MARIKANA: – A TURNING POINT?

Introduction

A post on the Face book page “Justice Now For Marikana Workers” by David Van Wyk declared ‘VICTORY’ for the strikers. This of course, is in regard to the wage increase which took their wages to R11 000.00 per month.

But is the matter as clear-cut as this? Are we ready to declare “victory?”

A number of issues have rapidly surfaced in the wake of the massacre – the spreading of wildcat strike action to other sectors of industry (notably, truck drivers); talk on the part of the mining bosses to look increasingly to automation  to counter the risk of future labour unrest; punitive measures by the bosses in firing masses of striking workers; the sudden downward spiral of the rand, suggesting a flight of capital; a definite cleavage between the Cosatu-aligned elements and the “independents” foreshadowing future, ongoing intra-union conflict; and last but not least, the emergence of initiatives to form a worker’s party. 

All these factors suggest that one can expect a period of turbulence ahead on the labour front. Whether the outcomes will be as momentous as “Durban ‘73” or “Soweto ‘76” remains to be seen.

Another post on Face book, by David Van Wyk (Justice Now For Marikana Workers) pointed to the extreme plight of many of the workers and indeed, many of the dispossessed of the country, as they face economic exclusion - and ultimately economic slavery:

“Platinum worker repays R11 600.00 on R1 000.00 loan”
 

This stark quote provides insight not only into the desperateness of the conditions under which the poor suffer in South Africa, but also the levels of exploitation to which they are prone.

South Africa is a microcosm of the global village – we are experiencing everything that the world experiences, but we experience it in a much harsher way, as the effects of over 300 years of exploitation and repression still permeate South African society. The ‘National Project,’ which forces ‘Reconciliation & Nation Building’ at the expense of the truth and true community development, has seen rapid regression across all spheres of life in South Africa since 1994.

South Africa’s re-entry into the global fold, which was hastened by the interventions of Nelson Mandela and the ANC since the early 1990s, has been at the expense of the people who struggled and sacrificed under apartheid. With financial restrictions lifted, the global cultural and economic embargo ‘collapsed’, and with the newfound freedoms that globalization offered, South African capitalists thrived as never before. The true beneficiaries, thus, were the very institutions of oppression who were, prior to 1994, crippled by the anti-apartheid movement. 

The Workers See through the Fraud of 1994

Reading from “Face to Face with Terror in Post Apartheid South Africa” by Dr. Ashwin Desai (University of Johannesburg) one will be drawn to the second paragraph which described the courage of those who drew up the ‘Freedom Charter’ at a meeting later dubbed “The Congress of the People”. This document (Freedom Charter) was a brave and noble statement of intent by a section of the liberation movement to redress social and structural imbalances within South African society once liberation was attained. The article by Dr. Desai compares the symbolism of the ‘Freedom Charter’ to that of the ‘American Declaration of Independence’ in terms of national importance. Since 1994, however, the importance of the ‘Freedom Charter’ has receded from the landscape of the South African narrative, and along with the numerous ANC campaign promises, has been replaced by frivolity, excess and obscene opulence - paraded before the nation via a plethora of lifestyle television programmes and glossy magazines. Major corporations suddenly threw themselves behind the ‘National Nation-Building Project’ of the Mandela regime, and money poured into the building of profiles, branding, and the lauding of ‘important’ public figures, symbols and icons.

The spectacle of opulence and excess, so common on our television screens, gives credence to the falsity of the South African situation - those glossy images of success are not the reality experienced by the majority of South Africans, many of whom struggle to survive and to acquire even the most basic of living necessities. 

But workers are seeing through the fraud, and can observe how the struggle has been trivialized in this country, how the ANC constantly attempts to elevate their contribution towards the struggle to mythological levels, while at the same time practicing fanatical reconciliation without thinking through the consequences.

In South Africa our focus on tourism deflects attention away from the fact that we have reduced our people to living curios - encouraging debasement as ‘township tours’ which have become increasingly popular with the well-heeled and liberal jet-set.

Martin Creamers’ ‘Engineering News & Mining Weekly’, which was first published in 1995, has never published a single article on the genocidal nature of South African mining. The articles all focus on the movers-and-shakers within the industry, the deal-breakers and deal-makers. There have been no articles regarding the blood sacrifices and contributions made by ordinary workers toward the building of (specifically) the British Empire.

