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Part One

Introduction

1.1 Introduction and background

The world was startled by the killing of 34 Lonmin
striking miners by the South Africa Police Service
at Marikana, Rustenburg on 16 August 2012. Most
shocking was the manner and period in which it
happened. This was almost twenty years after the
demise of apartheid yet the police responded in a
similar style. It brought into question the post-
apartheid socio-economic and political order and
the integrity of the industrial relations regime. The
mining industry is still central in shaping this order
in post-apartheid South Africa despite the decline
in gold production over the past twenty years.

These killings came in the wake of a strike at Impala
Platinum, also in Rustenburg, in January 2012,
characterised by violence, intimidation, heightened
worker militancy and direct rejection of the dominant
state aligned trade union and the institutionalised
industrial relations framework. This industrial action
triggered a strike wave in the mining industry that
initially affected platinum but later spread to gold,
coal, iron ore and other sectors.

The attainment of democracy is usually associated
with the broadening of political participation,
extension and equalisation of political rights,
regularising of non-violent means of making claims
and the establishment of third parties to intervene
against violent resolution of disputes over claims.
(Tilly 2003:44).
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Police surround the bodies of striking miners after opening fire on a
crowd at the Lonmin Platinum Mine near Rustenburg, South Africa on

Thursday August 16, 2012. Motionless bodies lay on the ground in
pools of blood. Associated Press Photo.
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The early years of industrialisation in South Africa
were marked by high levels of industrial conflict.
This culminated in the 1922 Rand Revolt by white
miners protesting against the recruitment of blacks
into jobs reserved for whites. The white miners
were armed to eliminate  strike breakers. The strike
was crushed after a bombardment by the army and
the air force following a decree by the Prime
Minister.

The long term answer to this industrial conflict was
institutionalisation. Thus in 1924 the Industrial and
Conciliation Act was promulgated. This legislation
centralised collective bargaining for white miners,
but blacks were excluded from the system. A strike
in 1946 by black mine workers organised by the
African Mineworkers Union (AMU) was crushed at
gunpoint by the state in the face of substantial
resistance from workers. Repression and violence
by the state in collaboration with the employers
was part of the strategy to manage labour relations.

Towards the end of the 1970s and into the 1980s
there was an upsurge in worker militancy and
industrial conflict following a wave of strikes by
black workers in in Durban in 1973. In response
the state set up the Wiehahn Commission which
recommended the institutionalisation of industrial
relations for black workers. However, large numbers
of workers were excluded and it was only following
the attainment of democracy post 1994 through
the Labour Relations Act that all workers were
incorporated into the system.

South Africa adopted one of the most progressive
and labour friendly industrial relations regimes.
However; institutionalisation has not resulted in a
reduction of violence in industrial relations.
Historically major incidents of strike violence and
worker militancy are often a prelude to a major
shift in the industrial relations regime.

1.1 Objectives

The Marikana tragedy has raised questions on
South Africa's socio-economic and political order
and the integrity of the industrial relations regime.
It's an opportunity for introspection.

Much of the analysis on Marikana has failed to
connect the underlying context and dynamics to
the meaning. The main objective of this study is
thus to explain and interpret the meaning of the
Marikana massacre. This will be achieved by
unpacking the contextual background and a
narrative of events and the role played by different
stakeholders in shaping this tragedy. The context
is important in helping us understand and explain
the choices made by different stakeholders. The
study includes a reflection on the post-apartheid
order and the role and persistence of violence --
why and what it means.

1.2 The Methodology

The report is based on a number of data collection
techniques, a strategy known in social science as
the triangulation of methods. This includes the
analysis of documents and literature, interviews
with key informants, as well as direct observation
through field visits. The evidence presented is
mainly based on in-depth ethnographic study and
documentary analysis. The researcher conducted
field research at Lonmin platinum mines before,
during and after the strike wave. This continued
previous research that focused on violence during
the Impala January 2012 strike In addition, the
researcher attended trade union meetings, marches
and conferences. Documents included policy
documentation, newspaper reports, congress
reports and resolutions. A number of workers, union
leaders and industrial relations managers and
specialists were interviewed.

http://liveblog.mg.co.za/2012/08/16/lonmin-shootings-liveblog/

According to this thesis, democracy and violence should have an inverse
relationship. However, in South Africa violence remains a significant
phenomenon despite the transition to democracy. How can we explain
this form of violence and the underlying dynamics?

This report is divided into five parts.
Part one provides the reader with the
background; part two the historical
context; the third part examines the
role of institutions;  part four looks at
the origins of the strike and how the
events unfolded and part five engages
in some concluding remarks.
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Part Two

Historical
context

In explaining the Marikana massacre we will achieve
the unpacking of the context by looking at the local
community and its history, settlement patterns and
geography, the migrant labour system, changes in
the employment relationship and  variance in skill
level.

2.1 Lonmin plc

ThLonmin plc was the company at the centre of
the dispute. Lonmin is the former mining division
of the mining conglomerate Lonhro founded in
1909. Lonrho split into two public listed companies
in 1998, one of which became Lonmin. Lonmin
acquired a lease agreement to mine platinum in
Marikana in 1969 and development of the mines
started in 1971. It rose to become one of only four
companies that has a vertically integrated structure
which links mining production and processing to
the market.

Before the mining operations, Marikana comprised
of traditional villages that depended on farming,
mainly cattle ranching. This lifestyle underwent
huge changes when mining operations started and
a new mode of production evolved. Many of the
villagers had to be moved to give way to mining
operations. This has had substantial impact on the
socio-economic life and politics of local
communities. The villagers tried to maintain their
traditional way of living in the face of the big mining
multinational companies but have confronted many
challenges. From its modest beginnings Lonmin
emerged to become the third largest platinum
mining operation in the world.

Lonmin’s mining operations are wholly in South
Africa although it has some claims in Canada. Its
head office is in London with an operations head
office in Johannesburg and it is listed on the London
and Johannesburg stock exchanges.
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A policeman (R) fires at protesting miners. South African police opened
fire against thousands of striking miners armed with machetes and sticks
at Lonmin’s Marikana Platinum Mine, leaving several bloodied corpses

lying on the ground. Reuters: Siphiwe Sibeko.
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Marikana is the core of its operations accounting
for 82% of its production from 10 operational shafts.
It comprises two joint operations (Eastern and
Western Platinum) which make up the ten
operational shafts; three shafts on care maintenance;
eight concentrators; open cast mining and a base
metal refinery. In addition, it has a Limpopo division,
which is currently on care maintenance; the Pandora
joint venture and a precious mineral refinery in
Brakpan, Gauteng. Its mining core licence in
Marikana runs to 2037 renewable to 2067. These
operations employ a total of 28 000 fulltime
employees and 10 000 contractors (Lonmin 2012).
At this size it has a massive impact on the socio-
economic and political geography of this area,
nationally and beyond.

In addition, workers in conventional mining have
more workplace bargaining power than in
mechanised mining. The production process at
Lonmin is both conventional and mechanised.
However, only the Middlekraal divisions: Saffy and
Hossy shafts have mechanised and hybrid
operations. Lonmin operations are mainly
conventional. This gives immense power to the
manual and operator grades because of their
position in the production process. Wright (2000)
divides power into market place and workplace
power. The manual operational grades have
enhanced workplace power because of their location
at the core of the mining production process.

2.2 Local community

Platinum mining in South Africa is concentrated in
the Bushveld complex in the North West province
which accounts for 80 percent of global reserves.
Most reserves are in the former Bantustans and in
areas held by traditional authorities. Lonmin is
leasing the Marikana land from the Bapo Ba Mohale
traditional authorities. It pays royalties to the
traditional authorities who are “custodians” of the
land. The Bapo clan are part of the Tswana tribe
who have been living in this area for over 200 years.

Mining transformed the life of the local community.
A number of villagers who occupied land
demarcated for mine leases were moved. The
availability of job opportunities in the mines that
emerged has resulted in an influx of people from
different parts of the country and beyond. The
platinum boom which began in the 1990s was
paralleled by a proliferation of informal settlements
across the platinum belt.

http://liveblog.mg.co.za/2012/08/16/lonmin-shootings-liveblog/

Platinum mining in South Africa is concentrated in the Bushveld complex
in the North West province which accounts for 80 percent of global
reserves. Most reserves are in the former Bantustans and in areas held
by traditional authorities.

Table 1: Lonmin Marikana Operations:
             The shafts

Eastern Platinum Ltd Western Platinum Ltd

E3, E2 Karee: K3,1B,4B,K41

Middlekraal: Rowlands, WI,
Saffy and Hossy Newmans

There are two main models of mining: conventional
and mechanised, which are human and machine
based respectively. Mechanised mining is also
referred to as modern trackless mining. The method
of mining depends on various factors among which
is the geology of the mine including the position
of the deposit. In mechanised mining no manual
machine operator grades such as RDOs (rock drill
operator) exist but machine operators of various
types of machines are graded such as LHD and
ELP operators. Trackless mining demands better
educated workers when compared with
conventional mining and does not need the same
physical strength. The variation in the mode of
production has implications for labour relations.
For example, conventional mining is less friendly
to women compared to mechanised mining.

1 Shaft K 4 has been put on care maintenance since
October 2012
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Marikana district has over 350 000 people living
around and on mine lease areas extending over 30
kilometres. Just over 100 000 live in  Lonmin-held
mine licence areas in villages adjoining mines,
hostels, high and low density suburbs and informal
settlements.

Mining operations have changed the settlement
geography of Marikana by dividing local
communities into villagers and migrant workers in
informal settlements. Local communities have
different privileges and status. Lonmin only
recognises local villages as one of its stakeholders.
It identifies the Bapo, Mapela, Mphahlele, Ledwaba,
Kekana Ndlovu (Limpopo operations) which are
the traditional communities adjacent to its
operations. It however, ignores new communities
that have emerged and live in areas around the
mines and lease areas. It pays no more than lip
service to those who live in informal settlements
because they do not have a claim over the land.
However, in some of the cases as at Wonderkop-
Nkaneng the people living in the informal settlement
have become the majority.

In the past, mine workers exclusively
lived in mine hostels. This has changed
following the attainment of democracy
in 1994. Mine companies have since
abdicated the duty to provide
accommodation by substituting this
with a living out allowance (LOA).
Workers are forced or opt to live in the
informal settlements where in many
cases they illegally occupy land owned
by traditional authorities.

Whereas in the past mine workers were seldom
part of communities adjoining the mines, they now
in many cases constitute the core of local
communities. The claim over the land and benefits
involved has entrenched divisions between the two
adjacent communities resulting in clashes over land
claims, occupation and others issues. The two
communities organise separately and make different
claims as they often have different struggles.

The Bapo people are entitled to royalties from
Lonmin. Hence if they easily absorb migrants in
informal settlements, they risk being out numbered
and diluted as an ethnic group. In addition, the

inhabitants of the informal settlements come into
the area with a different culture which does not
easily absorb local culture and vice versa. Clashes
between the two communities are mainly over
access to resources and differences in culture.

In August 2011 the Bapo villagers organised job
riots which vandalised property owned by Lonmin
and the police (vehicles). They alleged discrimination
by Lonmin in job recruitment. They claimed it gave
preference to migrants from other parts of the
country and beyond.

If Lonmin employment statistics are reviewed, the
claim by villagers has some credibility. It employs
over 28 000 fulltime workers and 83% of them are
from South Africa. However, only 18% were from
local communities identified as the Greater Lonmin
community (Lonmin 2010). These figures highlight
the importance and continuity of migrant labour
from within South Africa and beyond.

However, the Bapo ownership of this land is facing
challenges which may impact on mining operations
in the area. Lonmin is facing a land claim from a
different ethnic group which is claiming that the
land was dubiously transferred to the Bapo in the
1920s by the apartheid regime. As a result the
question of who is local and alien is often contested
but quite crucial in understanding the socio-
economic and political dynamics in these
communities.

