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Introduction

As Zimbabwe commemorated the 25th anni-
versary of its independence on 18 April 2005, 
the country’s main opposition party, the 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), 
found itself with little cause to celebrate. The 
negative mood which engulfed the opposition 
camp was attributable to its resounding defeat 
in the much-disputed parliamentary elections 
of 31 March 2005. The outcome of the poll 

revealed an opposition party that was not just 
shell-shocked, but one which had apparently 
run out of ideas. It appeared to lack a strategic 
vision that would guide it  in its difficult task 
of unseating the governing party (ZANU–PF), 
which has been in power under its leader, 
Robert Mugabe, since the country attained its 
independence from Britain in 1980.

Even though Zimbabwe is considered a 
de jure democracy, credible opposition to 
ZANU–PF did not begin to emerge until the 
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early 1990s, at a time  of growing poverty 
and unemployment. Only one year after its 
formation, the MDC won 57 seats in the 
2000 parliamentary election, compared with 
the 62 seats claimed by ZANU–PF. Interest in 
the elections was strong in the urban centres, 
although intimidation probably reduced 
participation in some rural areas. The most 
striking feature of the voting pattern was not 
so much the overwhelming support shown for 
the MDC in the cities, but that ZANU–PF won 
only two seats in the Matabeleland provinces. 
Furthermore, the MDC gained seven seats 
against ZANU–PF’s six in Manicaland. That 
province and Matabeleland, which have in 
the past been the strongholds of opposition 
parties, voted for the same opposition party 
for the first time in 2000. This must have been 
alarming for ZANU–PF, which had made 
unity and the regional balancing of power 
among its leaders the main platform of its 
campaign rhetoric. The electoral outcome 
in 2000 made the MDC the most successful 
opposition party in Zimbabwe’s history as an 
independent state.1

The results of the most recent parliamentary 
polls in March 2005, however, saw the govern-
ing party securing a two-thirds parliamentary 
majority, winning 78 of the 120 elected seats. 
The MDC managed to gain only 41 seats, 16 
fewer than in the 2000 elections, when it came 
within three seats of winning a parliamentary 
majority.2 The MDC has rejected the credibil-
ity of these results, claiming that the elections 
were rigged and that the voters’ roll was in a 
shambles.3 To make matters worse, the MDC 
maintains that the electoral playing field is 
skewed to the distinct advantage of the ruling 
party. For example, the president is authorised 
to appoint 30 non-constituency members to 
parliament (making up a total of 150 seats). As 
things stand, ZANU–PF finds itself very much 
in the ‘pound seats’, because its two-thirds 
majority in parliament allows it to change the 
constitution as it sees fit. The president and his 
party have been contemplating the prospect of 
such a move for some time now.4

Tables 1 and 2 represent the national sum-
maries of votes and seats in the 2005 parlia-
mentary elections.

Votes %

Registered voters 5, 658,624

Total votes cast 2, 696,670 47.7

Invalid votes       62,025 02.3

Valid votes cast 2, 634,645 97.7

Table 1 National summary of votes

Source: The Kubatana Trust of Zimbabwe

ChangeSeatsChange%VotesParty

- 1641- 08.939.51,041,292MDC

+1678+11.959.61,569,867ZANU-PF

10.9    23,486Others

30Appointed members

1502,634,645Total

Figure 2 National summary of votes and seats

Source: The Kubatana Trust of Zimbabwe

78 African Security Review 14(3) • 2005



The celebratory mood that should have 
marked Zimbabwe’s silver jubilee has also  
eluded a large proportion of Zimbabwe’s’ 
population, who find themselves in the 
throes of the worst social and economic 
depression to have hit Zimbabwe since it 
became independent. The current economic 
and political crisis has reversed the social and 
economic gains that the country experienced 
under the leadership of President Mugabe in 
the first decade of his administration. These 
positive developments were brought about 
by massive investment in such sectors as 
education and primary healthcare. 

In contrast, Zimbabweans are currently 
faced with an economy that is nearing collapse. 
It is characterised by hyperinflation, rampant 
unemployment, food and fuel shortages, and 
has been rated by some economists as “the 
fastest-shrinking economy in the world’.5  
Domestic debt has trebled since February, to 
$1.1 billion (about R6.8 billion), and according 
to the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe, foreign 
currency reserves now meet less than ten per 
cent of demand from the productive sector. 
Annual inflows of foreign exchange from 
tobacco, which is Zimbabwe’s main export 
crop, the sales of which began on local auction 
floors in April, are far below average. Experts 
have attributed this decline to poor crop 
quality and reduced output. The relative price 
stability of essential commodities maintained 
over the last year has ended, and reductions 
in inflation have bottomed out. Prices are 
said to have increased by 100 per cent since 
the election. The inflation figures released by 
the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe at the end of 
April calculate inflation at less than 130 per 
cent6 but economists from the private sector 
believe a more accurate estimate is somewhere 
between 300 per cent and 400 per cent. 

Zimbabwe’s political culture and legacy

The steady decline in living standards for 
most Zimbabweans throughout the 1990s 
was generally identified as one of the main 
reasons for the growing dissatisfaction with the 
government felt in society. This prompted civic 

groups and the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade 
Unions (ZCTU) to form a political party, the 
MDC, led by Morgan Tsvangirai, in September 
1999. Judging by its track record, ZANU–PF 
has failed to provide the broad mass of the 
people with either human security or social 
peace, despite its nationalist rhetoric. This 
deficiency is examined by Patrick Bond and 
Masimba Manyanya in their work Zimbabwe’s 
plunge: Exhausted nationalism, neoliberalism, 
and the search for social justice. They argue 
that after two decades of independence, the 
country’s voters are experiencing ‘fatigue’ 
arising from the ruling party’s misgovernment 
and economic mismanagement.7

Unfortunately the MDC has not been 
able to translate the popular discontent over 
the government’s policies into mobilisation 
in support of the opposition, which might 
ordinarily lead to a transition in its favour. 
This failure stems not only from deficiencies 
within the opposition, but also from extreme 
structural bias in the electoral process. The 
MDC has yet to participate in an election that 
can objectively be deemed free and fair, and 
to express the will of the people. It is ironic, 
particularly in the year that marks a quarter-
century of independence, that the early struggle 
for liberation from colonial rule was based 
on extending the vote to all, regardless of 
ethnicity, race or affiliation (whether political 
or religious). The ZANU–PF-led government 
through its conduct, especially during the last 
three elections, seems to have disregarded this 
aspect of the nationalist struggle for liberation 
in which it took part. 

