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Abstract: 

This article examines the structural causes and events behind Marikana. It starts by showing how the 

fixed-cost economic constraints of platinum mining places enormous pressure on the sector’s single 

core area of competitive advantage. This advantage lies in enhancing the organisation of the 

underground production process by maximising the advance per blast and the number of blasts in any 

shift cycle. Those performing this crucial productive role have historically been migrant workers, with 

the rock drill operators (RDOs) playing the central role. The living conditions of this migrant labour force 

have undergone significant change. To break the single sex hostel system, negotiated living out 

allowances fueled the emergence of informal settlements. This led to significant additional costs of 

social reproduction for workers increasingly caught up in local household, loan shark and retail store 

debt as evidenced by increasing numbers of garnishee orders. Often managing a dual family structure, 

falling remittances point to fewer return visits to the rural areas and the accelerated collapse of the rural 

family. Within these changed socio-economic conditions, at work the RDOs had long established 

themselves as an elite occupational group, historically given preferential treatment by mining 

companies. The post-democracy establishment of a sophisticated industrial relations system temporarily 

eclipsed the traditional social power and status of the RDOs. Indeed this sophisticated new industrial 

relations dispensation fuelled the deep alienation of the RDO’s towards both their companies and their 

unions.  Ultimately the socio-economic conditions and deep distrust for established institutions 

propelled the migrants into industrial action when the RDOs were overlooked in a unilateral wage 

adjustment. Negotiating outside the established institutional arrangements, mines concerned to retain 

scarce skills had agreed with the established trade unions to pay increases for miners, but excluded the 

RDOs and other workers. Against the background of exclusively RDO strikes at Anglo Platinum in 1999 

and 2004, in February 2012 the Implats RDOs led workers out on strike as did the Lonmin RDOs at 

Marikana in August. This series of factors and chain of events, the article argues, provide the basis of any 

social explanation of the causes behind what happened at Marikana. 

 