2.3 Migrant labour system

The South African road to industrialisation was
characterised by migrant labour and the hostel
system of accommodation. This began with the
first mining settlement after discovery of diamonds
in Kimberley in 1866 (Callinicos 1985). Black workers
were separated from their white masters and housed
in large buildings near the mine. This served many
purposes but most importantly for control of their
productivity and to divide workers on ethnic lines.
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Other mining sectors adopted a similar model
which restricted permanent urbanisation and
separated land ownership between black and whites
(Legassick in Wolpe 1972). The migrant labour
system was designed to preserve the economic
and political function of the Bantustan to ensure
continuity for the supply of cheap labour to mining
and manufacturing industries (Wolpe 1972). Wolpe
highlights the exploitative nature of this system.

He argues that the migrant system emerged as a
solution to the shortage of housing and as a means
of controlling black workers.

The mining sector developed the migrant system
initially as a response to labour shortages and lack
of permanent settlement near the mines (Burawoy
1976). This was a way of externalising cost and
ensured maximisation of profit. Urbanisation was
regulated through influx control and pass laws
which ensured that the migrant worker returned
home (Burawoy 1976).

According to Wolpe’s (1972) thesis, black workers
were paid as single employees on the basis that
their families had access to land which they could
utilise for subsistence. The mining industry thus
from the onset thrived on cheap labour and a dual
industrial relations system that divided workers on
the basis of race.

Bezuidenhout and Buhlungu (2010) argue that
space may be utilized to compound or fragment
labour. The National Union of Mineworkers (NUM)
captured the compounds as mobilisation sites. In
response, the mining houses gradually drifted from
compounded to fragmented labour. In addition,
to changes in the global economy this has created
a new spatial geography in mining settlements.

The migrant system has not disappeared but
remains with continuities and discontinuities. Most
important is that it has survived without some of
its crucial supporting institutions. The reasons for
its persistence are tied to rural economies in many
areas having become dysfunctional and dependent
on mining. The majority of workers we interviewed
were from rural Eastern Cape, Mozambique, Lesotho
and Swaziland where rural economies have
collapsed. People  are often forced into the mines.
They enter at the bottom of the employment
hierarchy because of low education levels.

At Lonmin, the majority of underground workers
were migrants. They did the more dangerous work
often shunned by locals. Lonmin’s  policy was that

if a worker retired or died in service s/he may be
replaced by a family member. This policy was
designed to entrench loyalty across generations.
This is one reason explaining the persistence of the
migrant labour system. However, Lonmin has
recently adopted another opposite policy which
gives job preference to those from the local
communities.

The spatial changes in the geography of the mining
settlements is characterised by the proliferation of
informal settlements. Many migrant workers have
two families. One family where the worker is based
and the other at the place of origin where they
usually keep ties. Many of the workers have families
in their places of origin which can no longer depend
on the rural economy.

2.4 Housing and living conditions:
settlement patterns

The settlement patterns of mining communities
results from mine workers’ ‘choices’ which have a
profound effect on labour relations. Settlement is
tied to workers’ living conditions. According to
Lonmin (2010), affordable housing enhances
employee well-being and self-esteem so that
individuals can add value to the company.

However, Lonmin estimated that 50%
of the population who lived within a
15 kilometre radius from its mining
operations lived in informal dwellings
and lacked access to basic services
(Lonmin 2010). This highlights a crisis
in workers’ living conditions of which
the employer is fully aware.
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There are over 38 informal settlements around the
Rustenburg platinum belt. At least 45% of the
dwellings are informal compared to a national
average of 15% (Rustenburg 2012). The platinum
boom has moved in tandem with the proliferation
of informal settlements. This shift in employer
strategy accords with current neoliberal policies.
The sector is characterised by third party
employment through subcontractors and labour
broking. Mining is resource based and subject to
exhaustion and fluctuation on the global market.
As a result precariousness is in-built.

Democracy has seen a shift by mining houses
towards the reduction of hostel accommodation in
accordance with the demands of the Mining Charter
which envisages the provision of family housing to
all workers. This may be provided by the employer,
government or workers’ housing schemes. This
strategy has been strongly supported by NUM in
reaction to the hostels role in workers’ exploitation
under apartheid.

The Mining Charter sets a target of 2014 for the
conversion of single sex hostels and provision of
quality houses for workers. This may also be in the
form of facilitating home ownership. The union’s
mobilisation capacity has weakened as hostels are
no longer part of the central strategy to control
workers. The housing facilities of Lonmin comprise
1 798 houses and 544 family and 95 bachelor units.
In addition, it has three hostel complexes for
unskilled and semi-skilled labour (Lonmin 2010).
Lonmin thus provides accommodation to about 2
342 of its 28 000 direct employees. This constitutes
less than 10% of its direct workforce. The majority
of the workers are in private accommodation which
has exerted pressure on access to the few Lonmin
houses. A worker explained, “It’s not easy to get
a company family unit...unless you pay the union
people...if you pay you can easily jump the queue
and get the house...”

Lonmin highlights that the LOA is paid as an
alternative to company accommodation and thus
most workers end up in informal settlements. To
be eligible for this allowance a worker has to prove
occupation outside company accommodation
usually through a letter from the landlord approved
by a commissioner of oaths.

Democracy has been characterised by continuities
and discontinuities in mining settlement formations.
The mine workers have a ‘choice’ where they may
live but this is often attached to class, citizenship,
race, ethnicity and status. The shift to democracy
has resulted in a changed settlement in spatial
geography. We identified the following forms of
settlement for Lonmin workers: hostels, family units,
mortgage housing schemes, low density housing,
skoomplaas. These forms are tied to the mine’s
labour relations.

Hostel accommodation

Space can be a site for compounding or fragmenting
labour (Bezuidenhout and Buhlungu 2010). The
hostel accommodation system became the focus
for control of, or control by workers. Moodie (1994)
argues that between management and the unions,
whoever had control of the hostels had control of
the workers. He cites the failure of the African Mine
Workers Union in 1946 being a result of its failure
to capture the hostels which were sealed off by
management. The NUM, which emerged later in
1982, subverted the employer logic of control by
turning hostels into sites of mobilisation
(Bezuidenhout and Buhlungu 2010).

The new government post 1994
adopted a policy to phase out the
hostels and promoted instead family
accommodation units. The new
settlement patterns that emerged
reflected new class divisions.

Lonmin offers hostel accommodation at Karee,
Wonderkop and Eastern but in line with the Mining
Charter aims to convert all of them into family units
by 2014. However, this must be  put into the context
of a reduction in the number of direct employees.
While we could not access reliable statistics on
numbers still residing in hostels at Lonmin, interviews
with workers highlighted that many shun living in
hostels because of lack of privacy and the need to
supplement income. At the Wonderkop Hostel, for
example, at least eight workers shared a room with
no privacy or dignity.
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Family accommodation

As part of phasing out traditional hostels, Lonmin
was converting some into family units. A hostel
unit, for example, for eight single workers was
converted into a one bedroomed family unit for a
single worker. The conversion of hostels into family
units has reduced the capacity for accommodating
single workers. Acquiring family unit accommo-
dation is not easy as the demand is high, numbers
limited and access is through registration on a long
waiting list. The mismatch between supply and
demand has opened up space for corruption. The
NUM local union structure was directly in charge
of the allocation of company accommodation to
workers. Workers alleged the payment of bribes
to the union to jump the queue. Most union
representatives do not reside in hostels or informal
settlements and get preference in the allocation of
company accommodation.

Marikana West housing scheme

As part of its Social Labour Plan Lonmin has set up
the Marikana Housing Development Company
which builds houses and gives mortgages to its
staff.  Some houses have been developed and
allocated to workers. Lonmin had a target of
constructing 5500 units by 2009 under this scheme
but was unable to achieve it (Lonmin 2010).

People who live in housing scheme accommodation
are usually those who have permanently settled in
the area and see a future here beyond their
employment. A high proportion of women workers
reside in this area as a majority of women workers
are from local communities. This makes it easier
for them to take out a mortgage in contrast to
migrants from the Eastern Cape, Mozambique and
Lesotho who are constrained by many having two
families. In addition, their only attachment to the
area is as workers and they see no future in the
area beyond employment.

Local community: Silokwaneni/Bapo villages

The Lonmin mines in Marikana are adjoined by
villages of the indigenous Batswana people. In the
past, mine work was alien to these communities
possibly because of the availability of better
employment opportunities. However, post 1994 a
number of local villagers have been recruited and
reside in their villages as alternative opportunities
have diminished over the years and conditions on
the mines have significantly improved. In the past,

mineworkers were foreigners to adjacent
communities but now some are part of them. A
worker explained the past relationship between
workers and the community in the past: “We used
to call them amajombololo.... meaning foreigners
and they used to always move with a bangle
inscribed with their work number and the name of
the mine. If they were found in the community they
were usually attacked or killed. This is now a thing
of the past.”

Low skilled jobs are usually reserved
for people from local communities. As
previously mentioned there is tension
between the local villagers and migrant
workers.

Those who live in informal settlements are usually
illegal whilst the locals and their traditional
authorities have claim over the land and are entitled
to royalties from mining companies. However, the
claim over land by villagers has often been
undermined by those from the illegal informal
settlement who use political leverage as citizens of
the country. In some cases, the number of people
living in the informal settlement has surpassed
those in the adjoining villages, and as a strategy
to protect their interests, they have in some areas
elected municipal councillors from amongst
themselves. This is contentious and has caused
clashes between the two communities.

Upmarket suburbs: Mooinooi and others

As highlighted earlier, there is an intersection of
race, class, skill, ethnicity and gender in defining
settlement patterns around the platinum belt. For
example, some workers alleged that all white
workers at Lonmin reside in Mooinooi and other
affluent suburbs irrespective of their job grade or
experience. In addition, senior staff quarters are
located in Mooinooi’s low density suburb where a
significant number of black staff are also found.

Skoomplaas

Before the demise of the compound system, a
number of houses close to hostels were reserved
as married quarters for senior black staff. These
houses are now reserved for senior workers amongst
the unskilled, semi-skilled and administrative staff.
At Marikana a number of local union representatives
live in this accommodation.
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Nkaneng informal settlement

Nkaneng is an informal settlement adjacent to
Lonmin operations in Marikana. The councillor and
his committee have no reliable statistics on numbers
living there. They estimate at least 12 000 residential
stands with an average of eight households on
each stand.  The history of this settlement is
encapsulated in its own name. In Xhosa and Sotho,
Nkaneng means ‘taking away something by force’.
As indicated earlier there is an intersection between
ethnicity and settlement patterns. This is strongly
reflected in Nkaneng.

Nkaneng is a post apartheid phenomenon. Senior
residents indicated that people started living there
in the early 1990s following the release of Nelson
Mandela. They settled illegally without sanction
from the local traditional Chief Bapo ba Mohale,
the custodian of the land which was used for cattle
grazing. The area has no accessible roads, water
or electricity, sewerage or refuse removal. Before
1994 mine workers at Lonmin lived in hostels. The
first mineworkers to live outside hostels rented
rooms within adjoining villages. The reasons for
staying outside hostels varied but it usually
concerned a prolonged visit by a wife or relative.
The mine authority usually only provided
accommodation up to a maximum of two weeks.
Some subsequently relocated in the villages
permanently.

There was a gradual rise in the demand for this
accommodation which may have been linked to
work restructuring and the introduction of the LOA.
An escalation of rentals in villages ensued. Some
of the workers resolved to settle on land reserved
for grazing. Reciting extracts from the Freedom
Charter they justified this move by arguing that
‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it’.

In hostels, workers had been divided along ethnic
lines and a traditional induna structure controlled
them. The new informal settlements emerging after
the demise of apartheid reflected some elements
of this old geography in that there is little ethnic
diversity. In Nkaneng amaXhosa and abeSotho are
dominant.