But this argument may be challenged. 
Zimbabwe’s liberation struggle may have 
had the unintended effect of adding certain 
tendencies or ideologies to the whole 
nationalist movement that may account for 
the ruling party’s apparently revisionist and 
counter-revolutionary stance. It can be argued 
that African nationalism, seen as a social 
movement, was “basically hegemonic and 
intolerant of diversity, internal and external 
criticism and dissent. As a movement it was 
basically sweeping in what it claimed and 
annihilatory in what it rejected.” Ngwabi 
Bhebe and Terence Ranger observe:8
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But perhaps there was something inherent 
in nationalism itself even before the wars 
and the adoption of socialism, which 
gave rise to authoritarianism. Maybe 
nationalism’s emphasis on unity at all 
costs - its subordination of trade unions 
and churches and all other African 
organisations to its imperatives - gave rise 
to an intolerance of pluralism. Maybe 
nationalism’s glorification of the leader gave 
rise to a post-colonial cult of personality. 
Maybe nationalism’s commitment 
to modernisation, whether socialist or 
not, inevitably implied a ‘commandist’ 
state. Indeed the post-colonial state 
authoritarianism cannot be explained only 
on the basis of its being a successor to an 
equally authoritarian settler colonial state. 
Rather, the legacy of African nationalism 
itself tainted the post-colonial state with 
authoritarian tendencies.9

This negative aspect of the legacy of liberation 
is particularly evident in the electoral politics 
of Zimbabwe. Robert Mugabe illustrated this 
phenomenon when he said in 1976: 

Our votes must go together with our guns; 
after all, any vote we shall have, shall 
have been the product of the gun. The 
gun, which produces the votes, should 
remain its security officer, its guarantor. 
The people’s vote and the people’s guns 
are always inseparable twins.10

According to Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
Zimbabwe’s political culture is largely a 
product of four main influences: pre-colonial, 
colonial, the armed liberation struggle, and 
ZANU–PF rule.11 This same author goes on to 
note that the contemporary political culture of 
Zimbabwe “represents an articulation of these 
four streams. The four influences that gave 
birth to the Zimbabwean political culture were 
all undemocratic.”12 For instance, pre-colonial 
societies were characterised by non-competitive 
politics. “Competition for power was not only 
illegitimate, but also fatal, and often those 
who sought power had to found their own 
polity elsewhere”.13 It can be argued that this 
explains why, to this day, the Zimbabwean 

political elite regards political competition 
with suspicion and open hostility, as can be 
seen in the behaviour of ZANU–PF in the face 
of any political opposition, past and present. 
The other operative principle of pre-colonial 
Zimbabwean political authority mentioned by 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni is the idea of “life kingship 
or chieftaincy, an idea and practice that 
easily translates itself into the notion of ‘life 
presidency’”.14 “Colonialism that succeeded 
pre-colonial rule was, by definition and design, 
an autocratic system of governance … It 
was undemocratic to the core.”15 The settler 
colonial government made no attempt to 
create democratic institutions that embraced 
the Africans. Political participation was 
severely limited and political competition 
was neither allowed nor tolerated. Ndlovu-
Gatsheni notes:

Colonial authoritarianism, far from 
deepening a commitment to democratic 
norms and practices on the African 
nationalist elite, merely consolidated 
an incipient authoritarian psyche in the 
nationalist leadership. The authoritarianism 
of the colonial era reproduced itself within 
the nationalist political movements. The 
war of liberation, too, reinforced rather 
than undermined this authoritarian 
culture.16

A more recent influence that has shaped 
political culture in Zimbabwe is the nationalist 
liberation struggle. 

Every African was expected to embrace the 
liberation war and every one had to toe 
the line. This, more than anything else, 
generated and institutionalised a culture 
of fear, conformity and unquestioning 
support. The guerrilla armies and 
the nationalist parties were never 
democratically structured and did not 
operate in a democratic fashion. They were 
highly commandist and authoritarian.17

While the liberation struggle was instrumental 
in the country’s gaining independence, the 
style of rule has scarcely evolved in institutional 
terms. It is still characterised by intolerance, 
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intimidation and violence. The liberation 
struggle instilled in many political leaders and 
their supporters a militaristic conception and 
perception of politics and political process.

These elements in Zimbabwe’s political 
culture are the main reasons that many 
observers have argued that in the current 
political context the prospect of holding a 
free and fair election that can result in the 
peaceful transfer of power is unlikely if not 
impossible. This will probably be the case 
until the present style of government, which 
is predicated on the importance of regime 
security, is replaced or radically transformed. 
What is needed is a political dispensation 
that embraces a more pluralistic conception 
of political competition, based on democracy, 
human security, tolerance, rule of law, consent 
of the governed, and respect for human 
rights. 

It is no coincidence that Zimbabwe’s 
multifaceted problems have been caused by 
a confluence of colonial and post-colonial 
experiences. The most significant contributory 
factors are summarised below.
•  Since independence, Zimbabwe’s 

leadership has failed to transform the 
repressive colonial state structure into 
a democratic one. A related failure is 
that ZANU–PF as a former liberation 
movement has been unable to remould 
itself into a democratic government, and 
therefore has not fulfilled its promise, 
made when the country achieved 
independence, of political freedom for 
its citizens. 

