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On Au gust 16 2012, po lice opened �re on strik ing minework ers at the Lon min plat -
inum mine at Marikana, near Rusten burg in North West, killing 34 peo ple. The
work ers were shot after they oc cu pied a kop pie near the mine and em barked on a
“wild cat strike” for a liv ing wage of R12,500.

Early me dia re ports pre sented the strike as in ter-union ri valry be tween the rel a -
tive new comer, the As so ci a tion of Minework ers and Con struc tion Union (Amcu),
and the older govern ment-aligned Na tional Union of Minework ers (NUM).
Yet jour nal ists and aca demics later found that the minework ers had or gan ised
them selves and most were still mem bers of the NUM at the time. On the moun tain
the minework ers elected their own rep re sen ta tives, the “�ve madoda”, and com -
muned to gether, de mand ing that their bosses come to hear their griev ances and
re ject ing the rep re sen ta tion of their union.
In the weeks fol low ing the mas sacre, the me dia took up the con ver sa tion at the
Far lam com mis sion of in quiry with fer vour. They fo cused on the tra di tional
weapons the minework ers used, the blan kets they wrapped them selves in, and the
fact that they used muthi, which, it was ar gued, made them “ag gres sive”. There
were hardly any re ports based on jour nal ists speak ing di rectly to the work ers. The
mes sage seemed to be that these were vi o lent, muth i crazed ru ral tra di tion al ists
try ing to ruin “hard-won” col lec tive bar gain ing struc tures.
Only a few jour nal ists, mostly out side the main stream me dia, took the work ers’
voices se ri ously and it was they who dis cov ered the sec ond killing site at
Marikana.

The mas sacre of 34 strik ing minework ers at Marikana in 2012
demon strates how far we have yet to go in our de coloni sa tion
process, writes Ca malita Naicker

A protest not yet un der stood

Sunday Times · 16 Aug 2020



8/16/2020 A protest not yet un der stood

https://www-pressreader-com.ezproxy.uct.ac.za/search?query=marikana&languages=en&groupBy=Language&hideSimilar=0&type=1&state=1 2/3

The main stream me dia reprinted, un crit i cally, what was be ing fore grounded in
the com mis sion pro ceed ings. The com mis sion was used to ex plain po lice vi o lence
as “un for tu nate” but “nec es sary”. In do ing so, it sub verted the po lit i cal de mands
of the minework ers.
By re fus ing the de mands, Lon min, the NUM and the govern ment re in forced the
idea, well es tab lished in the pub lic sphere to day, that po lit i cal de mands will only
be taken se ri ously if pre sented through a recog nised in sti tu tional rep re sen ta tive
body.
That the NUM was in tent on fram ing the strikes as part of a “third force” in the
form of Amcu try ing to steal mem bers from the NUM shows how the idea that the
work ers could or gan ise them selves e�  ciently without a union was not even con -
sid ered.
By us ing these “ru ral” fea tures as jus ti � ca tion, the govern ment re vealed to us, as
cit i zens, who is able to be killed and what can be used as a jus ti � ca tion for vi o -
lence.
In academia, many sym pa thetic writ ers saw the strikes at Marikana as a new hope
for so cial ism, and a new trade union in sur gency. The events at Marikana were
“cleaned up”. The aca demics were in tent on fore ground ing how “ur ban” and
“pro gres sive” the work ers were. The work ers ap pear, in these writ ings, to be
without cul ture, without his tory, without aes thet ics that sig nify any thing par tic u -
lar or po lit i cal. In stead, the strik ers are ab stracted into the �g ure of the “uni ver sal
worker” that con tin ues to stim u late some Marx ist imag i na tions. What ever the in -
ten tion, they too re-in scribed the idea that only trade unions and in sti tu tional
bod ies could be an ap pro pri ate ve hi cle for po lit i cal de mands.
Yet, if we look closely at these fea tures, not as ex ces sive, dan ger ous or men ac ing
but as mark ers of di� er ence, we will be forced to reckon with what that di� er ence
sig ni �ed. For ex am ple, as mem bers of the NUM, surely all the men on the moun -
tain must have had union T-shirts; they could have cho sen a va ri ety of ways to
present them selves, why did they choose to ap pear as they did? If we take se ri -
ously the work ers’ self-pre sen ta tion it may lead us to echoes of other his tor i cal
events, or gan i sa tions and strug gles that don’t �t neatly within na tion al ist or so -
cial ist imag i na tions.
One ex am ple is the Mpondo re volts of the 1960s, in which ru ral dwellers re volted
against cor rupt chiefs, met on moun tains and or gan ised al ter na tive net works of
gov er nance that came to be called moun tain com mit tees or iKhongo.
Their re volts, too, led to a mas sacre, at Ngquza moun tain in 1960. The moun tain
was seen not only as a place of refuge and a good lookout point, but also as a sa -
cred and re li gious space, ex clu sively for men, to com mu ni cate with the an ces tors
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and gods and per form prayers some times in volv ing muthi, es pe cially dur ing times
of war.
The strikes at Marikana were about a liv ing wage, but these mark ers of di� er ence
lead us not only to other po lit i cal forms but to other po lit i cal de mands. One of
them is that Lon min is on land owned by the
Tswana tra di tional au thor ity. When ever minework ers and their fam i lies who now
live in Nka neng, the shack set tle ment be low the moun tain, ap proach the mine and
lo cal au thor ity for proper hous ing, they are told that the land is not for them and
that they have land in the East ern Cape. In other words, eth nic di� er ences and the
idea that Xhosa peo ple ac tu ally “be long” in the East ern Cape, and are tem po rary
labour ers at the mine, con tinue to deny them a space at Marikana, re gard less of
how long they have lived and worked there.
Marikana shows us how far we have yet to go in our de coloni sa tion process, not
merely to dis man tle cor rupt forms of gov er nance and own er ship, but to ex pand
our de�  ni tions of pol i tics and the forms in which it should ap pear. In a coun try
where pop u lar protests hap pen ev ery day and are seen by many in the state and
so ci ety to be ir ra tional out bursts of vi o lence, or where He len Zille calls res i dents of
Cape Town shack set tle ments refugees from the East ern Cape, we have to think
se ri ously about who is seen as a cit i zen, and how we are able to make po lit i cal de -
mands.
We have to think se ri ously about how we are able to make po lit i cal de mands
Naicker is a lec turer in the his tor i cal stud ies de part ment, Uni ver sity of Cape Town.
This ar ti cle is drawn from the chap ter, The Pol i tics of Rep re sen ta tion in Marikana,
in Ba bel Un bound: Rage, rea son and re think ing pub lic life. Edited by Les ley Cowl -
ing and Carolyn Hamil ton. Pub lished by Wits Uni ver sity Press (2020)