The villagers have on several occasions attempted
to reclaim their land through court orders but to
no avail. As a counter strategy, those in the informal
settlements engaged their own political muscle.
Some of the workers argued that they moved into
the informal settlement to save on rentals and

supplement their low incomes with the LOA of R1
850 a month. It cost an average rental of R220 for
a single room sharing in the hostel while a single
room in an mkuku (shack) costs R300. A brick one
room in the informal settlement cost R600 per
month. A worker explained why he constructed his
own shack, “I have a family here and in the Eastern
Cape. I cannot afford R3 000 to pay a mortgage
otherwise I will remain with nothing... Instead
zizkhela (we built ourselves) and we are fine with
that...”

Thus, some workers argued that living
in Nkaneng for them was a matter of
choice and an expression of freedom.
The hostels were designed to maintain
employer control over the workers
beyond the workplace including their
social life. In the hostels workers were
restricted in drinking, noise and female
companionship. All these restrictions
could be resolved by moving into an
informal settlement.

A characteristic of informal settlements that have
emerged across the platinum belt was the absence
of local state structures or weak state structures
compared with other settlements. This has resulted
in the emergence of alternative local informal
structures which often use vigilante type violence
to maintain order, especially as many informal
settlements are not policed by the state. This has
created a context for the emergence of alternative
moral orders. In Nkaneng for example there is a
“local police forum” which is responsible for
maintaining order and monitoring and preventing
crime and it has almost total jurisdiction over the
area.

2.5 Fragmented workforce

The change in the global economy as a result of
neoliberal globalisation has resulted in the adoption
of flexible forms of employment. Such globalisation
is linked to profit maximisation through minimising
of risk by substituting direct employment through
triangular forms of employment. The employment
contract is substituted with a business contract.
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Externalisation of work in the post-apartheid order
to enhance flexibility has grown hugely. Theron
(2003) argues that the rationale behind this is to
minimise costs for the main business as the
contractor is paid a fixed amount through a
commercial contract. He argues that the liability of
the main business is fixed. In the past, the majority
of workers in the mining sector were engaged by
a single employer but there has been a rise in these
triangular forms of employment in line with changes
in the global economy.

Figure1: Typical flexible work arrangements in platinum
mining:

According to Bezuidenhout and Buhlungu (2010)
at least one third of the workers in the platinum
sector are hired through third parties. This is higher
than other mining sectors. This creates an
environment in which it is difficult for trade unions
to organise. Figure 1 highlights the typology of the
typical employment relations at a platinum mine
including lonmin. This is explored below.

Core Lonmin staff

These are the workers in the traditional form of
employment engaged directly by the mining house.
The majority are union members since they are the
most accessible to unions. These are workers who
are privileged and usually have superior conditions
of work and are the most likely to join and be active
in a trade union. Given their positions and conditions
of employment, in comparison with the rest, some
analysts perceive them as the labour aristocracy.

Labour broker staff

Temporary manual labour for mines is often
provided by labour brokers. Some of the labour
brokers provide labour only and their employees
are directly supervised by the mining houses. Some
argue that such brokers add no value to the labour
market and are a modern form of slavery.

Subcontractors

In the past, mining houses engaged subcontractors
for expertise that they did not have but this has
changed. Subcontractors are now used even in the
core mining operations in order to minimise business
risk and maximise profits. Housing is normally not
provided for the contractor’s staff. The workers for
subcontractors are often exposed to poor conditions
of work. A Lonmin worker explained: “I work for a
contractor... we die in silence and nobody will hear
our voice... they exploit us ... they are robbing us
and there is almost nothing we can do about it.
They know if you raise a voice they will crush you.”

Challenges

Unions traditionally organise workers in the core
where jobs are usually secure and full-time or at
least an employment relationship exists. However,
flexibility has resulted in the erosion of the core.
More workers are being pushed into the noncore
and periphery zones (subcontractors, labour brokers)
where unions face difficulties in organising.
Neoliberal globalisation has segmented labour into
categories with varying rights and privileges. This
has posed challenges for forging collective worker
solidarity. In the past, worker solidarity was forged
on the basis of common interest as most workers
were engaged by the same employer. The new
triangular forms of employment severely undermine
this.

Mining operations are divided into engineering
and core mining. The mining division is the core of
the production process whilst engineering provides
support services to the production process. For
example, the servicing of mining equipment in
many cases is subcontracted. Part of Lonmin mining
equipment is serviced by Sandvik, a Swedish
engineering company. Lonmin procures some of
its mining equipment from Sandvik with an
agreement to provide after sale servicing. Other
subcontractors, such as Shaft Sinkers are engaged
in the development of new shafts and mining
operations.
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The subcontractors usually have their own core
staff, in addition to staff from labour brokers.  At
Lonmin for example, Sandvik is a subcontractor
with its own staff and in addition it engages workers
employed by SAN labour broker. However, workers
from SAN receive direct supervision from Sandvik.
The subcontractors and the labour brokers are
closely integrated into the mining operations. The
mining houses are able to exercise control of their
operations. The contractors and labour brokers are
often in a captive relationship as many of them are
dependent on the mining house.

Lonmin provides a typical example of
how fragmentation of the workforce
can co-exist with operational
integration. The flexible form of
employment allows the main mining
house to exercise almost the same
level of control of the work process as
it would be with its direct workers.

On the other hand, the subcontractors and the
labour brokers are treated as third parties with
distinct conditions of employment. Operational
controls include safety standards. Lonmin is
responsible for monitoring the compliance of its
contractors and labour brokers with minimum safety
standards. The fact that Lonmin is able to enforce
control of the production process and the safety
standards means it has the capacity to ensure
minimum labour standards across its operations.
However, this is often ignored.

Workers engaged by third parties highlighted a
number of challenges. A triangular employment
relationship creates confusion from the onset on
which sector the workers belong to. A typical
example is where workers are employed by Sandvik
but work at Lonmin where Sandvik is a subcontractor.
The head office of Sandvik is in Jetpark in
Johannesburg whilst the workers are based at
Lonmin in Marikana. Sandvik is an engineering
company which is organised by an engineering
union such as the National Union of Metalworkers
of South Africa. Lonmin on the other hand is
organised by mining sector unions such as NUM
and AMCU (Association of Mineworkers &
Construction Union). This creates confusion around
which union should organise which workers.

Many of the workers believe this as insurmountable
and that they cannot belong to a union.

2.6 Broadening of skills

During apartheid the majority of black workers were
confined to the unskilled job category. so race and
job category intersected. The skill levels for black
workers post-apartheid have broadened and they
are now located any hierarchal level. In the past
workers easily forged collective solidarity as unskilled
black workers. This was a strong foundation for
worker identity. This is no longer the case, as black
workers now have diverse skills.
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Part Three

The trade unions

To unpack the Marikana massacre we have to
review the role of a number of institutions. This
includes the state and unions including NUM and
AMCU and the new workers’ independent
committees which emerged during the strike as
an informal institution.

3.1 AMCU: Strategies and relationship
with workers

According to the AMCU general secretary, AMCU
was formed in 1999 as a breakaway union from the
NUM. This followed a clash between the former
NUM General Secretary, Gwede Mantashe and
Joseph Mathunjwa who was the chairperson of the
local NUM branch at Douglas Colliery in
Mpumalanga. He led an unprotected strike for two
weeks in which workers occupied mine shafts
underground for ten days.

The colliery had availed R2 million through the
Social Labour Plan to develop retrenchees.
Muthunjwa faced disciplinary charges for abusing
the funds but was absolved after two hearings.
However, Mantashe insisted on a third hearing
which he wanted to chair. Mathunjwa declined and
demanded a neutral chairperson. This resulted in
the cancellation of his NUM membership.
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The 3 000 branch members waged a strike in
solidarity with Mathunjwa. They subsequently
resolved to form an independent union and AMCU
emerged. AMCU then spread to Kwa-Zulu Natal,
Northern Cape and the North West. It faced
challenges in the mining sector where most of the
big mines had recognition agreements with the
NUM which constrained union pluralism. It did,
however, manage to make some inroads into
subcontractors and small mines where there are
no such recognition agreements.

The South African Constitution guarantees freedom
of association. However, in labour relations this
right is constrained where a union has over 50%
membership and has negotiated a recognition
agreement. Labour relations were designed to
promote big unions’ hegemony, minimise union
pluralism and create stable industrial relations.

AMCU breakthrough

The platinum sector has the largest number of
workers in the mining industry in South Africa. It
employs 194 979 compared to gold’s 145 561
(Chamber of Mines 2012). The sector has grown
phenomenally since the 1990s. Gold on the other
hand has declined in the same period. This makes
the platinum sector one of the most important for
any mine union organising effort. Platinum mining
in South Africa is confined within the Bushveld
complex which has 80% of the world reserves.
There are four major platinum companies which
are major players globally:

All the companies in (Table 2) have recognition
agreements with NUM.  The NUM has been the
dominant union since the attainment of democracy.
This posed a challenge for AMCU to make a
breakthrough. However, by 2008 AMCU started
making inroads in platinum around Rustenburg by
chance. It gained entry through subcontractors in
the sector, in particular Shaft Sinkers.

It had organised Shaft Sinkers’ workers on projects
in Limpopo province. These workers moved to Brits
in the North West province on a new project. Some
of these workers had a problem with their employer
and could not get satisfactory service from the
NUM. AMCU was called in and assisted the workers.
As a result it gained around 800 members in this
area of Brits. Nevertheless, it was still difficult to
break into the big platinum operations (Lonmin,
Angloplat and Impala).

In January 2011 AMCU had a national congress
where it was resolved to make inroads in the major
platinum and gold mining operations across the
country. After this congress, it started moving
towards this goal initially through social networks
across the mines in the platinum belt and beyond.

2011 Karee strike

AMCU’s first breakthrough at a major platinum mine
was at the Lonmin Karee mine following unprotected
strike action in June 2011 over NUM’s suspension
of the Karee branch chairperson concerning
allegations of misappropriation of funds. The workers
claimed the union was collaborating with
management in victimising a union representative
with workers' interests at heart. Over 9 000 workers
were dismissed. NUM negotiated for their
reinstatement and Lonmin agreed to reinstate 7 000.

http://liveblog.mg.co.za/2012/08/16/lonmin-shootings-liveblog/

In explaining the Marikana massacre it is imperative to explore the
underlying political, historical, social and economic settings. The unpacking
of the context helps in understanding and explaining the choices made
by the different stakeholders.

Table 2: Major platinum companies in Bushveld
complex

Own Third party
employees employees

Angloplats 54 000 8 000

Impala 32 909 13 717

Lonmin 28 000 10 000

Aquarius 1 725 10 141

Source: Angloplats 2011, Impala 2011, Aquarius 2012,
Lonmin 2011
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However, when the workers were rehired they
declined to re-join NUM. In the meantime workers
heard word of a new union from the Shaft Sinker
workers who had transferred to Lonmin, Karee from
Limpopo. They consulted AMCU and invited it to
organise at Lonmin. AMCU thus became the
majority union at Karee and gained minimum
recognition in Lonmin although NUM still held the
majority across all operations. Thereafter AMCU
was confident that it would spread to all major
platinum mines.

Rise and rise of AMCU

AMCU’s growth has been huge in the last 12
months. In November 2012 the general secretary.
Jeffrey Mphahlele explained: “We jumped from
just over 23 000 in January 2012 to 105 000 in five
months.” He explained the increase in AMCU
membership thus (although it is not easy to verify
his membership figures as AMCU does not have
stop order facilities):

Between January 2012 and November 2012 AMCU
membership increased by more than 500% (Table
3). The majority of new members according to
AMCU secretary general defected from NUM , “As
we speak we have boxes and boxes full of forms
of members signing up to join AMCU.  We should
be sitting at 150 000 members if we include all the
signed up forms in the office. Most of these new
members are defecting from the NUM because it
has lost touch with the ordinary workers. We are
not recruiting...people are coming on their own.
The last time I picked up a phone and on the other
side there was a voice ... Cde we have filled 1000
forms to join AMCU can you send someone to
collect them. We would ask how they got the forms
and they will say they got from a nearby mine and
made duplicates. So it’s spreading like a veld fire.”