•  The lack of accountability demonstrated 
by the government after independence is 
linked to the underdevelopment of the 
concepts of citizenship and participatory 
democracy. The colonial authorities 
conditioned the majority of Zimbabweans 
to acquiesce in, and comply with, 
decisions and actions taken by politicians, 
regardless of their independent opinions 
on the issues. They were compelled to 
act as mere unquestioning recipients; 
and the cost of non-compliance was 
always heavy. This led to an inherited 
culture of intolerance and impunity on 
the part of the government.

•  The structural adjustment policies 
introduced by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank had a very 
weak human development component, 
and exacerbated poverty in Zimbabwe. 
A contradictory situation was created. 
The model of neo-liberal democracy 
propounded by the structural adjustment 
policies prescribed a weakening of the 
state’s role. But this came at a time 
when the human developmental deficits 
accumulated during the colonial and 
Cold War eras required an interventionist 
state. This contributed to the state’s 
inability to redistribute resources in a 
coherent and orderly manner.

•  The failure of leadership in independent 
Zimbabwe has created patronage systems 
based on region, ethnicity and political 
affiliation. These have completely 
undermined both advancement based on 
merit  and market economics. A report 
complied by the author describing the 
discussions that took place at a workshop 
held by the Institute for Security Studies 
in 2003, contained this comment: 
“Zimbabwe has become a nation of 
accomplices joined together by ethnicity, 
region, political affiliation and war 
credentials. Government, amongst other 
vices, specializes in covers and cover-ups. 
It is for this reason that a justice system 
manned by kinsmen and party cadres is 
as evil as the Rhodesian system which 
was constructed along racial lines.”18

The crisis in Zimbabwe is essentially structural 
and deep-rooted. It cannot be resolved 
through tinkering with peripheral symptoms 
or piecemeal measures. Instead it requires 
far-reaching, honest and all-encompassing 
solutions.

What follows is an attempt to establish 
the extent to which the insecurity felt by 
the regime helps to explain the manner 
in which Zimbabwe’s political elite has 
behaved in response to the political and 
socio-economic challenges that have brought 
about the country’s present state of near-
collapse. This paper argues that the political 
elite in Zimbabwe is increasingly trapped in 
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an ‘insecurity dilemma’. This formulation not 
only supplies a reason for the uncompromising 
rigidity and resistance to change currently 
evident in the higher echelons of Zimbabwe’s 
government, but, equally important, it may 
contribute to a more realistic assessment of 
possible models for transition. Change has, 
in and of itself, become anathema to Harare’s 
ruling elite, a social evil that must be opposed 
at all costs. While it is expected as normal 
political behaviour that an elite should attempt 
to control the pace and the nature of political 
change, the degree to which President Mugabe 
and his cabinet have directed the political 
process goes beyond the simple perpetuation 
of ZANU–PF’s regime.

The security dilemma of Zimbabwe’s 
elite

The process of regime change in Africa, as 
in most of the world, has typically occurred 
during periods that are characterised by 
political and/or economic crisis. While the 
general expectation is that peaceful, negotiated 
regime change will result in more inclusive 
(and, many would hope, more democratic) 
political systems, the reality is that political 
change rarely occurs in a linear manner.19

However, what prompts authoritarian 
regimes to liberalise, to become more 
democratic, to accept political competition? 
Traditional political scholarship has often 
put forward expected-utility theories, and 
in particular used rational-choice models of 
decision-making as the conceptual framework 
most suitable to explain political behaviour. 
In this sense, as Nicholson points out, “actors 
behave in circumstances of risk as if they were 
maximising the expected value of some defined 
concept of utility”.20 Applied to Zimbabwe, 
this would mean that the use of violence or 
other means of coercion would cease when 
the cost of coercion is estimated as being 
higher than the benefits of liberalisation.21 

Yet, even when faced with economic collapse, 
a deteriorating humanitarian situation and 
the increasing likelihood of social unrest, 
Zimbabwe’s ruling elite continues to view 
the use of violence as an acceptable means of 

attaining its political objectives. The following 
government statement amply illustrates this:

[The government] is fighting a Third 
‘Chimurenga’. This new ‘war’ is a struggle 
to achieve economic justice for the black 
majority. The Second Chimurenga war 
was fought to liberate the country from 
the yoke of white minority rule. This 
armed struggle resulted in the political 
emancipation of the black majority, but 
not economic emancipation as after 
1980 a tiny white settler community 
continued to dominate the agricultural 
and commercial economy. In particular, a 
small number of whites still owned a huge 
proportion of the most fertile farmland, 
with the black majority being relegated to 
poor quality land. This gross social and 
economic injustice could not be allowed to 
continue. Thus when the landless people 
‘spontaneously‘ invaded white farmland 
to register their protest against this gross 
injustice, Government then felt compelled 
to act. It thus embarked upon its fast track 
resettlement programme. The new political 
party, the Movement for Democratic 
Change (MDC), was formed as a front 
for the whites to resist the moves towards 
the redistribution of the economic assets 
of Zimbabwe. Britain and other European 
powers are sponsoring the MDC because 
they wanted to protect the property rights 
of whites and are vigorously opposed 
to the expropriation of white-owned 
farmland. These Governments are also 
waging a vicious propaganda campaign 
against Zimbabwe. The Government was 
justified in taking all necessary measures 
to prevent the MDC and its Western 
allies from denying the black majority 
the economic justice they cried out for. It 
was perfectly justifiable to use necessary 
force to overcome resistance to the 
transformation of the economy in favour 
of the black majority to achieve economic 
justice. After all, the colonial regime had 
violently dispossessed the black majority 
of their land and had brutally suppressed 
them for many decades.22
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The implications of universal 
jurisdiction for the elite 

