the continent and 
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trace the subsequent developments in these settings through the conclusion 
of the process of African political independence, which extended from the 
1950s until the 1990s.
 Chapter 6 continues the examination of colonial-era diamond mines, 
but adjusts the angle of approach away from states, corporations, and 
indigenous authorities in order to consider the motivations, strategies, and 
experiences of African laborers. Irrespective of whether forceful measures 
or attractive incentives brought Africans to diamond mines, it was on the 
backs of these workers that mining enterprises generated prodigious prof-
its. Africans engaged with their respective employers in different ways, 
with some cyclically migrating for work, often according to the agricul-
tural season(s), and others permanently relocating to take advantage of the 
wage-earning opportunities that increasingly urbanized mining environ-
ments offered. In certain settings, family members accompanied adult male 
laborers, but in most cases these men departed alone. Once on the mines, 
workers endured long, taxing days before returning to typically modest 
housing. In response to these challenging conditions, laborers creatively 
shaped their plights by employing an array of strategies. More aggressive 
measures included diamond theft, flight, and work slowdowns and stop-
pages, though most workers opted for less risky undertakings such as 
sharing tasks, singing songs, and befriending fellow employees. Only with 
the end of the colonial era in the 1960s and the dissolution of the apartheid 
regime in South Africa in the early 1990s, would mine workers come to 
enjoy significantly improved conditions and wages.
 Chapter 7 explores the ways that a range of Africans have utilized dia-
mond revenues to prop up oppressive governments, to destabilize others, 
and, in both of these scenarios, to precipitate widespread displacement and 
death. Arguably, the most notorious development of this nature was the 
emergence of “blood” or “conflict diamonds,” which helped fuel civil con-
flicts in Sierra Leone, Angola, and the DRC in the 1990s. In fact, it is now 
widely understood that even if social and political grievances may have 
originally precipitated these conflicts, rebel leaders eventually fought these 
wars (or, in the case of the DRC, fight them) primarily for the profits avail-
able rather than for any coherent political purpose(s). In other cases, dicta-
tors such as the DRC’s Mobutu Sese Seko, and, more recently, Liberia’s 
Charles Taylor and Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe, have used diamond sales 
to purchase arms in order to brutally perpetuate their regimes and deeply 
enrich themselves. Although the era of “blood diamonds” is arguably over, 
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the industry is still struggling to contain the violent legacy of these stones 
and striving to change consumers’ perceptions about the relationship be-
tween Africa and these precious resources.
 Chapter 8 offers refreshing counterexamples to those that appeared in 
the previous chapter via an examination of the ways that the leaders of in-
dependent African governments, namely Botswana and Namibia, have used 
diamond profits to build democratic states characterized by pacific foreign 
and domestic policies. These stable, transparent nations have distributed 
the revenues from their prodigious mineral wealth in a reasonably equitable 
manner and have also generated meaningful local employment opportuni-
ties within their mining sectors. Although their diamond industries are not 
completely problem-free, Botswana and Namibia, the first and sixth largest 
producers (by value) of stones, respectively, offer hope for African na-
tions still struggling to effectively manage their diamond resources. Today, 
Botswana is classified by the UN as an “upper-middle-income country”; 
clearly, diamond profits are reaching the country’s inhabitants, even if in-
equity issues continue to trouble the nation.
 Finally, a concluding chapter reflects upon the material introduced over 
the preceding chapters in order to consider what the continent’s diamond 
future might look like. Although there have been a number of promising 
recent developments in the industry, including the creation of managerial 
opportunities for women and the emergence of black mining executives, 
many Africans are still operating on the fringes of the industry, barely eking 
out a living. In many settings, Africans without high-level connections or 
significant firepower survive as artisanal miners, and thereby enjoy little 
in the way of personal or financial security. Traditionally ignored by both 
mining corporations and local governments alike, these highly vulnerable 
individuals are only now beginning to receive attention and support. This 
encouraging development, combined with the successful implementation 
of the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme (KPCS), which has helped 
stem the flow of “conflict diamonds”; the cessation of civil wars in Angola 
and Sierra Leone; increased employment opportunities; heightened cor-
porate responsibility, which has included the allocation of diamond profits 
to fight HIV/AIDS; and the growing demand for good governance across 
the continent, suggests that diamonds are poised to play a positive role in 
shaping Africa’s future.
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