It is important to note that most new members
moved to AMCU without it having any serious

organising campaign. They were simply disgruntled
NUM members. It became a matter of AMCU rising
from the ashes of NUM.

The rise in AMCU membership poses challenges
and raises question on its capacity to service and
deliver to its membership. NUM in the region also
gained its membership in the region in the same
fashion. This suggests that union membership in
these mines is precarious.

AMCU ideological perspective

AMCU proclaims itself as an apolitical union whose
primary role is to fight for the improvement of the
conditions of work for its members although it
sometimes contradicts this position. The secretary
general argued: “AMCU has taken the mining sector
by storm... It does not subscribe to any political
party nor is it attached to the government ...”

This position contrasts with the political unionism
which has dominated South Africa in the last three
decades. Cosatu and its affiliate NUM have a history
entrenched in political unionism. Cosatu is in a
triple alliance with the SACP (South African
Communist Party) and ANC.

AMCU also pronounces itself as non-
communist. AMCU’s model may be
interpreted as a form of collective
bargaining unionism.

A number of the mines where AMCU is organising
have experienced incidents of severe violence in
which workers have lost their lives and property
has been damaged.  AMCU has denied using
violence as part of its organising strategy. However,
some members acknowledged that the use of
violence is a necessary strategy. This indicates a
disjuncture between the claims of leadership and
the views of ordinary members.

Initially, AMCU seemed to want to keep formal
labour relations institutions at a distance.  For
example during an earlier strike at Impala Platinum
in February 2012 the independent workers
committee called in AMCU which quickly signed
up the majority of workers but declined formal
recognition. It thus distanced itself from NUM and
management upholding such institutions. Later
however it accepted formal recognition although
it believed labour relations institutions should be
radically transformed.

Table 3: The rise of AMCU membership

Year & Month Signed up Membership

2009 13 000

2010 18000

January 2012 23 000

June 2012 105 000

November 2012 150 000

Source: AMCU General Secretary November 2012
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AMCU  breakthrough at Impala

After the demise of NUM at Impala following the
2012 strike, the employer announced that NUM’s
membership had dropped from 70% to 13%. In
line with the dictates of the recognition agreement,
it was given three months to regain membership
or else its recognition would be revoked. However
AMCU officially withdrew from a membership
verification process.

There are a number of possible reasons for AMCU’s
halting the verification process despite indications
that it was the majority union. AMCU may believe
that given the context, attaining recognition would
not work in its favour.

Recognition would mean it becoming
part of the industrial relations
framework including participating in
the rule making process (Dunlop 1958).
Participating in the game demands
knowledge of the rules.

AMCU may think that it cannot outclass NUM when
playing the game according to rules. It would mean
opening up and levelling the playing field and
allowing NUM to organise. AMCU had unofficially
attained recognition at Impala so it did not make
sense for it to fight for something it had already. It
perhaps realised that it should wait and learn the
rules before pursuing recognition at a later date.

AMCU has adopted a similar approach to efforts
by parties in the platinum industry to establish a
central bargaining forum. These negotiations include
the Chamber of Mines, employers, NUM and
Cosatu. AMCU has recused itself from the process.
This will paralyse discussions as it is the majority
union in the sector. AMCU argued it withdrew on
a matter of principle on how the centralised
bargaining process could be achieved. Whilst other
parties are advocating for a bargaining forum as in
the gold and coal, AMCU is proposing an
overarching bargaining council for the entire mining
industry. AMCU also emphasized the significance
of consulting workers.

In a number of informal settlements AMCU has
been actively involved in organising workers. This
is facilitated by the majority of AMCU local
leadership living here. AMCU has thus managed
to capture the informal settlements where  a
significant number of workers live in a similar way
to that by which NUM captured the hostels in the
1980s.

AMCU is conscious that it risks being co-opted by
the industrial relations system which may

compromise its credibility as workers allege has
happened to NUM. It is attempting to avoid this
and remain relevant to ordinary workers on the
shop floor. This may be effective in the short run
but is it sustainable?

NUM and shifting relationship with workers

NUM was formed in 1982 as a Council of Unions
of South Africa (CUSA) project. It was a union for
black workers in the mining industry. In 1985 and
2 000 respectively its scope was extended to cover
the energy and construction sectors. NUM has 11
regions across the country. Its structure comprises
shaft, branch, region and national levels. The NUM
is ‘not only a gumboot and helmet union’ but it
has throughout its history engaged in broader
issues attached to society and its struggles. NUM
was one of the trade unions at the centre in the
struggle against apartheid and the exploitation of
black workers. NUM believes in political unionism
and upholds the unity and cohesion of the Alliance
between Cosatu, SACP and the ANC.

NUM, until the emergence of AMCU was the
biggest union in the country and Cosatu’s largest
affiliate. A boom in the platinum sector resulted in
the escalation of numbers employed and previously
NUM had a membership of 94 699 in the
Rustenburg region. This constituted a third of its
membership and highlights the significance of this
region.

In his comparison of current union activism with
the past, Buhlungu (2010) argues that activism has
a new meaning as an avenue for upward social
mobility. Union elections are highly contested
because members see benefits linked with union
positions (NUM Secretariat Report 2012).

In its Secretariat Report (2012), NUM highlights
challenges in Rustenburg. It states that members
are easily influenced and have low loyalty levels to
the union. The region has a high membership but
lacks organisational consciousness and
understanding. The membership is alleged to opt
for violence rather than dialogue. Whilst the report
identifies some key problems facing the NUM in
the region, it does not give in-depth analysis as to
underlying causes and meanings.

The branches have a structure with representatives
elected at the shaft level. Each shaft elects a five
member committee. At Lonmin the NUM has three
branches: Eastern, Western and Karee.  The NUM
was the majority union at Lonmin before the 2011
Karee strike and had a recognition agreement.
However, its membership declined after the strike
from 66% to 49% in May 2012.
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Problems with NUM: worker perspective

The NUM suffered severe defections following the
Impala strike and workers cited a number of
problems with NUM. They in particular cited
corruption in housing, and employment. A worker
said, “The union branch people do not stay here
in the informal settlement with us. The branch
officials are in charge of the allocation of the
company houses. Hence they have access and
preference to the best accommodation. To jump
this list you have to pay them at least R3 000...”
Workers also alleged that union officials were selling
jobs for as much as R7 000. The union apparently
has strong influence in who gets a job in the
recruitment process. As a result, to get a job you
often have to pay a bribe to union officials.

A worker explained: “If you want a job you have
to pay otherwise you will look for a job forever.
Jobs are for sale but this is not direct. Someone
has to take the money for you and give it to the
union guys. It‘s usually someone they know; usually
someone who is already employed like your brother.
It costs up to R 7000 to get a job... ” The worker
alleged the corruption is partly conducted in
collaboration with the management: “It‘s usually a
network with the HR people. When they are
recruiting they make sure they start with the names
from NUM. The union has a say in the recruitment
and usually its suggested names get preference.”

This recruitment process reflects how
management has appropriated the
union as its human resource
functionary.

Workers alleged union indifference and that it had
been captured by management: “The union has
become co-opted by management. They would
come to the workers and say according to Act so
and so this strike is illegal and the workers would
return to work without any reasonable increase...
In many of the strikes of the past the union will
usually after the fifth or sixth day plead with the
workers to return to work arguing that the strike is
illegal and the employer has a right to dismiss
them.”

These perceptions held by workers raise many
questions in particular on the role the union played
in the Marikana massacre.

Workers’ committee

Many workers in the Rustenburg platinum belt have
set up independent workers committees, sometimes
popularly referred to as five madodas. The platinum
industry has a history of workers especially RDOs

setting up independent committees outside the
unions to represent their interests (Stewart 2011).
A number of Lonmin workers described the
committees as seasonal unions which emerge when
there is a problem.

When the RDOs embarked on a strike at Impala,
they rejected representation by NUM, the only
recognised union. The workers set up independent
workers committees. However, this was not a
rejection of collective representation. At Lonmin a
similar committee was responsible for coordinating
the workers across all of Lonmin operations because
they claimed that they could not win with NUM
which they alleged was out of touch with reality
and no longer represented their interests.

This challenge faced by NUM is not new. This is a
general challenge faced by trade unions as theorised
by Michels (1911) that as unions grow bigger they
drift away from serving the interests of their
membership to serving that of management. Writing
on the same subject, Wright (2000) makes a
distinction between class compromise and class
capture. Class compromise is the acceptance of
the inherent conflict within industrial relations with
an emphasis on cooperation between opposing
classes. Class capture is when the relations shift
from mutual to skewed benefits.  For workers NUM
had shifted from class compromise to class capture.

To understand the emergence of the interim
committee we can draw from history. Stewart traces
the history of RDOs in the mining sector in South
Africa from the beginning of the mining revolution
at the end of the 19th century. He argues that RDOs
throughout history have displayed power as a result
of their critical position in the production process.
He concludes that they are traditionally an elite
occupational group in the hierarchy of the mining
industry which often received differential treatment
from other workers. Thus it is not surprising that
the strikes in the Rustenburg were led by RDOs.
We looked at who workers selected as leaders of
these committees and how the selection was
conducted. A Lonmin worker explained: “We
selected people who are fearless... reliable and
incorruptible. We did not want the educated
because they tend to reason too much. The leaders
for the committee were usually elected at the mass
meetings [of the independent committee].”
Leadership selection was thus not random.

There are two contesting narratives on the
emergence and independence of the committees
and the role of unions in influencing their
emergence. One narrative argues that committees
were not aligned to any unions. According to this
thesis, the workers gathered with a common cause
irrespective of their union.
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As a result, the committee leadership was across
the union divide. This perspective is supported by
the fact that those Lonmin workers killed at the
Wonderkop koppie were from across the workforce
and community. However, another strong view was
that the committee was not independent at all.
Some workers claimed this was a well-planned
move and premeditated by AMCU, “We all know
they are AMCU but they don’t say so. This is all for
a reason... It is part of their strategy... because they
know if they identify with AMCU nobody will listen
to them.”

There are indeed factors that strongly suggest close
collaboration between AMCU and the workers’
committee. The workers were apparently
sympathetic to AMCU. For example, at the koppie
and mass meetings it was acceptable to wear AMCU
regalia. However, it was clearly not acceptable to
wear NUM apparel as such workers risked being
assaulted or killed. A worker from Karee was whisked
away from the koppie after the suspicion that he
was an NUM spy. This was after he was found to
have airtime credit of over R800 on his mobile.

The SAPS brought NUM and AMCU leaders to
diffuse the tension on the koppie. The workers
accepted an address by the AMCU president but
the NUM president was heckled and did not even
dare leave the police security vehicle.

The failure of the NUM president to
address workers outside the inyala
[armoured police vehicle] symbolised
a rejection of NUM by workers.

From another perspective it may be argued that
by electing an independent committee, workers
were sceptical of both NUM and AMCU: “AMCU
is not new but we are not sure if it will perform well.
The workers feel that it must perform first before
they may embrace it.” Some workers acknowledged
that they were not organised by AMCU but were
disgruntled NUM members.

Some workers claimed the presence of a hidden
force : “We do have a force that is supporting us
but we cannot say it now... it’s just premature
otherwise our project will collapse....If we expose
them now they will arrest our leaders and victimise
them. We will only make this open when all the
dust has settled. We are moving with someone but
for now it’s still covered in a blanket. We will open
this when we get there...”

He is probably referring to AMCU. AMCU has
denied initial involvement in all the strikes. However
there is convergence between developments in
the platinum belt on the ground and its resolution

to make a breakthrough in the big mining houses
which was passed at its Congress in 2011.