Zimbabwe has historically been characterised 
by a culture of impunity that allows those 
in power to use it without restraint. This has 
continued from colonial times, through the 
Smith regime, the Gukurahundi massacres in 
Matabeleland and Midlands in the 1980s, to 
the more recent wave of organised violence 
and torture, particularly since April 2000.23 It 
has been argued that the impartial application 
of justice will convey the message to present 
and future generations that perpetrators of 
politically motivated acts of torture and assault 
will be held accountable and punished. Such 
a message could presage an end to the cycles 
of political repression and violence that have 
afflicted Zimbabwe for decades.24

Very few countries have constitutional 
provisions that allow for the prosecution 
of sitting presidents. Furthermore, the 
international norm has tended to protect 
a head of state and, in certain instances, 
government officials, giving them immunity 
from prosecution while in office. The modern 
trend seems to run contrary to this, especially 
when the state takes the dual principles of 
accountability and transparency seriously. 
There is also the possibility that a head of 
state may face two kinds of prosecution. 
While an agreement may be made to grant 
amnesty to perpetrators of gross human rights 
violations (notably Mugabe himself) in order 
to smooth the political transition and act in 
the spirit of reconciliation, national amnesties 
do not protect individuals from international 
prosecution. Charges can be brought either by 
other states, using the principle of universal 
jurisdiction, or by the recently established 
International Criminal Court. This prospect, 
in and of itself, has contributed to a heightened 
sense of vulnerability in Harare’s inner circles. 
Undoubtedly this has been the reason for 
their increasingly inflexible attitude towards 
negotiation with the MDC.

The now internationally accepted trend 
to hold heads of state and other government 
officials accountable for their actions after their 
term in office has ended has been most evident 

in the cases of Augusto Pinochet and Charles 
Taylor, which are discussed below. According 
to the developing international legal position 
on crimes against humanity (including other 
gross human rights violations such as torture), 
no immunity can be granted for such crimes, 
there is no statute of limitations, and any state 
can try offenders in terms of international 
law. 

Article 27 of the Rome Statute reads:
Irrelevance of official capacity

1  This Statute shall apply equally to 
all persons without any distinction 
based on official capacity. In particular, 
official capacity as a Head of State or 
Government, a member of a Government 
or parliament, an elected representative 
or a government official shall in no 
case exempt a person from criminal 
responsibility under this Statute, nor 
shall it, in and of itself, constitute a 
ground for reduction of sentence. 

2  Immunities or special procedural 
rules which may attach to the official 
capacity of a person, whether under 
national or international law, shall 
not bar the Court from exercising its 
jurisdiction over such a person. 

Crimes against humanity

The concept of crimes against humanity is well 
established in international law, even though 
it is rarely enforced in practice. From the 1946 
Nuremberg trials onwards, the definition has 
been expanded and formalised in a number of 
international instruments. These include the 
UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948); Common Article 3 of the Geneva 
Convention (1949); the UN Convention on 
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide (1951); the UN International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966); 
the UN Convention Against Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment (1984); and finally, Article 7 
of the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court (1998). 
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According to the Rome Statute, crimes 
against humanity are inferred when any of 
the following acts, carried out in peacetime, 
are “committed as part of a widespread or 
systematic attack directed against any civilian 
population, with knowledge of the attack”:25

• murder;
• extermination; 
• enslavement; 
•  deportation or forcible transfer of 

population;
•  imprisonment or other severe deprivation 

of physical liberty in violation of 
fundamental rules of international law; 

•  torture; 
•  rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 

forced pregnancy, enforced sterilisation, 
or any other form of sexual violence of 
comparable gravity; 

•  persecution against any identifiable 
group or collectivity on political, racial, 
national, ethnic, cultural, religious, 
gender as defined in paragraph 3, or other 
grounds that are universally recognised as 
impermissible under international law;

•  enforced disappearance of persons; 
•  the crime of apartheid; and
•  other inhumane acts of a similar character 

intentionally causing great suffering, or 
serious injury to body or to mental or 
physical health.

Universal jurisdiction

Normally, jurisdiction over a crime depends 
on a link, usually territorial, between the 
prosecuting state and the crime itself. But, as 
one leading jurist said, “in the case of crimes 
against humanity that link may be found in the 
simple fact that we are all human beings”26. To 
quote the words of Geoffrey Robertson, QC:

The concept of universal jurisdiction for 
crimes against humanity is the solution 
that international law offers to the 
spectacle of impunity for tyrants and 
torturers who cover themselves with 
domestic immunities and amnesties and 
pardons. They can still hide, but in a 
world where jurisdiction over their crimes 

is universal, they cannot run.27

But even when hiding in foreign countries, 
tyrants and torturers can be assured of safety 
only while their host governments remain in 
power. A pragmatic reason that international 
law provides for universal jurisdiction is to 
ensure that there is no safe haven for those 
responsible for the most serious crimes. 

Article 27 of the Statute of the International 
Criminal Court states that no government 
official, elected or otherwise, shall be immune 
or exempt from “criminal responsibility under 
this Statute”.28 Furthermore, article 29 stipulates 
that “the crimes within the jurisdiction of 
the court shall not be subject to any statute 
of limitation”.29 While Zimbabwe has not 
ratified the statute and is therefore not bound 
by it, ratification by a future government in 
Zimbabwe or jurisdiction granted through a 
UN Security Council resolution could mean 
that those responsible for directing, inflicting 
or condoning torture and like crimes might well 
find themselves before a court. Alternatively 
the perpetrators will have to spend the rest of 
their lives under threat of prosecution. 