What we can take away from the brutal reaction by the South African fascist regime toward the struggle of the people at Marikana, is that South Africans have reached boiling point. What many have now come to realize, is that the mess we are now in was predetermined and negotiated at CODESA. The incoming regime in the lead-up to CODESA ensured that the revolutionary energy of the masses – so instrumental in bringing apartheid to its knees – was deflected into support for the deals being brokered behind closed doors and without input by the people. The negotiated settlement left all the economic mechanisms of the apartheid state intact, and with sanctions gone, the pathway into Africa was opened up:

“The capitalist state hasn’t changed; the face of it has changed.  Indeed, one can go beyond that and say that the negotiated settlement has opened up the entire African hinterland for exploitation by the Apartheid capitalist class, as well as international capitalists.”

The anger of the people should come as a surprise only to those who have been sucked into the myth of the ‘Rainbow Nation’. In a radio interview in New Zealand
, Chris Laidlaw (former All Blacks rugby captain), was told that the anger and frustration on the streets of South Africa would eventually explode, and that the illusion of (sporting) unity would eventually be exposed. It was necessary for distractions to lead the country into the ‘New Apartheid‘ era, and the imagery and media hype surrounding Nelson Mandela coupled to sporting reconciliation served this purpose perfectly. As the country grew into its status as the most powerful and influential country on the African continent, violence, misery and poverty, continued virtually undisturbed, within the marginalized communities of the country. The township system (compound system), so designed originally by the mining bosses in the late 1800s and early 1900s has been enthusiastically embraced by the ruling party, and these labour compounds have mushroomed at a rate that would have shamed the efficiency of the apartheid state - although, it surely would have approved.

Increasingly, questions are being posed about “who was freed after 1994?” It is no secret that South Africa in the post-apartheid era has come to be known as the “social protest capital” of the world (this in addition to its distinction as the society with the widest gini coefficient on the planet). With Marikana, we are likely to see a rapid expansion of social protest into the sphere of the workplace. This growing rebelliousness on the part of the masses is creating strains within the ruling party and its alliance partners, with factionalism and divisions becoming more pronounced and the cracks deepening. They will be looking to Mangaung to provide the miracle-solution: How to appease the masses WITHOUT abandoning capitalism. 

No doubt, as part of the effort to contain mass popular discontent, the rulers will look increasingly to their control of the media as a weapon in shaping national perceptions around questions of ‘nation-building’ as a national priority. As South Africans, we have been subjected to a media onslaught to attempt to condition us to accept that ‘The Struggle‘ is over, and that we should get on with the job of ‘nation-building’:

“We have to remember that South Africa continues to be the bastion of imperialism in Africa. And in the interest of “global stability”, it must stay that way. With an ANC Government in office, this is assured. There will continue to be peaceful co-existence between freedom and slavery!”

An interesting observation in the context of the task of nation-building was to notice that the South African rugby Springboks, did not observe a moment of silence on 18 August 2012 when they played Argentina - two days after the Marikana massacre. Roll on a few weeks, and the Springboks engage Australia at Loftus, and a moment of silence is observed for ex-Bok technical analyst, Peter Maimane, and boxer, Corrie Sanders. Totally isolated from the society within which they play sport, the Springboks are allowed to strut their stuff free of any responsibility toward society - except of course . . .  winning trophies! 

The Making of an Unequal Nation

Kimberley can be described as “The City that Built the Empire”, and from the pages of ‘The 1873 Diamond Fields Keepsake’ we read the following: 

“No discovery of modern times is more remarkable than that of the Diamond-fields of South Africa. In 1867 the Cape Colony and Natal were both overwhelmed with dearth, and a general bankruptcy throughout Southern Africa appeared inevitable.”

As one considers the history of the industrialisation of South Africa, it becomes clear that it was driven mainly by the ‘discovery’ and exploitation of mineral riches during the late 1800s. The mineral windfall was so unexpected and surprising that it caught the colonial powers off-guard, and very soon plunged the country into two brutal wars (Anglo Boer Wars 1 & 2) as the ‘rulers’ fought over the resources of the country. No matter how one approaches the historical narrative the story of South Africa is one of conquest, dispossession and exclusion. The discovery of diamonds in 1867 was followed by the discovery of gold in 1871. By 1885 the Cape-to-Kimberley railway line was completed – the main reason of course, was as a way of getting the diamonds out of the diamond fields as fast as possible. By 1890 Cecil John Rhodes controlled all of the diamond diggings in Kimberley. The siege of Kimberley (1899) saw the De Beers engineering works being turned from mining to militarization - with the development of the ‘Long Cecil‘ field gun (based on a Howitzer design). This remarkable feat occurred while the city was completely surrounded by the Boers.

On the brink of financial ruin, the British Empire literally struck it rich when first diamonds and then soon after, gold were discovered within the South African colony. No country on earth has produced more diamonds than South Africa, yet the largest cache of diamonds in the world is in London - at the Charterhouse building. The world’s diamond capitals are Tel Aviv, and Antwerp - with New York and Hong Kong important diamond sales and cutting centres.  