3.2 Collective bargaining in platinum

Collective bargaining in platinum unlike in coal and
gold is decentralised. This is tied to a number of
factors including the past legacy of the sector.
Platinum mining in South Africa was insignificant
before the 1990s when it then underwent a boom.
However, mine level collective bargaining processes
have not accommodated to this growth and it has
remained decentralised.

In line with the labour relations regime a sufficiently
representative union is entitled to certain minimum
rights. The law is not explicit on what is sufficient
representativeness but in practise this has been
interpreted as at least 30% of workers. Employers
however usually use their discretion in cases where
the union may represent below 30%.

The law allows a majority union to have a recognition
agreement which  is an agreement between the
employer and the union with representation of 50%
plus 1% and which closes off competition and
guarantees exclusive representational rights. Thus
labour law promotes majoritarianism, constrains
minority representation and in many ways infringes
on workers’ rights to freedom of association.
Following a spate of wildcat strikes, employers,
through the Chamber of Mines, and some of the
trade unions (NUM, Solidarity and United
Association of South Africa) in principle agreed on
the need for a centralised bargaining forum. AMCU
as previously described withdrew from this forum.
According to the AMCU secretary general ‘collective
bargaining should not be used as a tool to lock
workers in poverty’. AMCU thus interprets the
centralised bargaining initiative as mainly protecting
the interests of big business.

3.3 Collective bargaining at Lonmin

NUM has a recognition agreement with Lonmin as
it had surpassed the 50% + 1 threshold. This closed
off competition from rival unions. Employers prefer
recognition agreements as they often guarantee
stable and harmonious industrial relations. However,
the Lonmin debacle suggests that this is only
possible if the union remains legitimate in the eyes
of workers. Lonmin was forced to recognise AMCU
as a representative union following massive
defections from NUM after the Karee strike although
it was not fully recognised but enjoyed minimum
rights as a representative union in terms of the
Labour Relations Act.

Before the 2012 strike, NUM and Lonmin had a
two year wage agreement that was due for review
in 2013. This agreement was not challenged until
the August 2012 strike.



SWOP | Marikana text 4/18/13 6:49 PM Page 22 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K

SWOP | Society, Work & Development Institute
April 2013

Marikana and the post-apartheid workplace order

22

Part Four

The Lonmin
Strike

4.1 Origins of Lonmin strike

To understand the run-up to the Marikana massacre
it is necessary to reflect on labour relations and
other related developments in the platinum belt
before this event.

In February 2012, a strike lead by RDOs at Impala
ended in an unprecedented wage deal. This strike
was organised by the workers outside the union
and resulted in the dislodgement of NUM at Impala
by the five madoda workers’ committee. The victory
of Impala workers outside the unions and industrial
relations framework was highly unusual.

The new geography in the platinum belt dominated
by informal settlements means that workers from
different mining houses live in the same neighbour-
hoods. In addition, many workers across different
companies share informal networks. Many of them

also come from the same rural areas in the Eastern
Cape and Lesotho and often visit each other during
weekends and off days. As a result the news of the
victory of the Impala workers spread quickly to
other mining houses. In exactly the same fashion,
Murray and Roberts RDOs at Kwezi Shaft presented
demands for a R10 000 salary to their management
in July- August 2012. They too from the onset
rejected involvement of the NUM.  This was also
followed by massive defections from the NUM.

The Murray and Roberts workers embarked on a
strike that was characterised by violence and clashes
with the police in which at least five workers were
killed. Hence the Marikana strike was a pattern that
started at Impala and spread across the sector and
beyond.
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Lonmin confirmed before the Farlam Commission
that the first time it was aware of the independent
workers committee was between June and July
2012 (Lonmin 2012). The initial committee of RDOs
which emerged was militant and posed uncom-
promising demands. The RDOs at Karee, where
AMCU had made in-roads after the 2011 strike,
were the first to present a handwritten demand of
R12 500 a month and to insist that NUM must not
be involved. The employer was pro-active and by
July 23, 2012 it had acknowledged the RDO
demands and engaged them directly outside the
unions and bargaining structure. However, this did
not resolve the problem. Lonmin reneged and
refused to open the issue outside formal bargaining
structures without the NUM. Then in a move that
pre-empted strike action, Lonmin unilaterally
awarded the RDOs a shift allowance effective from
end of July 2012. It implemented R750 for an
unassisted RDO; R500 for an assisted RDO; and
R250 for an RDO assistant.

Management varied the allowances across its
operations depending on the mode of production.
At Karee the allowance was R750 whilst at Eastern
and Western it was R500. This is because at Karee
the RDOs do not have an assistant because of
variations in the type of machines used.

Lonmin’s move operated outside the
collective bargaining system and
reflected the pressure exerted on it
from the previous Impala strike.

In terms of common law, management has the
discretion to make adjustments to remuneration
outside of bargaining forums. Management advised
the unions of this development. Solidarity and
UASA supported the move but warned that it had
potential to disrupt the collective bargaining system.
NUM was not opposed.

The other major player in the platinum sector,
Angloplat had also responded in a similar way to
avoid worker unrest. At Angloplat all seemed well
initially after the awarding of a shift allowance to
the RDOs. However at Lonmin the workers

responded differently, demanding  substantially
more than  management's offer  which they  viewed
as inadequate, arbitrary and irrational.

4.2 First RDO meeting: 9 August 2012

By August 2012 the Lonmin RDOs had strong
networks and organising structures through which
to make their remuneration demands. There are
two contesting narratives as to how this developed.
A perspective sympathetic to NUM claims that
AMCU was behind the planning and organisation
of the revolt and disguised the committees as
independent for strategic reasons. On the other
hand those inclined to AMCU claim that it was not
involved but that workers organised on their own
outside the union. They claim this was a revolt
against the NUM.

The independent committee for RDOs organised
a mass meeting on 9 August 2012 at the Wonderkop
stadium for all RDOs from Lonmin operations. The
meeting was to discuss the way forward on their
wage demand. It elected a steering committee to
articulate demands comprising of representatives
from the three Lonmin shafts. The meeting adopted
a militant stance and resolved to reconvene the
following morning and march to senior management
at Lonmin Process Division to present a memo-
randum for R 12 500 per month. The RDOs resolved
not to involve the NUM.

4.3 First march: 10 August 2012

The following day on 10 August workers converged
again at the same venue for their march to
management. The management offices were
cordoned off when they arrived. The workers
demanded to be addressed by management and
were initially promised this by security personnel.
However, moments later a NUM representative

http://liveblog.mg.co.za/2012/08/16/lonmin-shootings-liveblog/

The demand for a salary adjustment by RDOs according to management
at Lonmin surfaced on June 2, 2012 by which time RDOs had started
organising and mobilising underground for action outside the collective
bargaining system and the union.
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announced to the agitated crowd that management
would only address their demand through NUM as
the recognised union. The workers left dejected
and resolved to reconvene the following morning
to map a way forward.

4.4 Second march and NUM ‘killings’:
11 August 2012

In a move viewed by many of the workers as a
correction to a mistake they had made the previous
day, the RDOs resolved to march to the NUM office
and advise of their intention to engage the employer
directly and demand a wage adjustment without
the union and outside of the collective bargaining
system. The workers were strongly convinced that
the union was not in any way going to assist them.

According to workers the march was like any other
toyi-toyi with the usual revolutionary songs. It is
important to note that at this point some workers
carried sticks as in any other union protest or march
in South Africa. Nobody in the march posed any
threat or carried significant dangerous weapons.
Sticks or a knobkerrie in a strike carries symbolism
in traditional African culture. A strike epitomises a
war in simple terms and in a war people have to
be armed. Sticks and knobkerries symbolise this.

A hundred metres short of the NUM branch offices,
the march was ambushed by a hail of bullets which
the workers identified as being fired by NUM branch
officials dressed in union red t-shirt apparel. They
had exited the office and taken cover before
shooting live bullets. This caused pandemonium
and strikers retreated and took cover. The shooting
was initially reported to have killed two RDOs. The
workers attempted to re-convene at the stadium
but the mine security denied them entry as the
action had been declared illegal.

In his opening presentation before the Farlam
Commission, the NUM legal counsel confirmed
that the NUM branch officials were responsible for
the first shootings which injured two workers. He
argued that they were acting in self-defence. This
was again confirmed by the NUM president's
submission to the Commission.

The shooting incident was a turning point in how
events unfolded. Although disproved at the
Commission, all workers interviewed believed that
the NUM attack had killed two of their own. The
workers desperately wanted a place to meet as a
group in order to map the way forward. They could
not access a gathering place within the company
premises as mine security locked them out.

4.5 Move to koppie and underlying
symbolism

In an attempt to find a place to convene, workers
settled for a small rock outcrop a few metres from
Lonmin mine premises on state land adjacent to
the sprawling Nkaneng informal settlement where
many of them lived. Workers decided to converge
at this place for a number of reasons.

Firstly, they resolved to settle for a place where
security would be easy to manage but with limited
disturbance to life in the Nkaneng settlement. The
rock outcrop is on a high altitude which made it
easy to spot danger from afar. A worker explained:
“We did not want our community affected by the
strike. We did not want criminals to take advantage
of the strike and attack shops. We did not want the
children in the informal settlement to be affected
by the police.”

Secondly, a similar strike at Impala in
January/February 2012 was marked
by violence and looting which mainly
affected shops owned by foreigners.
The Lonmin workers wanted to avoid
this befalling their community.

Furthermore, in Xhosa traditional culture there is
symbolism attached to the mountain. When there
is a crisis in a Xhosa community, for example a
drought, the elders will go into the mountain to
ask for rains. There are also two kraals adjacent to
the mountains. In Xhosa culture when there are
problems in the family that need to be resolved
the men converge at the kraal and the women are
excluded as this a gendered space. This symbolism
is important given that many of the workers who
converged at the koppie were from a Xhosa ethnic
group with a strong attachments to their traditional
beliefs.

4.6 Third march to NUM office:
12 August 2012

The convergence of workers at the koppie
symbolised a community in crisis.  Not all those at
the koppie were Lonmin workers as the group
included men from the adjoining community. The
strikers as people who believed in African traditional
beliefs and religion had to explain the crisis. In
African mythology sangomas are crucial in
explaining misfortune as they communicate with
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ancestors. They help people and their communities
in answering puzzles they may encounter in life and
questions such as why us and why is the misfortune
happening now (Flint, 2008). They thus resolved
to consult a sangoma to explain the misfortune
and give direction. The sangoma was well known
in handling strikes as he had been consulted by
workers at Impala. When he arrived he allegedly
took the workers through some rituals to make
them invincible, strong and protected from attacks.

After the rituals, a delegation was selected to march
to the NUM office ‘to get answers as to why they
had attacked them’ the previous day. Workers
interviewed believed that muti from the sangoma
would make them invincible. Those who volunteered
had to go through a special ritual. At least 60
volunteers were selected for the march led by about
eight who had gone through the special ritual.

It is important to note the variation in this march
from the previous two conducted by the same
workers. In the first two marches the workers were
not armed but had the usual strike action symbols
such as knobkerries, sticks and umbrellas. But in
this march, they switched to real weapons which
were mainly traditional: spears, knives and machetes.
According to workers they had to be armed in self
defence to protect them from further attack by
NUM which they believed had killed two of their
colleagues in the previous march.

Mine security barricaded the way to
the NUM office to stop the march from
proceeding. However, the workers
were defiant and wanted to force their
way through. This resulted in a
commotion in which the security
attacked the workers with rubber
bullets.

According to the interviews, those who had gone
through the special rituals kept on charging at the
security. They subsequently overpowered two of
the security officers. One of the officers was hacked
to death by a machete and the other burned alive
in his truck. An eye witness to this killing recounted:
“There were about 60 workers who marched down
from the koppie after the sangoma had arrived and
performed some rituals. In the group about eight
appeared to be the leaders as they directed the
march. They gave instructions to the group to either
advance, retreat or attack. They were dressed in
traditional warrior attire... they were topless... like
Shaka the Zulu, including the head gear, and were
armed with traditional weapons.”