The Pinochet case established, as a historic 
precedent, that former heads of state and 
their officials are no longer immune from 
international prosecution for crimes against 
humanity committed while in power.30 The 
most striking feature of the Pinochet case was 
that under the rule of universal jurisdiction 
a Spanish judge had the authority to order 
Pinochet’s arrest for crimes committed mostly 
in Chile, and mostly against Chileans. In terms 
of universal jurisdiction, every state has an 
interest in bringing to justice the perpetrators 
of particular crimes of international concern, 
no matter where they were committed, and 
regardless of the nationality of the perpetrators 
or their victims. This is primarily because, in 
international law, the perpetrators become 
hostis humanis generis, or ‘enemies of all 
mankind’.31

In the last ten years there have been 
remarkable developments in international 
justice, particularly in the application of 
international, conventional and customary 
laws regarding genocide, war crimes and crimes 
against humanity. The latter include torture 
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and other crimes committed against civilians 
as part of a widespread or systematic process 
introduced by a state or government. The 
following events are particularly significant in 
the international human rights regime:

•  the establishment in quick succession 
of international criminal tribunals 
for the  former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, 
East Timor and Sierra Leone and the 
subsequent stream of indictments, trials 
and convictions under these tribunals;32

•  the arrest of General Pinochet in 
1998 under the principle of universal 
jurisdiction; and

•  the establishment of the International 
Criminal Court in April 2002.

The indictment in June 2003 of Charles Taylor 
for war crimes by a Sierra Leonean court and 
the subsequent request for his extradition 
from Ghana are not good omens for President 
Mugabe and several of his senior officials.

Justice versus political expediency?

As a result of the above, a dilemma arises, 
particularly for authoritarian and undemocratic 
political cabals confronted with the possibility 
of change. This centres on whether  they 
should reach an accommodation with 
opposition forces when there can be no 
guarantee of immunity from prosecution. In 
Zimbabwe, the spectre of the prosecution 
of ZANU–PF’s most prominent members 
for gross human rights abuses has created a 
feeling of insecurity in their minds, particularly 
President Mugabe’s. To a certain extent this 
may help to explain the unwillingness of the 
political elite to share power, contemplate 
the possibility of a government of unity and 
national reconciliation, or negotiate a peaceful 
change. This phenomenon is referred to in 
this article as “the insecurity dilemma of the 
elite”.

Transitions of the kind Zimbabwe is 
facing present negotiators with the problem 
of balancing the need for justice for the 
victims with the needs of the perpetrators for 
amnesty and/or immunity from prosecution. 

In Zimbabwe, negotiators or would-be 
negotiators are faced with the added pressure 
that a transition is urgently required to bring 
the country out of its political and economic 
quagmire. Yet, is it possible to grant exemption 
when there are strong prima facie grounds for 
charging the Mugabe regime with gross human 
rights violations? These have involved “the 
concerted conduct of many and [are] liable 
to involve the complicity of the officials of 
the state in which they occur, if not of the 
state itself”.33 How is it possible to bring the 
regime to the negotiating table without making 
concessions that compromise justice? On the 
other hand, how can those managing the 
negotiations prevent justice itself from holding 
Zimbabwe’s political change to ransom? Is it 
simply a matter of a clash between principle 
and expediency?34 Another consideration is 
that, while political pragmatism may lead 
those who will negotiate Zimbabwe’s political 
future to reach an internal compromise by 
granting amnesty and immunity to members 
of the regime, there can be no guarantees 
that crimes committed by them will not be 
prosecuted outside the borders of Zimbabwe.

One solution to the problems of balancing 
the principle of justice against that of political 
expediency is to separate the issues of transition 
and accountability. For Zimbabwe, the current 
economic and political crisis requires solution 
without delay. This does not and should not 
mean that investigations should not take 
place, or that crimes against humanity should 
not be examined. While there should never 
be a trade-off between addressing the regime’s 
history of gross human rights violations and 
finding a political and economic solution 
to the country’s crisis, actions to redress 
human rights violations should wait until 
the transition has been negotiated. At this 
stage,  accountability should not be made a 
matter for negotiation, but be left to the (as 
yet hypothetical) new democratic regime to 
decide.

If progress is to be made in moving 
Zimbabwe on from its current stalemate, 
negotiations will have to take place between the 
two main political parties. To most observers, 
a negotiated settlement between these parties 
offers the best way forward. According to a 
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report by the International Crisis Group, “the 
overwhelming priority must be to get talks 
started in order to avert a further meltdown 
in Zimbabwe”.34 Indeed, negotiations would 
appear to be the only way out of the impasse. 
Moreover, recent conciliatory comments by 
President Mugabe seem to indicate that he 
may be ready for talks with the MDC, whose 
leaders he referred to as “fellow sons of the 
soil”.35

However, the possibility of successful 
negotiations is being jeopardised by 
factionalism within the ruling party. The 
internal divisions within ZANU–PF are related 
to the unresolved questions of presidential 
succession and the leadership of the party after 
Mugabe’s term expires. These stand in the 
way of any progress towards talks. Until these 
internal issues are addressed, the likelihood 
of the party’s accepting real change through 
negotiation is, at best, slim. Therefore, if the 
leaders of ZANU–PF are truly concerned 
about extricating their country from its present 
decline, they must act to resolve the leadership 
question swiftly.

Zezuru sum game, or zero sum game?

The parliamentary poll, far from providing 
an all-encompassing solution to Zimbabwe’s 
multifaceted crisis, has simply emphasised 
the unconstructive nature of this country’s 
adversarial and typically intolerant political 
culture. The two main political parties have 
emerged on the other side of the electoral 
tunnel more unstable than they were when 
they first entered the electoral contest. 
Unfortunately there still seems to be no 
obvious solution. 

Using games theory, we learn that “a 
situation in which the winning of some players 
must equal the losses of the other is described 
as a ‘zero sum game’.36 In a zero-sum game 
“the total benefit to all players in the game, for 
every combination of strategies always adds 
up to zero”.37 Within a political context, zero 
sum games are mentioned when it is believed 
that resources are limited and every decision 
will produce both winners and losers, that is, 

that only some players will benefit. In such 
situations political decisions will be made 
on the basis of trade-offs between competing 
interests. 