The above is a very rough and rudimentary précis of the development in and around the Kimberley area circa 1867-1899, over which period the mighty De Beers Company was established, and during which time total control over the diamond-rich land was established. In order to maintain control over the mineral resources of South Africa, a series of Acts was promulgated which favoured the corporations and neglected the rights of the people of the land. It has always been an enigmatic issue to consider that even though an individual might own a piece of land in Kimberley, the mineral resources there under belong to De Beers. It was a well known fact that possession of an uncut diamond was tantamount to sabotage, and heavy jail sentences were imposed on guilty parties - yet, during the formulation and establishment of these mineral acts, wholesale theft occurred, and the people who inhabited the mineral-rich lands were removed, displaced, brutalised and in many instances, killed. Adam Kok III (1811 - 1875) grew so weary of trying to reason and fight against dispossession (as practiced by the intruding colonial powers) that he uprooted his entire clan and moved beyond the Drakensberg to Griqualand East.

Now, over 140 years later, nothing has changed for the mass of South Africans. The mineral resources which abound underneath the surface of the country are there to benefit only the few, not the majority. The ranks of the ruling class have been swelled by the new elite who have negotiated for themselves places of honour and power at their masters’ table. The new elite maintain near-total control of all aspects of life within South Africa - including large sections of the media. But this control over the media, and indeed much of the struggle history and ideology espoused by the media, is coming under increasing pressure from a working class that is fast running out of patience.  

Marikana as a turning point

If anything, Marikana has brought the issue of the dissatisfaction of the mass of our citizens to the forefront of the South African discourse. Between 1994 and present day South Africa, we have been continuously bombarded with messages of ‘positivity’ and the successes of the ‘New South Africa’. It has been a long time coming, but the Rainbow Nation deception is beginning to be exposed. The impact of the Rainbow Nation myth on the psyche of the ‘Born Frees’ has caused a massive rift between those who struggled against apartheid, and those who (believe that they) have benefitted from the new dispensation.
    

The steady rise of ANCism has been ongoing for many years now, with the iconic figure of Nelson Mandela leading the charge. What has happened in recent years however, has been the tarnishing of the ANC’s ‘good name’, with increasing dissatisfaction over joblessness, poverty, poor service delivery and increasing state repression. Unrest levels in South Africa have surpassed those of the 1980s
, and there are many signs that unrest will increase both in intensity and frequency, as communities turn once again to themselves in the struggle for access to basic services, and public resources.

The truth of the South African deception can be plainly seen within the wordings of the various official documents, including our much vaunted ‘Constitution’. For example, the preamble to the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act of 2002
 states:

RECOGNIZING that minerals and petroleum are non-renewable natural resources;

ACKNOWLEDGING that South Africa’s mineral and petroleum resources belong to the nation and that the State is the custodian thereof;

AFFIRMING the State’s obligation to protect the environment for the benefit of present and future generations to ensure sustainable development of mineral and petroleum resources and to promote economic and social development;

RECOGNIZING the need to promote local and rural development and the social upliftment of communities affected by mining;

BEING COMMITTED to eradicating all forms of discriminatory practices in the mineral and petroleum industries;

CONSIDERING the State’s obligation under the Constitution to take legislative and other measures to redress the results of past racial discrimination;

REAFFIRMING the State’s commitment to guaranteeing security of tenure in respect of prospecting and mining operations; and

EMPHASIZING the need to create an internationally competitive and efficient administrative regulatory regime. . . 

As with this official document, the South African Constitution lauded the world-over as being “the best in the world”, leaves the majority out of reach of access to the most basic of necessities. This ‘government of the people’ continually stumbles from one crisis to another, secure in the arrogant assumption that they ‘will govern until Jesus returns’, because they continue to promise the earth, and fulfill those promises by burying their constituents with earth. We are constantly reminded that the past is past and that we should focus on the future. At the same time we are encouraged to pay homage to the struggles of the past (as dreamt up by the ruling party). Simultaneously the history of the country is reshaped by eradicating the evidence of apartheid through name changes of streets and buildings. These superficial gestures are the mainstay of ANC politics - there is no real substance to their revolutionary claims or to their constitutional/election promises. In truth, the people of South Africa have been betrayed in the most callous and brutal manner - by the ‘New’ South African government.