4.7 March to Karee: solidarity through
violence - 13 August 2012

After the attack by the NUM, the dispute shifted
and absorbed the rest of the workers and the
adjoining community. The RDOs resolved to
embrace everyone into the struggle and ground
all Lonmin operations. However there were reports
that a subcontractor at shaft K3, in Karee had not
heeded the call to stop production probably
because subcontracted workers do not share the
same struggles with the other workers. The meeting
at the koppie resolved to send a delegation to stop
production at this shaft. About a hundred
volunteered for this mission, including some of the
leaders who had gone through the special muti
rituals with the sangoma. Many in this group were
armed with spears, assegai, machetes and
knobkerries. Although workers interviewed indicated
that the intention of this mission was to ‘convince’
other workers at Karee to stop production and join
the strike, the intention to use force was apparent.
This is not surprising when research conducted by
Cosatu has indicated that 60% of its membership
believed that the use of violence in strikes is
necessary (Naledi 2012).

Karee is about ten kilometres from Wonderkop
where the workers converged. The ‘flying picket’
(Alexander et al 2012) marched to Karee to execute
its mission. Along the way many joined. By the time
they arrived at K3 shaft those who had defied the
strike got news of the impending attack and had
abandoned production. When the flying picket
arrived they were advised that production had since
stopped and workers had joined the strike. They
had to march back to the koppie. For the return
march, the mine security requested them to use a
different route to avoid the hostels and residential
areas in Marikana West. They obliged.

However, on the way back to the koppie, the march
was intercepted by the police who demanded that
they disarm and hand over all weapons. Workers
refused police instructions and forged ahead with
their march by breaking through a police line. They
indicated that they would only disarm at the koppie
after reporting to their leaders. This reflected a
contestation of two orders by the police and by
workers. The police responded by shooting at the
crowd and a fight ensued between the two groups.
In the end, two police officers were hacked to death
by workers and two workers shot dead by police.

4.8 The massacre: 16 August 2012

The massacre happened at the least expected time.
On the previous day (15 August) management and
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the unions according to AMCU and the workers
committee had agreed in principle on a demo-
bilisation strategy. In addition, they had discussed
the induction process for the resumption of
operations. In line with mining occupational health
and safety regulations, any worker who has been
away from active underground duty for more than
two weeks must go through an induction process.

On 15 August AMCU, NUM and management held
several meetings to try and resolve the strike. The
police escorted the union leaders to address the
workers and convince them to disarm and got back
to work. The first at the koppie was the NUM
President Senzeni Zokwana. However, the NUM
president could not address the workers outside
the police armoured vehicle for safety concerns. A
worker explained, “We did not clearly see him but
we only heard his voice. He indicated that he was
not here to negotiate but to tell us to go back to
work. We requested him to come out of the hippo
for us to confirm if it was him for sure but he
declined.”

The refusal by the NUM president to
get out of the police vehicle when
addressing workers has the symbolic
meaning of illustrating the alienation
of the NUM from its membership and
its subsequent rejection by them.

On the other hand, Joseph Mathunjwa, the AMCU
president received a cordial reception from the
same crowd. The workers requested him not to
address them from the police armoured car as he
was their leader. He complied, unlike Zokwana, and
addressed the workers outside. He was requested
to return the following day as it was getting dark.
The following day he came to address them but
without a police escort. Some workers viewed this
as police bias against AMCU in favour of NUM.
Mathunjwa addressed workers and pleaded with
them to return to work. The workers declined but
applauded and thanked the AMCU president and
vowed to continue with the struggle. The workers’
acceptance of the address by the unguarded AMCU
president showed their greater sympathy to AMCU.

An agreement on demobilisation had been brokered
the previous day. However, on 16 August there was
a change of strategy by management and other
stakeholders according to AMCU. Management,
NUM and the police had a meeting which excluded
AMCU which was told that there was a change of
plan. Mathunjwa claimed that he was marginalised,
disregarded and despised by the police, Lonmin
management and the NUM.  This was ironic given

that he was the only leader who could communicate
with workers and had the potential to convince
them.

According to the Lonmin submission to the Farlam
Commission, the police objective was to disperse
workers from the koppie as they were a threat to
public safety. Lonmin framed the gathering as a
criminal act. When Bishop Seoka, president of the
South African Council of Churches, who had
previously spoken to workers on the koppie, made
a second plea to convince them to disarm and
leave the koppie his offer was declined by the
police and Lonmin and he was told it was now a
security zone. The Bishop claimed that  all
emergency systems were put on standby.  In his
submission, to the Commission he declared that
the massacre was premeditated. The police
however, claimed that they had no prior plans to
execute the massacre but it was a mission that went
out of control.

After being ignored by the police and management,
Mathunjwa returned to the koppie to make a last
minute appeal. The workers allowed him to address
them but declined his appeal. Moments after he
left, the police rolled out razor wire to barricade
workers. This caused commotion as workers made
frantic efforts to escape the trap. The police are
not clear on their intention behind the use of the
razor wire cordoning.

There are two contesting narrative on how the
workers responded to the police. The first is that
workers were charging the police with the intention
to harm them. The police argued that workers were
armed with dangerous weapons such as pangas,
machetes and knobkerries and a few had guns and
were firing at them. In addition, they claimed that
workers had undergone sangoma rituals that made
them believe they were invincible. The police used
this argument to justify their response at the Farlam
Commission.

The second narrative, which emerged later and
was advanced by Professor Peter Alexander from
University of Johannesburg, was that workers were
not charging the police but running away from the
barricade and from an attack from the other side.
Hence, in line with this argument, the police opened
fire without any substantial risk. According to this
thesis, a significant number of workers were killed
outside the police line on a second smaller adjacent
koppie. This suggests some were hunted down
and killed.

It is not clear who authorised the police to use live
ammunition but it’s apparent they were acting on
high orders. The massacre raised a number of
questions but there are two critical ones. Firstly,
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whether the police response was premeditated.
Secondly whether the workers shot by the police
were charging them or if the police had misjudged
their actions. However, the two narratives may both
be true.

4.9 Who was at the koppie?

After the attack and the rumoured killing of two
RDOs by NUM in the initial march, workers
attempted to regroup at the stadium but were
violently dispersed by mine security. Mine security
condoned off the stadium where workers usually
hold their mass meetings and declared their
gathering illegal. Workers thus resolved to converge
at the nearby rocky outcrop or koppie. From
interviews it was clear that some were sub
contracted workers as well as informal workers and
unemployed. At least one worker killed by police
was not employed at Lonmin. A person who was
not employed by Lonmin but was at the koppie
explained: “All the men from the community were
required to be at the mountain as a show of support.
Every morning they would blow a whistle across
the entire neighbourhood calling all men to be at
the koppie. We had no choice but had to be there.
They argued that everything in this community is
about mining so everyone has to support the strike
and will benefit in some way...” However, this only
started after the first shooting by the NUM.

How do we explain the presence of such people
at the koppie? In Xhosa culture, as previously
indicated, mountains are sacred places and when
people face misfortunes they go there for divine
intervention from ancestors. Hence, going to the
koppie symbolised a community in crisis. By the
time the workers moved to the koppie, the
misfortune had been elevated to a community
problem and all men from the community were
obliged to be on the koppie as a show of solidarity.
In this case the informal settlement constituted the
community.

4.10 Forging collective solidarity

The strike started as a work stoppage led by RDOs.
However, they soon realised that their wage
demands would be unattainable without the support
of other workers and two days after the strike, the
RDOs ‘demanded’ their support. A worker
explained: “At first it was an RDO issue but as the
strike progressed they demanded everyone to
support them ...even those passing the road they
would call them to come and support them...”
There was a clear element of threat in the way the
RDOs demanded other workers’ support. However,
some joined the strike voluntarily. For instance, as

a result of the way the struggle was framed the
strike gained support from different bases.

The smelters who normally fall under metal sector
unions shut down in solidarity with the mine workers.

People had different interpretations as to why they
were at the koppie. An informal trader from
Zimbabwe explained: “We had no choice but to
be at the koppie and show them our support. It
was either you are on their side or they would see
you as the enemy. They have to force everyone to
see the logic for the strike.”

Whilst a number of the unemployed
and those in the informal economy
from other countries claimed that they
were coerced to be at the koppie some
locals had a different perspective.

They connected the workers struggles to community
struggles. One argued: “As a community when we
saw the police pass through our settlement we
could see they were prepared to use force... we all
resolved that we have to be involved for this was
no longer just a workers’ issue but a community
struggle.”

After the police showed they were prepared to use
force, the community responded by drawing on
past experience  As one explained: “The moment
people realised that the police was here to use
brutal force the people from the community
mobilised and started digging trenches across the
major roads in the community”. The digging of
trenches across roads was part of the strategy used
by communities during the apartheid period in
response to attacks by police designed to
immobilise their movements across the community.

4.11 Mine workers and struggle for
dignity

The demands advanced by the workers were not
solely economic but also tied to recognition as
citizens and to be treated with dignity.  In the past,
mine workers were not part of communities
adjoining mines and were  treated as inferior by
virtue of being mine workers. The question of
dignity was central to these mine workers’ struggles.

Previously the assertion of dignity related to all
black workers who were perceived as inferior. When
workers marched to management, the manager
declined to address them. The way management
responded was interpreted by workers as an abuse
of their dignity, “The manager only refused to talk
to us because we are black and not educated. He
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did not show any sign of respect all...he did not
recognise the value we put to the organisation...”

The long struggle by mine workers to have their
human dignity recognised has still not been realised.

4.12 Sangoma, muti and rationality

In many cases people turn to religion in the face
of formidable challenges to help them understand
what is happening to them. Haralambos and
Holborn (2008) define religion as a set of coherent
answers to the challenges of human existence that
make the world meaningful. Religion often
strengthens the unity of a group and promotes its
collective solidarity. A number of studies dismiss
African beliefs and religion as superstition, pagan,
irrational, backward and taboo. African healers are
often viewed as an epitome of African superstitions.
The destruction of traditional medicine and beliefs
was part of the colonial conquest strategy. However,
many people have not rejected the African belief
system including many of those who subscribe to
European and other imported religions
(Chavhunduka 1978).

Healers have always been an important asset in
African culture and fall into many categories. They
specialise according to their talent and calling (Flint
2008); among others they are herbalists, rain makers,
spirit mediums, healers, fortune tellers and scorers.
African people believe for example, that fortune
tellers and siprit mediums communicate with the
ancestors which helps explain misfortunes
encountered in life. Traditionally sangomas and the
use of muti and spirit mediums play a strategic role
in warfare and in the planning of warfare and in
empowering the army (Flint 2008). Sangomas
provide supernatural powers to overcome
opponents. Africans used muti to fight the
Europeans during the colonial conquest.

Most underground mineworkers on
the lower grades have not discarded
the use of muti and belief in sangomas
despite their colonial demonisation.
According to workers the use of muti
is an everyday reality for mineworkers.

It is common for them to use muti and consult
sangomas when looking for a job. Before they leave
their villages to look for work in the mines, they
usually consult sangomas and use muti as a talisman
to get a job. Sangoma and muti continue to play
an important role in performing the job especially
because mine work demands endurance. Many
believe muti will give them power to do the work

and protect their job security. Muti is also used
during strikes for protection.

A woman mineworker explained: “I would say over
80 percent of mineworkers believe in the use of
muti and sangoma. It is part of them...They believe
in it and you cannot take it away from them. The
majority of us here believe you can get power and
protection from a sangoma and muti...”

In mining the use of muti and sangoma has almost
become institutionalised and is accepted by workers
and management. A manager at one of the shafts
indicated that they have an underground section
reserved for an RDO of BaSotho origin because he
alone can work the section because of his use of
strong muti: “Each time he goes on leave no one
will be able to work his panel. There will be no
production and we have to close his section.
Otherwise there will be accidents, fog and even
death. Those who work closely with him say he has
a python skin band which he ties to his waist every
time he is on duty. Before starting work he sprays
the panel with some muti. When he is present
production will be phenomenal and no accidents...
Every time he wants to go on leave the shift boss
would mourn or entice him not to go...”