It is argued that the situation in Zimbabwe 
is not just a zero sum game, but also one in 
which the gains of Mugabe’s Zezuru faction 
and their allies (to be discussed in greater 
detail below) must be matched by the losses 
to their intra- and inter-party rivals in order 
to address their security dilemma, resulting 
in a ‘Zezuru sum game’. In this context the 
net change in total gains by society and many 
key political actors is zero. Instead, political 
and economic gains are just shifted from one 
political group to another. 

The Zezuru sum game 

Even though ZANU–PF emerged from the 
2005 elections with a two-thirds majority in 
the legislature, this party is still far from feeling 
secure. Internal faction fighting has opened 
up serious cleavages within it that are based 
mainly on ethno-linguistic considerations. 
This became apparent in December 2004 at 
the ZANU–PF congress, in what has been 
dubbed ‘the night of the long knives’, when 
a predominantly Zezuru faction, led by a 
prominent party figure, Solomon Mujuru, 
put pressure on the party to elect a woman 
(Joyce Mujuru) as one of Mugabe’s two vice-
presidents. This move was intended to block 
the candidacy of his party rival, Emmerson 
Mnangagwa, for the same position.38

Acting on behalf of Mnangagwa, Jonathan 
Moyo, formerly the party’s information 
minister, supported by six other leading 
party officials, led a campaign to prevent the 
appointment of Joyce Mujuru. At a meeting 
in Tsholotsho Moyo’s group and younger 
members of the party framed what became 
known as the Tsholotsho Declaration. This 
expressed their implied criticism of Mugabe’s 
choice by demanding that a younger candidate 
replace Vice-President Msika.39  Observers were 
of the opinion that the Tsholotsho meeting 
was nothing less than an attempted palace 
coup, which, if successful, would mean that all 
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positions in the presidium would be filled by 
Emmerson Mnangagwa or his supporters. (The 
Karanga faction, led by Mnangagwa, have 
long “felt that it is their tribe’s ‘time to eat’, 
since the Zezurus have since independence 
controlled most of the national cake”.40 Most 
of the prominent members of Mugabe’s inner 
circle and of his allies, the Mujuru faction, 
hail from the Zezuru sub-group, while the 
more populous Karanga ethno-linguistic 
group, led by Mnangagwa’s faction, has been 
marginalised.) In fact, the Zezuru Mujuru 
faction has consolidated its advantage over 
the Mnangagwa camp by forging alliances 
with influential Ndebele politicians such as the 
current parliamentary speaker and ZANU-PF 
chairman, John Nkomo. 

The campaign against corruption launched 
by the Mugabe government must also be seen 
as a political move against certain factions 
in his own party. Most of those who have 
been implicated in corruption scandals have 
indirect links with Mnangagwa. They include 
three directors tied to ZANU–PF companies, 
Dipak Padya, Jayant Joshi and Manharlal 
Joshi, who have fled to the UK.41 In August 
2004, the government seized a mining empire 
owned by Mutumwa Mawere, a businessman 
who built his empire on Mnangagwa’s 
political patronage. It should also be noted 
that Solomon Mujuru is a key member of the 
committee probing ZANU–PF companies. 

The marginalisation of other factions in 
the ruling party has opened the way to a 
post-election realignment within ZANU–PF, 
which has seen the balance of power shifting 
further in favour of the Zezuru faction. This 
has occurred at a time that the fortunes of 
the political opposition in Zimbabwe have 
declined. The result has been that this elite cabal 
has acquired almost hegemonic dominance of 
Zimbabwe’s political economy, which is why 
the author describes governance in Zimbabwe 
as a ‘Zezuru sum game’. This term indicates the 
dominance of the Zezuru faction in a political 
environment that lacks  political force, either 
within or outside ZANU–PF, that can act as a 
counter-balance. The most negative feature of 
this situation is that, given the general political 
and economic environment in Zimbabwe, its 

citizens are unlikely to benefit from it.
A notable illustration of the Zezuru sum 

game being played by Mugabe is the deliberate 
allocation of key positions in government and 
the ruling party to members of this faction. 
It can be assumed that the rationale has been 
to create an unchallengeable position for the 
Zezuru faction. It will also bring it a step closer 
to acquiring absolute control of the ruling 
party and all the other important institutions 
of the state (the executive, the legislature, the 
judiciary and all the security agencies). The 
Zezuru sum game can therefore be seen as 
a move by Mugabe and his close associates 
within this faction to address their security 
dilemma by gaining total dominance. Placing 
trusted faction members in strategic positions 
would provide protection from political rivals 
and from the threat of prosecution in the 
future. This would also enable them to manage 
the pace of political transformation and avert 
any unforeseen transfer of authority. In other 
words, a situation has been engineered in terms 
of which the Zezuru and its allied factions at 
the core of the government and ZANU–PF 
will ultimately decide who gets what, when 
and how. The danger is that the dominance of 
the Zezuru in government and in the ruling 
party may exacerbate inter-ethnic tensions, 
as various other factions (which are also 
sometimes aligned along ethnic affiliations) 
challenge the dominance of the Zezuru claque. 
Such struggles for power within the party may 
further hamper efforts to find a negotiated 
solution to the crisis in Zimbabwe. 