The Police – Drunk with power

On the day of the Marikana massacre, police commissioner Riyah Phiyega boldly declared: “…today we will put a stop to this nonsense. . . ”
 A few hours later, more than 35 protesters lay dead. This same police commissioner, when questioned about her policing credentials, remarked: “I've never been a police [officer], but I want to say that you don't need to be a drunkard to own a bottle store." Ms Phiyega was preceded by another highly qualified cadre, who also famously quipped: "The CEO of SAA doesn't need to know how to fly a plane." BBC World News Online
 reported on the utterances of erstwhile Deputy Police Minister Fikile Mbalula, in 2009: "…shoot the bastards". This statement was made just days after a three year old boy was shot dead by police, allegedly because police “thought the boy was carrying a firearm, though according to Moses Dlamini of the Independent Complaints Directorate, no gun or object which could have been mistaken for a firearm was recovered from the car.” 

There has been a virtually seamless transition from an illegitimate, violent, brutal, and morally corrupt government pre -1994, to where we are now – a government which has all the makings of becoming an even more corrupt and brutal regime than the one we were ‘liberated’ from. Already we have seen the steady rise of militarisation within the country, and the deployment of SANDF troops in areas of unrest. Once this happens, how do you then muzzle “the dogs of war”? We should all acknowledge that when the machinery of the State is used against the people, then you have problems - NOT challenges! Police brutality is not new to South Africa
, and the fact that the wording of the Police moniker has changed from SAPF (South African Police Force) to SAPS (South African Police Service) is small comfort to the families of those who were ‘serviced’ to death at Marikana. It is with these frivolous gestures of the new government that the strikers are at odds. The idle spouting of politically-correct (and frivolous) gestures and posturing, while at the same time spouting revolutionary rhetoric, is circus politics - and it has worked. . . till Marikana. Marikana has exposed the ANC for what it is – a party which promises a way forward for the mass of South Africans, but whose real interest is to advance the cause of the capitalists and imperialists. The plan thus far has been to enact virtually every wish of the ruling classes who were for many years shut out of international markets due to isolation.       

The Post- Marikana Struggle

Facebook exploded after the murder of the strikers at Marikana, and as is to be expected with a popular medium, provided an outlet for a full spectrum of viewpoints. Many people jumped to defend the actions of the police, sanctioning their actions and calling for solidarity with them. Some commentators even alleged that the miners “asked for it”.

 There were, however, equally many pages which were totally dedicated to campaigning for justice for the strikers and their families - calling for solidarity of another kind. Here are a few examples:

“We call on Nathi Mthethwa (police minister) to resign. He must face the Marikana strikers and they must judge him as he is responsible for this massacre!”

“We are in solidarity with the workers of Marikana against the bosses and the police and those who support the bosses and police”

“From Khayelitsha to Marikana, hands off our right to protest! From Aurora to Implats to Lonmin, bosses and their police must keep their hands off our people!”

“There are only two sides: the filthy rich capitalist scum, and the working class. No matter how many mistakes working class people make, I will ALWAYS support the workers over the bosses, even if they are murderers. The bosses are the biggest criminals there are!!!”

“. . . The [National Union of Mineworkers] failed to fight for the most exploited miners. When the miners organised independently this was presented as a factional fight, not a new militant vanguard emerging to smash the ANC/SACP/COSATU complicity in managing SA capitalism. After this massacre it will be harder for these imperialist lackeys to hide behind their claims to represent the masses.”

“Thursday the 16th of August 2012 will go down in South African history as the new Sharpeville. 45 dead because police and the South African government cannot handle an independent union movement.”

The reality faced by many of the strikers and their families, however, excludes them from the debates and discussions going on a medium like Facebook, and they will therefore probably be unaware of  the levels of support from many South Africans from all walks of life and from across the social strata. Nevertheless, there is clearly widespread support for these workers who have sacrificed so much. 

Conclusion

It can be said of South African history in general and the history of mining capitalism in particular that the more things change the more they stay the same. Thus, for example, the following quote from a newspaper in the 1800s is as relevant today as it was then:

 “The ‘Gold Rush’ was not a pretty occasion involving local inhabitants in a quest for national upliftment. It was a time dominated by ambitious and often morally corrupt men seeking to procure riches for themselves without much thought given to social responsibility or the upliftment of the indigenous population.”
 
While we laud the victory of the Lonmin miners in their struggle for a living wage we need to remain cognisant of the fact that, as the saying goes, only a battle has been won, not the war. 

This victory should be seen as a clarion-call to the Left to exert itself in the task of uniting the workers of South Africa under a banner of demands that, inter alia, calls for the building of a single, undivided, independent, non-racial, democratic and socialist South Africa in which the interests of the workers and rural poor shall be paramount. Such a programme of demands should seek to subordinate the state and the economy to the leadership of the working class, so that the scandalous social deficits existing in our society, which are actively promoted by the policies of the current ruling class, will be rapidly eliminated.
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