Muti is connected to cultural values and beliefs for
black people. A worker at Lonmin explained: “Our
culture and values are myth oriented. As black
people we believe in superstition. If you fail to
explain a problem in the material world then the
answer lies in the spiritual world. For example as
black people we believe that if you have a problem
it may be because the ancestors are not happy and
bringing a curse on you... The means to this is
through a sangoma or a prophet depending on
what you believe in.“

In her study of traditional medicine and healers,
Flint (2008) argues that traditional healers provide
medical, ecological, social, political and military
assistance to their communities. According to this
thesis healers provide supernatural powers to
overcome attacks from the enemy during a war.

In explaining Marikana, we have to engage the
muti and sangoma phenomenon in order to explain
the meaning and rationality attached to this, in
conducting this research, the sangoma /muti
phenomenon was elusive. Firstly not many of the
workers and people involved were keen to discuss
this as it is perceived as sacred in African culture
and belief system. In many ways sangomas promote
unity and help maintain morale in the face of a
crisis. There was no doubt that the workers at
Marikana were in crisis. Thus in a quest to address
this challenge, they engaged sangomas and muti.
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The Marikana strike shared many parallels with the
Impala strike in the repertoires, claims and strategies
used.. In both strikes, sangomas and muti played
a significant role in determining the trajectory of
events. Most importantly, workers indicated that
the same sangoma was involved in both strikes.
The sangoma was from the Eastern Cape - the
origin of the majority of the underground workers.
According to workers, he specialises in handling
strikes and other labour relations issues.

A worker explained the use of muti and sangoma
on the koppie,  “We had no choice ... We consulted
the sangoma because we were pushed to the limit.
It’s just like Solomon in the Bible. We believe that
the spiritual world is fair and the entry into this is
through a pastor or sangoma. We believe that’s
where fairness exists. Thus those who took the muti
believed they were immortal as their cause was
justified. It’s just like the Islamic suicide bombers.
They believe the current life is immaterial..."

At what point did the workers at Marikana engage
a sangoma and muti and why? The use of muti and
sangomas is deeply entrenched in the life of
mineworkers as individuals and as a collective. The
informal leadership elected by the workers during
the strike solicited donations to summon a strike
sangoma from the Eastern Cape. When the
sangoma arrived some of the workers who
volunteered conducted some rituals as a group.

According to interviews, the shooting at the march
by the NUM was a turning point which influenced
the events that ensued. The workers had to resort
to collective efforts to resolve the challenge they
faced. Some believed what they faced demanded
a spiritual solution. The attack by the NUM shop
stewards was incomprehensible and some of them
interpreted this as declaration of a war and so
workers started preparing for war.

Although many workers at Lonmin and other mines
have been proletarianised, a significant proportion
still keep a home in their village of origin and have
not abandoned beliefs in traditional muti and
sangoma. Muti and sangoma have always been
used in strikes by mine workers.

Good traditional healers are an asset in the life of
mineworkers. In the strike at Impala, workers
recorded a number of successes which many
attributed to sangoma and muti. In big strikes
management often uses mass dismissals as a
bargaining tool. At Impala 17 000 of the striking
workers were dismissed and subsequently rehired.
Some of the workers credited this to the sangoma
and muti. They believed the sangoma invoked
supernatural powers to overturn their dismissals.
This is commonly shared knowledge in informal

settlements. As a result, when a strike broke out at
Lonmin, the workers engaged the same sangoma
used by the Impala workers. “For the muti to work
effectively you may have to go through rituals or
follow prescriptions. This may involve being washed
with muti, abstinence from women (sex) and not
turning around when charging towards an enemy”.

Durkheim argued that religion strengthens the unity
of a group and promotes social solidarity. In the
African religion discourse, it is the sangomas who
communicate with the ancestors and have
supernatural powers. From this perspective we may
argue that sangoma and muti assisted in building
social solidarity for the workers at Marikana during
the strike. In explaining the role of religion Durkheim
emphasises the importance of collective worship.
This is where the social group come together in
religious ritual “full of drama as a group to express
their faith in a common value and belief”. In this
circumstance muti would have been credited for
any success or lack of fear in the group.

4.13 Violence and justification

The Marikana strike was marked by violence and
intimidation. This study explored through interviews
with the stakeholders the justification for violence.

Some of the workers viewed violence
as retrogressive and corrosive whilst
others viewed it as progressive and
emancipatory. They connected this to
past experience.

A mineworker originally from Mozambique
explained: “Sometimes violence resolves long
standing problems. Ukulwa kuyakhi umuzi [violence
can build a strong house). Look at Mozambique
and the Renamo war ...our experience here with
apartheid. We now have peace and democracy
because of the sacrifice and the fight... otherwise
if we had not stood up and fight this would have
never happened”.

In South Africa violence was common and persisted
after the demise of apartheid. In the mind-set of
many South Africans violence has worked in the
past as a strategy and hence the common
perspective is that it can still work even in the new
dispensation. People often draw from past
repertoires.

4.14 R12 500 demand: genesis and
meaning

The workers demanded a R12 500 salary per month
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for rock drillers. These were workers which according
to the Paterson grading system (prevalent in mining
and based on the level of decision making) were
in the unskilled category. This poses a question on
the rationality and how the workers justified this
claim. The NUM and management had settled a
two year wage deal that was only due for review
in mid-2013. The demand by the RDOs for R12
500 per month constituted almost a 300% pay rise.
Many, including those in unions, viewed this as
absurd. What then was the workers’ rationale behind
this demand? At Impala RDOs had earlier made
similar demands. The strike ended after an agree-
ment outside the collective bargaining system which
awarded them more than the 200% net increase.

At Lonmin an adjustment to the RDOs
wage package had been on the drawing
board since 2006. Management and NUM
promised workers that the issue would be
resolved but nothing happened. The
workers lost trust in the process and this
contributed to their revolt.

The workers were clear that they did not want to
present their wage demands in percentage terms.
They demanded a specific figure for a wage
adjustment. They argued that in past years they
had received percentage adjustments but this has
not made any significant change to their wages.
Although workers interviewed could not agree on
whether the R12 500 demand was a net or gross
they agreed that they were avoiding percentages
because of past experience.

We concluded that workers’ demand had both a
material and symbolic value. The workers were
symbolically rejecting the collective bargaining
system and they were simply conveying a message
that the system had failed and that it lacked the
capacity to address their predicament.

4.15 Problem of union social distance

The Marikana strike can partly be explained as
institutional failure. The post-apartheid workplace
regime adopted institutionalisation as a model for
managing industrial relations.. However we can
draw lessons from theories on institutional failure.
Robert Michels (1911) focused his theory on the
crisis of institutions and the ideology of democracy.
He applied his theory to political parties and trade
unions. Michels argues that as organisations
develop, the leaders develop values that tend to
be at odds with those of ordinary membership. In
other words, they become less concerned with the
ideology of the group and more obsessed with

staying in power. Michels concludes that within
organisations the rule by an elite is inevitable and
a tactical necessity for the organisation. A union is
a collective organisation for workers to advance
their interests. Workers at Marikana strongly
suggested that their union no longer served this
purpose. They affirmed Michels’ assertions. One
remarked: “The union is not there for us... It is there
for protecting and advancing the interests of
management. We have had strikes before for more
than three times and in most of the cases it is the
union that forces us to go back to work. They would
argue that that our strike is unreasonable and
according to Act so and so we must go back to
work ...” Workers at Marikana strongly believed
that the union and its leadership values were at
odds.

In Cosatu’s 10th Congress Secretariat Report
General Secretary Zwelinzima Vavi lamented the
problem of growing social distance between
leadership and shop floor where the leadership
become “progressively lethargic to the conditions
of the poor”. In his address, Vavi used a personal
example and indicated that when he became a
shop steward in the 1980s he was part of the
workers as he lived with them and shared many
common problems. However, when he climbed up
the union ladder, he moved from a high density
suburb to an affluent one. He now lives in a wealthy
neighbourhood of Johannesburg. He lamented
that this had disconnected him from the reality
facing workers. This is a common phenomenon
amongst many shop stewards and trade union
officers.

The problem of social distance was strongly reflected
at Marikana. The majority of workers lived in the
Nkaneng informal settlement where there were
challenges on service delivery. There are no roads,
sewer systems and in some parts no electricity or
running water. No NUM branch committee member
resides in Nkaneng although a few at shop stewards
level do. The union is partly responsible for the
allocation of company accommodation so being
in union leadership structures means access to
company accommodation. In addition, they are
generally in better job grades than the average
worker. A worker explained: “Those who are in the
union (NUM) branch structure do not live in
Nkaneng. They live in the family units, Skoomplaas,
Mooinooi or Rustenburg. They can afford to
commute to work... but we do have a few of the
shop stewards at the shaft level also staying in
Nkaneng...but these are at the lowest level and are
on their way up the hierarchy.”
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NUM representatives not living and experiencing
the harsh realities of Nkaneng had strongly alienated
them from workers. They are out of touch with
workers’ daily reality. During the struggle against
apartheid, union activists were intimately tied to
the lives of ordinary workers and citizens of the
community. However, this has shifted since the
democratic transition.

When the RDOs decided on a strike, the response
by NUM and the workers committee further exposed
the problem of social distance. The strike was
supposed to start on the Saturday morning shift
(11 August 2012). The workers’ committee had
decided on the previous day that no-one must
report for duty. The challenge was in spreading the
news to those who had missed the meeting. That
morning the NUM representative came out at 3am
just before the first morning shift with a public
address system, moving from one hostel block to
the other appealing to workers to disregard the
call for a strike by the workers’ committee. They
made this appeal at the hostels and bus platforms
where workers got transport to work. They however,
did not venture into the sprawling Nkaneng informal
settlement next to the hostels.

The committee had a different mission - to spread
the news of the strike. It did not use a public address
system but instead achieved this through informal
networks. The message filtered quickly through the
informal settlement. The committee’s focus was
mainly on the informal settlement where many of
the workers lived.

The majority of workers and some unemployed
and informal workers heeded the call and the strike
had massive support. In this study we also identified
a problem of social distance through observation
of the languages used by the two parties. In all
their public meetings the workers’ committee
exclusively used Fanakalo (a truncated language
formerly used by mine managements to overcome
language differences amongst workers) whilst the
NUM used English and local languages (Xhosa and
Tswana). An NUM representative explained:
“Fanakalo is not a language...it is a command ....
and thus  must not be promoted. It’s just a command
for work...like ‘faka lapa... beka lapa...’ that’s all.
For us blacks it symbolises inferiority. It makes us
inferior beings. If you speak Fanakalo you are
perceived to be uneducated. It is a language of
the uneducated.”

However the representatives of the workers’
committee had a different perspective: “During
the strike the interim committee used Fanakalo to
build unity and solidarity amongst the workers. We
are a diverse group and many of us are illiterate.

Fanakalo to us means togetherness and common
understanding. It is the communication of the hard
work... language of the hard worker.”

Another committee member was more explicit:
“The committee used fanakalo because they are
in touch with what’s happening on the ground.
Unlike NUM they are in touch with the reality. They
know what is happening. The interim committee
are people who are coming from within us...they
are part of those doing the hard work... they know
what is appropriate for the workers.”

This variation is imbued with meanings
central for understanding Marikana.
The variation in languages used by the
two groups is an expression of social
distance between the union and the
shop floor members.

The NUM may have a strong case against the use
of Fanakalo but this message is not getting to
ordinary workers and they have a different
perspective. Union leaders at Lonmin are better
educated than ordinary membership. As a result
they tend to have better jobs. Where the shop
stewards are fulltime, they are usually graded in
the highest grade as skilled workers. This is a dream
for many workers. In essence becoming a shop
steward is accompanied by a big promotion.