On a more positive note, and developing 
an argument diametrically opposed to that 
given above, some analysts have speculated 
that ZANU–PF’s parliamentary majority 
and the Zezuru faction’s dominance will 
allow President Mugabe and his party to 
overcome their insecurity. ZANU–PF now has 
a sufficient majority in parliament to amend 
the constitution without hindrance from the 
opposition. (The MDC opposed amendments 
to the constitution after they entered the 
legislature after the 2000 parliamentary 
elections.) Observers anticipate that when 
parliament reconvenes on 9 June 2005, the 
ruling party will amend the constitution to 

Essay 87



create a senate and possibly a new post (of 
executive prime minister), which will allow 
Mugabe to retire to a largely ceremonial 
presidency and serve out his term, which 
expires in 2008, in this role. The idea of 
his reverting to a largely symbolic role has 
long been mooted, even in discussions with 
the MDC. This, and the appointment of 
an executive prime minister to handle the 
important affairs of government would open an 
avenue that would accommodate a continuing 
role for Mugabe as ‘Father of the Nation’ while 
permitting shifts in policy that would respond 
to some of the most pressing concerns of 
the international community.42 This would 
provide the sort of security guarantees that 
would allow the ageing president to make a 
graceful exit from the political scene in 2008. 
Some observers have pointed out that even 
if Mugabe has no intention of giving up his 
power to an executive prime minister, pressure 
from powerful members of his faction such as 
Solomon Mujuru may force him to comply. 

Even more important, the alleviation of 
its insecurity dilemma in this fashion would 
result in the ruling party’s becoming more 
confident about engaging in a robust dialogue 
with the opposition on the way forward for 
Zimbabwe. Previously, talks between the two 
main political parties failed  because ZANU–
PF wanted to enter them from a dominant 
position, and because the party’s leaders were 
too preoccupied with internal power struggles 
to be focus in any meaningful way on inter-
party dialogue. 

Returning to an earlier point, it is the 
opinion of a number of analysts that President 
Mugabe and ZANU–PF were unwilling to 
make the sort of concessions that the MDC 
were calling for if the two parties entered into 
talks from an almost equal footing. It is also 
generally agreed that the political context 
following the 2002 presidential elections placed 
both parties on such a level. It can therefore be 
assumed that at that time Mugabe and his 
party officials did not have any guarantee of 
continued security in the event of a negotiated 
transition, whereas the situation in 2005 is 
very different. Speculations are that Mugabe 
might use the newly consolidated position 

of the Zezuru faction at intra-party level and 
the dominance of ZANU–PF in parliament at 
inter-party level as a platform from which to 
strike a favourable deal with the opposition. 
ZANU–PF could extend an olive branch 
to the MDC, thereby proving that it too is 
capable of reconciliation. In this way, the 
ruling party could mollify its critics under the 
rubric of ‘the national interest’, though what 
effect such a move would have on the MDC’s 
future as a political party is moot.43

It is almost a given that Mugabe, being 
the astute politician that he is, would have 
calculated that a settlement between a re-
committed and united leadership with a 
two-thirds majority and a greatly weakened 
opposition party would result in some sort of 
power-sharing. Such a solution could have the 
added effect of addressing the government’s 
perceived lack of political legitimacy, which 
in turn would allow the president to present 
a more acceptable face to both the region 
and the international community. Again, this 
would open up the possibility of re-engaging 
with the West and applying for badly needed 
overseas development assistance from Western-
controlled institutions such as the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

The zero sum game 

The Zezuru sum game may yet turn into a zero 
sum game, as the president and ZANU–PF 
have not yet extended the olive branch to 
the MDC. The anticipated rapprochement 
between Zimbabwe’s main parties might have 
been indicated by an invitation to senior 
members of the MDC to take up positions 
in the cabinet, and the creation of some sort 
of power-sharing arrangement. This has not 
occurred. Another  sign of conciliation would 
have been indicated by an announcement that 
formal talks with the MDC were imminent, 
but this has not happened either. Instead we 
have seen a triumphant president and ruling 
party who have used the commemoration of 
Zimbabwe’s independence to thumb their 
noses at the opposition and the international 
community. 
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Even worse, the MDC has announced 
that it is cutting all links with the South 
African government (whose representatives 
have acted as would-be interlocutors or media-
tors between the two parties), claiming that the 
South Africans were not honest brokers. This 
has created a situation that further reduces the 
possibility of a regionally led initiative to solve 
the crisis.

However, all is not yet lost. This situation 
may open up the possibility of an internally 
driven solution. The appointment of John 
Nkomo as the new Speaker of Parliament is 
seen by some analysts as an indication that 
President Mugabe may be considering creat-
ing an executive prime ministerial position  
that could be filled by the moderate Nkomo. 
Speaking at the opening of parliament, Nkomo 
demonstrated his awareness of the dire state of 
the country when he said, “This is the most 
difficult period in Zimbabwe’s history.”44 He 
went on to underline the need for national 
unity, and above all for parliament to “focus 
on the economy and development.”45

Lessons to be learnt from Zambia’s 
political transition

In many situations of transition, like that in 
Zambia in the early 1990s, the opening up of 
political space is supposed to empower the 
masses by removing the monopoly of political 
power hitherto enjoyed only by the elite. In 
Zambia the primary motivation for change was 
the introduction of political pluralism to what 
had previously a one-party state. The change 
to a multi-party political system was seen as 
the most important indicator of  sustainable 
political change that would be based on the 
rule of law and respect for human rights.

Zambia was heralded as a model for 
democracy after the peaceful transfer of power 
in November 1991, when the Movement for 
Multi-Party Democracy (MMD) and its leader, 
Frederick Chiluba, gained a landslide vic-
tory over President Kenneth Kaunda and his 
United National Independence Party (UNIP). 
The MMD government, which inherited weak 
state institutions and a history of human 

rights abuse from the previous administration, 
came to power on a platform that promised to 
uphold democratic principles. However, most 
political observers would agree that Zambia 
has not lived up to these undertakings in the 
last decade, even if a progressive path towards 
democratic transition has been laid down. The 
reason appears to be that political liberalisa-
tion in Zambia came about as the product 
of domestic and international pressure for 
political reform. Yet the internal political envi-
ronment lacked truly committed leaders and 
political parties with either the vision or the 
capability to carry out the necessary political 
and economic restructuring. The flawed elec-
tions held in 1996 had contradictory implica-
tions for democracy: they undercut consensus, 
reinforced apathy in voters, and raised con-
cerns about the abuses committed by elected 
leaders. These developments seem to confirm 
that Zambia is a conventional example of a 
country where a period of political liberalisa-
tion has been followed by a narrowing rather 
than an opening up of political options. 

Zimbabwe should learn from the experi-
ences of countries that have gone though 
a process of political transition. The argu-
ment here is not that any particular foreign 
experiment will be particularly applicable to 
Zimbabwe, but that the Zimbabwe could 
profit from an analysis of the successes and 
mistakes of other countries. At the same time 
negotiators hoping to craft Zimbabwe’s transi-
tion will have to develop models that address 
the insecurities of the elite while ensuring 
justice for those who have been wronged. The 
two need not be mutually exclusive. The onus 
is on negotiators, interlocutors and policymak-
ers to come up with more creative models of 
transition that will make progress possible. 

Avoiding a transition that is flawed

First and foremost, Zimbabwe’s political 
transition must succeed. It should be centred 
on the creation of a more viable democratic 
political system through the introduction and 
successful implementation of political reforms. 
Many analysts have argued that reconciliation 
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and national unity should be the means 
through which a country stabilises its political 
situation. The central vehicle through which 
this could be achieved would be a government 
of unity and national reconciliation (GUNR), 
comprising members of ZANU–PF and 
the MDC. The logic behind this form of 
government is that equitable participation will 
diminish the risk of conflict and improve the 
prospects for national stability, integration 
and development, because it is assumed that a 
major source of instability is the exclusion of 
prominent political players from the structures 
and processes of governance. 

This position does not take into account 
other dynamics such as ideological differences 
and the easing of inter-party relations. 
Zimbabwe has had several experiences of 
coalition governments that were intended to 
bring about national unity. These include: 

•  the 1978 Muzorewa/Smith Zimbabwe–
Rhodesia coalition; 

•  the 1980 independence government; and 
•  the 1987 ZANU/PF–ZAPU unity government. 

The shared feature of these three examples is 
that they followed periods of severe conflict, 
and were thus aimed at buying peace at any cost. 
All three ultimately failed to meet the objectives 
they espoused. The 1978 arrangement faltered 
because it was state- and not people-driven, and 
was therefore unable to address the concerns 
of the majority of Zimbabwe’s population. 
The 1980 government did not address some 
of the key structural issues that had led to 
the liberation struggle (including the land 
question and the economic marginalisation 
of the black majority). The 1987 coalition 
simply integrated the ‘vanquished’ into the 
ruling party without in any way attending to 
the causes of the conflict between ZANU and 
ZAPU. 

These examples are instructive in that they 
demonstrate the dangers and limitations of a 
parochially-defined government of national 
unity. Fundamentally, all of these shared 
arrangements were unable to build durable 
peace, because for unity to become a reality 
it must grow from the bottom up: from the 

people on the ground. To accomplish that, 
any form of transitional process adopted in 
Zimbabwe must break down the structural 
barriers preventing the economic and political 
participation of ordinary citizens. The most 
vital issues that must be addressed to resolve 
the country’s ills must therefore go beyond 
a discussion of power sharing. Any process 
initiated to solve the multi-layered national 
crisis should include a participatory and 
comprehensive review of the constitution and 
of the country’s electoral laws and institutions. 
These reviews should involve the full 
participation of civil society, political parties, 
the business community and faith-based 
organisations, and their recommendations 
should include provision for a comprehensive 
and equitable redistribution of resources. 
Afterwards preparations for fresh national 
elections should begin, and a truth, justice 
and reconciliation body that interrogates 
Zimbabwe’s past and present injustices should 
be established. 

Conclusion 

The current dilemma facing the Zimbabwean 
elite has arisen out of uncertainty and fear 
of prosecution. This group’s need to secure 
itself and the state against change has worked 
both ways. It has, attempted to preserve itself 
by excluding alternative political and social 
influences but it has created a protective iron 
cage that imprisons its members. 

The dangers faced by the political elite in 
Zimbabwe can be expressed in another way. 
As Ayoob puts it: “[I]n most Third World 
states there are competing forces of author-
ity, usually weaker than the state in terms of 
coercive capacity, but equal or stronger in 
terms of legitimacy.”46 This greater credibility 
of political forces outside government leads to 
greater domestic insecurity for the ruler, creat-
ing “vulnerabilities that threaten to, or have 
[the] potential to, bring down or significantly 
weaken state structure, both territorial and 
institutional[,] and regimes”.47 One implica-
tion of this theory is that transitional times 
in authoritarian states such as Zimbabwe are 
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especially difficult for the governing regime, 
as they become exposed to domestic chal-
lenges. If this is true, then one can expect that 
in such periods as the  one that Zimbabwe is 
currently facing, the elite will turn to repres-
sion of political opposition and co-optation 
as a means of addressing its insecurity and 
regaining legitimacy. However, this may well 
be counter-productive: the desire for legiti-
macy and increased security may well push 
the elite back into its iron cage and stall any 
prospects that justice and a negotiated political 
settlement may prevail. The words of James 
Der Derian encapsulate the current situation 
in Zimbabwe: “A safe life requires safe truths. 
The strange and the alien remain unexamined, 
the unknown becomes identified as evil, and 
evil provokes hostility - recycling the desire 
for security.”48

To avoid recycling old insecurities that 
may very well result in the perpetuation of the 
current political stalemate, there is a need to 
balance the desire of the victims of the regime 
for justice against the wishes of the perpetra-
tors for amnesty and /or immunity from pros-
ecution. Failure to balance these contending 
needs could result in the principle of justice 
becoming a retardant to Zimbabwe’s political 
transformation. One solution to the problem 
is to separate the issues of transition and 
accountability. For Zimbabwe, there is an urgent 
need to solve the current economic and politi-
cal crisis. Therefore it is a question of deciding 
whether calling to account those responsible for 
the regime’s appalling history of gross human 
rights violations is as imperative as finding a 
political and economic resolution to its woes. 
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