The Mining Charter identifies the problem of
illiteracy amongst mine workers and sets up
measures to eradicate this. Most of the mines
including, Lonmin have introduced the ABET (Adult
Basic Education & Training) programmes. However,
their success has been minimal and a significant
number of mine workers remain functionally illiterate.
At Impala for example, over 50 % of the workforce
is illiterate. The majority are unskilled workers and
fall under union representation.

This language variation was reflected in workers’
selection of leadership for the workers’ committee:
“The union guys will tell us let’s go back to work
according to Act so and so this is illegal. They speak
good English and forget that we did not select
them because of the good English... So this time
we were not selecting the educated to lead the
workers’ committee. They tend to reason too much.
We selected a person who is like one of us... some-
one who understand us... how we work and the
problems we face daily. It is that someone who will
not betray us... it’s someone who lives with us here
in Nkaneng..."
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Workers perceived union leadership as alien and
out of touch with their everyday reality. As a result
the action by the workers was in many ways a
response to alienation and indifference by the union
and they made what was to them a rationale
decision to disturb and prescribe a new order.

4.16 Weapons and underlying meanings

It is part of tradition and culture for some men in
South Africa to carry traditional weapons. To workers,
a strike is a war. In this sense, no fighter will go
without a weapon. This symbolism also occurred
in the Marikana strike. When the Marikana strike
started they held symbols and were not in the true
sense armed.  Said a worker, “When the workers
marched to the LPD they had sticks and umbrellas.
They were not armed...this is the norm in a strike
in South Africa.”

However, this picture changed the following day
after the workers’ march was attacked by NUM
branch officials. Alexander et al (2012) make the
same point.

After this shooting workers armed
themselves with different weapons -
spears, machetes and knives. This had
a different meaning. It shifted from
being symbolism to reality.

A worker justified the possession of weapons: “Two
of our colleagues were killed by our union ... NUM
... So we had to protect ourselves. We had no
choice...”

4.17 Wage agreement

After the massacre the workers did not abandon
strike action. The massacre in many ways strength-
ened the workers. It emboldened them as they
gained sympathy across many spheres. In an effort
to resolve the crisis, Lonmin, NUM, Solidarity and
UASA signed a peace accord which was rejected
by the workers’ committee and AMCU. However,
an agreement was later reached by different players
and the strike ended. How was the agreement
reached and who were the stakeholders? This sheds
light on what may happen when institutions fail.

Bishop Jo Seoka was sucked into the dispute
following media reports and came in as a third
party to resolve it. He had approached workers on
16 August and offered to help resolve the dispute.
The workers indicated that he could help by bringing
their employer to the koppie for negotiation. He
exchanged numbers with the workers and

approached management. He intervened in the
dispute for a number of reasons. An organisation
of which he is chair, Benchmarks Foundation, had
just published a damning report on the corporate
social responsibility of mines in the platinum belt.
In addition, the mines fall in his diocese.

Lonmin declined his appeal to meet workers and
labelled them ‘armed criminals’. The Bishop
intended to report back to workers that manage-
ment was prepared to talk to them only if they
disarmed and left the koppie. However, police then
condoned off the area and declared a security zone.
Moments later he received a phone call from one
of the workers who was later killed that the police
were shooting them. Thus the Bishop joined by
other clergymen and traditional leaders became
instrumental in reaching an agreement between
the parties after the massacre. He was viewed as
a neutral person who had earlier gained the
confidence of workers. The role played by the
Bishop is important as it informs us what may
happen when institutions collapse.

An agreement was brokered on the 18 September
marking an end to the six week violent unrest. The
agreement proposed a wage increase of between
11 and 22% and a  R2 000 bonus. This increased
the monthly wage for RDOs to R13 022 and R 9
883 for a general worker. The agreement was
received with mixed feelings. NUM and business
bemoaned it fearing it would have a contagious
effect and undermine the collective bargaining
process. The unrest did indeed spread to other
mines and sectors.

4.18 Withering of institutionalisation of
industrial conflict?

Institutionalisation of industrial relations is a
worldwide phenomenon and characterises the
management of industrial relations in modern
economies. The response by the Lonmin workers
highlights the ineffectiveness of collective bargaining
institutions in managing their discontent. The South
African case suggests that institutionalisation of
industrial relations is subject to context. In a context
where there are high levels of poverty, inequality
and high unemployment institutionalisation may
not have the capacity to contain workers’ discontent.
The problem of inequality and poverty which is a
legacy of the apartheid regime will have to be
addressed.
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Conclusion

Firstly, the new post-apartheid order is characterised
by fragmented and precarious work. The neoliberal
globalisation has meant that capital has moved
towards minimising risk and maximising profits at
the expense of labour and its job security. In this
context however, capital is still able to maintain
control over the production process.

Secondly, parallel to this is a new order of
fragmented and precarious living. The migrant
labour system has persisted but the hostels are
being phased out. This has created a new mining
settlement geography which exposes new contours
of class division. The majority of low skilled workers
in the mines have been forced to move into informal
settlements that have sprawled across the mining
belts. Living conditions are squalid and in many
cases these new settlements have not been
incorporated into local communities causing social
dislocation and tension between and within
communities. This raises the question as to whom
is local and who should benefit from the various
claims to land.

As a result of the role played by unions in the
struggle for democracy, the post-apartheid order
inherited strong and large unions. However, they
have gone through a trajectory postulated by
Michels and by Buhlungu, who argued that as
unions grow they drift away from serving the
interests of their membership and begin to serve
that of capital. The post-apartheid order has
reconfigured the relationship between employers
and the dominant union in the mining sector. The
relationship has shifted from ‘class compromise to
class capture’.  The violent response by workers is
a response to this shift. The post-apartheid order
is characterised by changes in the character of
union leadership and their transformation in class
term. This study has exposed that part of the
problem is that union leaders are no longer in the
same class as their membership reflected in a
growing social distance.

In the face of a formidable challenge, as at Marikana,
some workers turned to sangoma and muti. In the
African belief system they are critical in explaining
life’s misfortunes. The workers wanted answers to
explain the unfolding crisis. In addition, the sangoma

This study has outlined the socio-economic and political factors
underlying the Marikana massacre and attempted to explore
workers' understandings of these events.

and muti assisted workers as a collective to forge
solidarity.

The Marikana massacre highlights the problems of
worker fragmentation and precariousness which
undermines the institutionalisation of industrial
relations and collective solidarity. The institutions
become overwhelmed and fail to manage industrial
conflict and violence. The response by Marikana
workers was a rejection of a system they saw as
perpetuating an order of inequality and
precariousness. In this context, workers used
violence as a means to forge collective worker
solidarity.

Workers had legitimate expectations of the post-
apartheid order. They expected liberation from
exploitation, social reconstruction, economic
development and an improvement in their lives
(Buhlungu 2010). Many expectations have not been
realised. Workers are thus questioning their position
in the new order. Hence their response at Marikana
was partly a protest against their location in the
post-apartheid order, which is so similar in many
ways to their place in the apartheid order.

Drawing from Von Holdt (2010) institutionalisation
of industrial relations is tied to broader political
and socio-economic factors. Marikana strongly
suggests that the post-apartheid order remains
unsettled and contested and as a result
institutionalisation of industrial relations remains
uneven and precarious. Collective bargaining alone
cannot address the expectations of workers in a
context of precariousness and fragmentation.
Precarious work and living conditions, and the
failure of political citizenship undermine industrial
relations institutions which have little capacity to
manage industrial conflict.

In conclusion, Marikana is important in
understanding the new post-apartheid industrial
relations regime. It demonstrates workers’ power
and agency even when their formal collective voice,
in the form of unions, has been subdued. This
affirms that power can be asserted from below if
only it is claimed.



SWOP | Marikana text 4/18/13 6:49 PM Page 34 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K

34

Alexander Peter, Lekgowa,T, Botsang Mmope, Sinwell,L  and Xezwi,B  (2012) Marikana: A view from
the mountain and a case to answer, Johannesburg, Jacana.

Angloplat, (2011). Annual report. Available at:
(http://angloplatinum.investoreports.com/angloplatinum_iar_2011/downloads/angloplatinum_iar_
2011.pdf).

Aquarius, (2012). Annual report. Available at:
(http://aquariusplatinum.com/sites/aquariusplatinum.com/files/ckfinderfiles/2012%20AQP%20Ann
ual%20Report.pdf).

Bezuidenhout,A  and Buhlungu,S. (2010). “From Compounded to Fragmented Labour: Mineworkers
and the Demise of Compounds in South Africa”, Antipode, vol. 43, no. 2, pp. 237-263.

Buhlungu,S and Bezuidenhout,A (2008). Union solidarity under stress: The case of the National Union
of Mineworkers in South Africa. Labor Studies Journal, 33(3):262-287.

Buhlungu,S (2010). A Paradox of victory: COSATU and the democratic transformation in South
Africa, Scotsville, University of KwaZulu Natal.

Burawoy,M (1976). ”The Functions and Reproduction of Migrant Labor: Comparative Material from
Southern Africa and the United States.“ American Journal of Sociology, 82(5): 1050-87.

Calincos,L (1985), Gold and workers 1886-1924( Vol 1) Johannesburg, Raven.

Chavhunduka,GL (1978). Traditional Healers and the Shona patient, Salisbury, Mambo Press.

Dunlop,JT (1958). Industrial Relations Systems. Carbondale and Edwardsville. Southern Illinois
University Press (1971 edition).

Flint,KE (2008). Healing Traditions: African medicine ,Cultural Exchange and Copmetetion in South
Africa,1820-1948. Scotsville, University of KwaZulu Natal.

Haralambos and Holborn (2008). Sociology Themes and Perspectives, HarperCollins Publishers
Limited, London.

Impala, (2012). Annual report. Available at: (http://financialresults.co.za/2012/implats_ir2012/downloads/
implats_ir2012.pdf).

Lonmin, (2011). Sustainable development report: Settling employee. Available at:
(https://www.lonmin.com/downloads/pdf/Sustainable_Development/Lonmin_WBR11.pdf).

Michels,R. ([1911] 1962). Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of
Modern Democracy. New York: Collier Books.

Moodie,TD with Ndatshe,V (1994). Going for Gold: Men, Mines and Migration. Johannesburg: Wits
University Press.

Naledi 2012. Findings of the COSATU Workers’ Survey, 2012.

Rustenburg (2012). Housing sector plan for municipality.

Stewart,P (2011). Labour time, worker’s control and exploitation paper presented at the 7th Global
Labour University Conference, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg South Africa 28-30
September 2011.

Tilly,C (2003). The Politics of collective violence. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

References



SWOP | Marikana text 4/18/13 6:49 PM Page 35 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K

35

Wolpe,H (1972). Capitalism and cheap labour power in South Africa. Economy and Society 1(4):423-
456.

Webster,E. and Von Holdt,K. (eds) (2005). Beyond the Apartheid Workplace, Pietermaritzburg:
University Of KwaZulu-Natal.

Von Holdt,K and Webster,E (2008). “Organising on the periphery: new sources of power in the South
African workplace” Employee Relations. 30(4), 333-354.

Von Holdt,K (2010). Institutionalisation strike violence and local moral orders, Transformation Volume
72/73 page 127-151.

Wright,EO (2000). “Working-class power, capitalist-class interests, and class compromise”, American
Journal of Sociology, Vol. 105 No. 4, pp. 957-1002.



SWOP | Marikana text 4/18/13 6:49 PM Page 36 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K

36



SWOP | Marikana Cover 2 4/18/13 7:00 PM Page 3 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K



SWOP | Marikana Cover 2 4/18/13 7:00 PM Page 4 

Composite

C M Y CM MY CY CMY K

Society Work and Development Institute (SWOP Institute)
University of the Witwatersrand

Tel : 011 - 717 4456

Fax : 011 - 717 4469

www.wits.ac.za/swop

www.wits.ac.zawww.nrf.ac.za www.fordfoundation.org

Funded by:


