
 Contesting Civil Societies in Zimbabwe’s Interregna 

 

 Interregnum means ‘between reigns’. There is little doubt that since 

approximately 1998 Zimbabwe has been dangling on a precipice of at least two instances 

in which intricate complexes of rules, processes, and arrays or alliances of social and 

political forces combine to present quite different socio-economic systems and modes of 

governance. The first, and apparently least far-reaching from the realm of ‘politics’ to 

society in general, is intimately related to the issue of the retirement of Zimbabwe’s and 

the Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front’s (ZANU-PF) president Robert 

Gabriel Mugabe. This can be called the ‘succession issue’ and brings into play a long 

history of internecine struggle – generational, ethnic, and even today, ideological – within 

the ruling party itself.1 In and of itself this does not necessarily involve ‘civil society’ and 

other components of the social formation to a great degree. Succession issues can be 

solved by agreement among a small elite of rulers, less happily by a coup or even small 

war, and in a ‘feudal’ society by the passing of the throne from monarch to heir (which 

many times involved conflict too!), and the rest of society can tick along more or less as 

it always had, with only incremental changes in the material base filtering up through the 

networks of accumulation and class formation to effect the modalities of the 

superstructure gradually.  

 

 However, in Zimbabwe and indeed the rest of Africa, given tendencies since at 

least the end of the Cold War for the changing of a ruler of what were once de jure or de 

facto one-party states to collide with the implementation of multi-partyism in the polity 

and more wide-spread liberalisation processes in economy and society, the periods 

‘between reigns’ can mean much more than just the replacement of one ruler or even one 

party with new ones. Even though societies may only be a few years into independence 

from colonial rule, or as in Zimbabwe’s case less than two decades into its period of 
                                                 
1 For analyses of historical leadership struggles and associated issues in ZANU-PF, see Luise White, The 
Assassination of Herbert Chitepo: Text and Politics in Zimbabwe (Harare: Weaver, 2002); David Moore, 
‘Democracy, Violence and Identity in the Zimbabwean War of National Liberation: Reflections from the 
Realms of Dissent,’ Canadian Journal of African Studies, 29, 3 (1995), 375-402. On ethnic issues in 
ZANU-PF in the current conjuncture, see Joseph Chinembiri, “Mugabe to Tighten Zezuru Clan Power: 
with an Election Victory behind Him, President now sets Sights on Bolstering his Clan”, Africa Reports: 
Zimbabwe Elections, 25, (April 4 2005). 
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majority rule from minority white-settler rule, for a number of reasons the move from one 

leader to another comes with a package much larger than that of leadership change alone. 

These interregna become associated with many more changes than the word ‘political’ 

usually entails: they embrace transitions ranging from those symbolised by such labels as 

‘authoritarian’ to ‘democratic’, to ‘social democratic’ to ‘neo-liberal’, and even, perhaps, 

from ‘feudal’ (or some combination of ‘pre-capitalist’ modes of production) to 

‘capitalist’ and ‘liberal-democratic’, the latter metamorphosis being the dream of 

modernisation theorists since the beginning of ‘development’ discourse in the middle of 

the twentieth century.2 In Zimbabwe since Robert Mugabe’s demise became thinkable in 

the 1990s,3 the fall of a whole series of political and socio-economic relations and their 

replacement by something different has become seen as possible too. The potential fall of 

one man has become symbolic of the passing of a whole socio-political order, and the rise 

of another mode of rule has been seen as part and parcel of nearly a total socio-economic 

transformation. In such a holistic process, the separation of ‘civil’ and ‘political’ society 

would be very difficult indeed.  

 

 To complicate things further in Zimbabwe, there appear to be at least two almost 

diametrically opposed views about what this ‘new world’ might be, and thus is in the 

process of becoming. They both have bases in ‘political’ and ‘civil’ society, and a 

number of other social and ideological forces ebb and flow around them. For this reason 

and many more – including the alliances made by the man who refuses to fall – Antonio 

Gramsci’s warning about interregna wherein the old is dying but the new cannot yet be 

                                                 
2 See David Moore, ‘Development Discourse as Hegemony: Towards an Ideological History, 1945-1995,’ 
David Moore and Gerald Schmitz, eds., Gerald Schmitz, Debating Development Discourse: Institutional 
and Popular Perspectives (London: Macmillan, 1995), 1-53, and his ‘The Second Age of the Third World: 
From Primitive Accumulation to Public Goods?’ Third World Quarterly, 25, 1 (2004), 87-109. 
3 When by 1991 Frederick Chiluba, leader of the Zambian Congress of Trade Unions, led the Movement 
for Multi-party Democracy to political success in Zambia, the lesson was not lost on many Zimbabweans 
and outsiders. On Zambia see: Miles Larmer, “‘The Hour Has Come at the Pit’: The Mineworkers’ Union 
of Zambia and the Movement for Multi-Party Democracy, 1982 – 1991”, African Studies Seminar, 
University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, May 25, 2005; his ‘Reaction and Resistance to Neo-Liberalism in Zambia’, 
Review of African Political Economy, 103 (2005), pp. 29-45; and Rita Abrahamsen, Disciplining 
Democracy: Development Discourse and Good Governance in Africa, London: Zed Books, 2000. 
According to some anonymous sources, ZANU-PF held a meeting in late 1998 near Victoria Falls, the 
agenda of which was clearly ‘retirement’ for Robert Mugabe. However, with the formation of the 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) late the following year, Mugabe had been able to convince the 
rest of the party that his was the only leadership that could keep the party qua party in power. 
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born holding within them many morbid symptoms holds truer in Zimbabwe at present 

than anywhere else.4  

 

 Invoking Gramsci to discuss Zimbabwe’s interregnum and the complex, contested 

and confusing place of ‘civil society’ within it is far from coincidental. Gramsci’s name 

and notions are not only brought to bear on many discussions of ‘civil society’5 and how 

battles for hegemony – the complicated political, ideological and economic ways, 

blending consent and coercion, by which one ruling group gets subordinate classes and 

subaltern groups to bind themselves to it – are waged within its many institutions and 

‘movements’ as well as the state. They are also invoked when the differences between 

‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ societies (West and East, in his words) are discussed. 

Gramsci can also throw light on how transitions from and articulations between the 

modes of unevenly transforming ‘third world’ societies manifest themselves. In other 

words, interrogating the Zimbabwean crisis with the use of Gramscian ideas going 

beyond those of ‘civil society’ can at once serve to criticise the way the idea of ‘civil 

society’ has been interpreted and applied to Zimbabwe in particular and Africa in general, 

and to hone analysis of Zimbabwe itself. Hegemony, historic blocs, passive and ‘active’ 

revolutions, wars of position and manoeuvre, intellectuals (be they organic, traditional, or 

a combination thereof), ‘common’ and ‘good’ sense, the role of the party or the ‘Prince’, 

and the ever present and always shifting nature of the state, that Centaur-like combination 

of man and beast or force and consent, and its ability to ‘integrate’ itself into the niches of 

‘civil society’ and to make it ‘political’: these are only part of the rich array of Gramsci’s 

                                                 
4 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks ed. Quinton Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, 
(New York: International Publishers, 1971), 276. Hereafter, this work will be called SPN. For fairly recent 
data on Zimbabwe’s economic free-fall since 1997, see International Crisis Group (ICG), “Zimbabwe’s 
Continuing Self-Destruction”, Africa Briefing N° 38, Pretoria/Brussels, June 6 2006, and ICG, “Zimbabwe: 
An Opposition Strategy”, Africa Report N°117, Pretoria/Brussels, August 24 2006. 
5 Lawrence Hamilton’s critical interrogation of ‘civil society’ theory claims Gramsci’s ideas on it are 
“confused” because he simultaneously contrasts civil society with the state, argues that the state 
“encompasses” civil society, and contends that the two sectors are “identical”. Perhaps this indicates the 
complexity and even contingency of the relationship between these two complex formations, such that only 
abstract formulations can condense instances of social relationships that are sometimes embedded within 
each other in an almost inextricably intertwined manner, and at others appear quite apart. How else could it 
be with notions meant to stretch across modes of production and historical epochs, intersecting with class 
struggles – surely the foundational concept, not ‘the state’ or ‘civil society’ – in various ways at different 
moments. Hamilton, The Political Philosophy of Needs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2003), 
109-10. 
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concepts applied to a society and its politics. If they are incorporated into an interrogation 

of a particular conjuncture in a national social formation’s history the questions that will 

be asked of it will be far richer than those focusing on the bare and picked-over bones of 

‘civil society’ on its own (if there is indeed any such entity). 

 

 This paper puts forth the seemingly contradictory proposition that whatever ‘civil 

society’ there is – or was – in Zimbabwe and whatever its place in Zimbabwe’s crisis-

ridden interregnum, it cannot be understood within the frameworks offered by what has 

come to be commonly understood as ‘civil society’ discourse. To a large extent, 

Zimbabwean ‘civil society’ is as much constructed by that discourse as it is self-invented, 

and its invention may have been by means and for ends other than those implied in 

mainstream ‘civil society’ discourse. Its invention and construction has come through a 

history of struggles for and over politics, class struggle, and the day-to-day material 

contingencies of survival as much as ‘identity’ and ‘freedom’ and the verities of liberal 

and libertarian thought often associated with theories of ‘civil society’. Yet, much of this 

process has been interpreted through the lenses of civil society theory ground in other 

contexts. This is not unusual at all. As Gramsci knew, ideologies “born in a highly 

developed country [are] disseminated in less developed countries, impinging up on the 

local interplay of combinations” to create “new, unique, and historically concrete 

combinations” 6: thus it is with ‘civil society’, which is as much an ideological expression 

of a political desire to create a liberal society as anything else. To be sure, organisations – 

ranging from trade unions fighting off state linkages to ‘civics’ organising to defend 

neighbourhoods from municipalities’ neglect – and their discursive practices have 

struggled more or less ‘spontaneously’ in Zimbabwe as the contingencies of struggle 

have demanded. However, they did not necessarily follow the contours of either radical 

or liberal ‘civil society’ in the advanced capitalist countries (‘first world’) or the 

declining state-socialist societies (‘second world’) in the last century’s closing couple of 
                                                 
6 SPN, 182. Joseph Femia, “Gramsci, Machiavelli and International Relations”, Political Quarterly (2005) 
p. 343, adds, also quoting from SPN p. 182, that hegemony “occurs not only within a nation, between the 
various forces of which the nation is composed, but in the international and world-wide field, between 
complexes of national and continental civilisations”. Femia is critical of the overly enthusiastic application 
of Gramsci to the field of international political economy, noting that these passages are “isolated”. 
However, he somehow manages to equate the neo-Gramscians with Kantian advocates of easy to 
implement universal notions of international human rights, which is pushing things a bit too far. 
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decades. They have, though, often been slotted into the theoretical categories developed 

out of those contexts. The ‘liberal’ notion of ‘civil society’, emerging somewhere 

between the seemingly autonomous ‘economic’ and ‘political’ or state-centred spheres 

that emerge with the development of private property and its classes,7 has been 

transferred almost unthinkingly to the ‘third world’ wherein such differentiations are not 

as clear.8 If in the ‘west’ the notion of civil society has emerged because “class power has 

no clearly visible point of concentration in the state but is diffused throughout society and 

its cultural practices”9, in the ‘third world’ where the state is clearly heavily involved in 

the process of class formation, the notion of ‘civil society’ must be altered to fit these 

circumstances. Class formation is much more visible in societies undergoing the early – 

and protracted – stages of primitive accumulation, and indeed the state is a primary ‘tool’ 

– if not the womb – of domestic class formation and accumulation. Similarly, 

international class forces, using their ‘global states’ such as the United Nations executive 

functions, the World Bank, the IMF, bi-lateral aid and military institutions, focus on class 

formation through the state. Global non-government organizations represent the ‘civil 

society’ side of this equation, but they do not act within the same context as the spaces of 

their origin. NGOs in the ‘third world’, be they deliverers of social services10 or human 

rights, will inevitably, inextricably and inexorably be bound up with political struggles 

focusing on state power.  ‘Civil society’ organisations and their struggles will appear to 

                                                 
7 Ellen Meiksins Wood, “The Uses and Abuses of Civil Society”, Socialist Register 1990 (London: Merlin 
Press, 1990), 62. 
8 A good example of the absurdity of such transplantation is in the United States Agency for International 
Development’s “USAID/Zimbabwe Operational Plan FY 2006” (Washington, 2006), 5, wherein it claims 
its “participation strategic objectives” measuring “civil society partners’” active advocacy to parliament 
exceeded “the advocacy index target for valid engagement with Parliament by nine points: an index score 
of 54 points versus a target of 45 points”. Meanwhile, thirty-one Zimbabwean Congress of Trade Union 
members were arrested and severely beaten when in September 3, 2006 they demonstrated in front of 
parliament: Caiphas Chimhete and Valentine Maponga, “ZCTU leaders speak out on prison ordeal”, 
Zimbabwe Standard, September 17, 2006. Human rights organisations counted 68 cases of politically 
motivated torture in July 2006: Zimonline, “Political Violence, Torture Rise in Zimbabwe”, September 16, 
2006. 
9 Wood, 1990, 62. 
10 Likani Lebani, “Civil Society in Extraordinary Times – an Enquiry into the Role of NGOs in the 
Zimbabwe Crisis,” TCDS, 2004, notes the inability of rural ‘service delivery’ NGOs, ranging from local 
ones such as the Organisation for Rural Progress to internationally rooted ones such as Christian Care, to 
become agents of democracy in Zimbabwe. If this is so, one might ask why it is that the (urban) Combined 
Resident’s Association seems able to blend struggles for ‘service’ with those for ‘democracy’, in ways that 
illustrate the necessary linkage between so-called ‘first order’ and ‘second order’ rights. Lebani does not 
discuss this, although his discussion on the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions suggests an inability to 
conceptualise the distinctions and the connections. 
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flow in and out of ‘states’ almost arbitrarily, because both institutional forms are 

intricately embedded with class structuring and the accompanying processes of 

accumulation.  

 

 The following words will attempt to show that two distinct formations have 

emerged in Zimbabwe fitting somewhat, but far from fully, into both liberal and ‘radical’ 

ideas of ‘civil society’ that have developed in the ‘west’ or advanced capitalist societies 

and out of the wreckage of the former ‘second world’,11 but also exhibiting many 

characteristics that Gramsci would have called ‘eastern.’12 Some of their intellectual 

advocates, or perhaps organic intellectuals, in Zimbabwe have attempted to slot them into 

already invented categories of ‘civil society’. In so doing they may distort their realities 

as much as illuminate them, but at the same time they alter their construction and create a 

real world in their image. As well, some international interlocutors – perhaps intellectuals 

of a different sort and organic with different, ‘global’ social forces – have ‘intervened’ 

with material and mental aid, and thus have contributed further to the complexities of a 

very complicated social and political situation. These are very political processes: as 

Kumar notes, in societies on the rocky road to something like liberal democratic 

capitalism, “politics precedes civil society. The establishment of a democratic polity and 

a public sphere of political debate and political activity are the primary conditions for a 

thriving civil society of independent associations and an active civic life”.13 States and 

‘social movements’ in various degrees of combat and co-operation ‘establish’ or 

construct this ‘public sphere’ through struggles that include but are not restricted to the 

                                                 
11 Without going into longs definitions of ‘civil society’, given their many permutations, suffice to say that 
‘self-organised’ groups in society, ranging from business organisations to workers’ unions and sexual 
identity groups qualify for the term. Their relationships with institutions of state and capital, globally and 
locally based, are subject to much variation and are conditioned – and even determined in many cases – by 
class and accumulation processes. 
12 Gramsci thought that ‘civil society’ as more or less independent of the state, yet acting as its ideological 
foundation, could be found only in the ‘west’, because in the “backward countries or … the colonies … the 
State was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous”. There, “forms which elsewhere have 
been superseded and have become anachronistic are still in vigour” (SPN, 238, 242-3). Undoubtedly 
impressed by the seeming power of the Bolsheviks to transform Russia, and perhaps of the colonial state to 
do likewise in the hinterlands, Gramsci probably overestimated the power of the ‘modern’ state over civil 
society in the ‘east’. He was aware, though, of the interpenetration of international classes and ideologies in 
the ‘third world’ (note 5), and thus of the inextricable intertwining of state and ‘civil society’ there.  
13 Krishan Kuman, “Civil Society: An Inquiry into the Usefulness of an Historical Term”, British Journal 
of Sociology, 44, 3 (1993), 391. 
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notion of ‘civil society’, or even ‘democracy.’ It is when the results of these struggles 

become codified in law that one can truly see a ‘victory’ for ‘civil society’ or the ‘state’, 

and that debate and struggle over further codes becomes ‘civil’ or not. 

 

 

 In Zimbabwe, the two ‘nascent civil society’ formations, engaging with different 

degrees and locations of ‘states’, can be most easily divided into broad ‘camps’ 

delineated by the terms ‘agrarian patriots’ and ‘critical cosmopolitans’.14 These groupings 

are more or less synonymous with what popular media descriptions portray as the ‘war 

vets’ and the ‘opposition’. The former are generally seen as the instigators, or at least the 

shock troops, of the ‘land invasions’ of early 2000. The latter have been grouped together 

as sometimes working class ‘radical’ but increasingly more often petty bourgeois ‘liberal’ 

advocates of new constitutions and participants in and backers of the Movement for 

Democratic Change (MDC), a party born officially on September 11 1999 and which, in 

conditions of ‘free and fair’ elections most probably would have won the 2000 

parliamentary elections, as well as the 2002 presidential and 2005 parliamentary 

elections.  As this paper will demonstrate, neither constellation of groups is autonomous 

from states, political parties, and global connections, let alone classes. The following 

words will illustrate, as they pursue some aspects of the empirical political history of 

contemporary Zimbabwe, the difficulties inherent in utilising the concept of civil society 

in societies in which the uneven development of economy, class, and state means that the 

distinctions between them, and thus the ‘space’ for a ‘civil society’ that appears to be 

autonomous of these social relations, organisations, and institutions, all are most often 

melting into thin air. At crisis points they boil. Also, at these moments of crisis, the 

differences between these social constructions may be exaggerated. Thus it might be 

salutary to examine their similarities just as much as their differences. 

 

                                                 
14 This is a widening of terms coined in David Moore, ‘Marxism and Marxist Intellectuals in Schizophrenic 
Zimbabwe: How Many Rights for Zimbabwe’s Left? A Comment,’ Historical Materialism, 12, 4 (2004), 
405-425. The research and writing for this article was funded by the same Centre for Civil Society grant as 
the present paper. Here, perhaps the allocation of the term ‘Marxist’ could be removed from the 
description, since the ideologies in these broad movements are less precise than that. 
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 Most studies, be they journalistic or academic, barely hide their biases vis a vis 

the ‘agrarian patriots’ or the ‘critical cosmopolitans’. David Blair’s journalism about the 

‘war vets’, for example, portrays them as near-rabid, far indeed from ‘civil’15. Sam Moyo 

and Paris Yeros’s evocation of the ‘social movement’ moniker for this group, however, 

attempts to place them toward the left of a global array of socio-political forces, part of 

an ‘anti-globalisation’ movement full of goodness and light. Their edited book on 

agrarian movements around the world attempts to parallel the Zimbabwean ‘fast-track’ 

land reform process with those with generally better reputations in leftist discourse on 

other continents.16 Yeros has used the notion of ‘uncivil’ approvingly to define his 

favoured members of what might be called ‘civil’ society in a structural sense. Thus he 

has inserted his own values about the robust nature of the ‘war vets’ and land invaders, 

contrasting them to the genteel middle-class liberals using constitutional means in their 

‘civil’ way to alter the political and economic environment, to ends that are ‘civil’ too, in 

the liberal sense.17  

 

 Moyo and Yeros condemn those critical of current Zimbabwean policies as co-

opted “to the point where imperialism has become mystified, national self-determination, 

demoted, the state obscured, and the agrarian question abandoned”.18 Such scholars, for 

them, have become bourgeois and been diverted into “rarefied debates over ‘identity 

politics’” hiding a “crude separation of moral and political economy” and a marriage with 

the “liberal establishment”. Moyo and Yeros use the notion of ‘civil society’ in a 

pejorative sense, condemning its members for their bourgeois politeness and global 

liberal links. They seem to be asserting that the people in Zimbabwe who call themselves 

members of ‘civil society’ are hiding their connection with the opposition party and its 

supposed imperial backers, not to mention their seeming advocacy of a Lockean notion of 

                                                 
15 David Blair, Degrees in Violence: Robert Mugabe and the Struggle for Power in Zimbabwe (London: 
Continuum, 2002). 
16 Sam Moyo and Paris Yeros, ‘Land Occupations and Land Reform in Zimbabwe: Towards the National 
Democratic Revolution in Zimbabwe’, Moyo and Yeros, eds., The Resurgence of Rural Movements in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America (London: Zed Press, 2005), p. 166. 
17 Paris Yeros, ‘Zimbabwe and the Dilemmas of the Left’, Historical Materialism, 11, 2 (2002), 4. 
18 Moyo and Yeros, 2005, 166. This characterisation is also discussed in Moore, “Marxism …,” 407, and 
also Brian Raftopoulos, “The Zimbabwean Crisis and the Challenges for the Left”, Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 32, 2 (June 2006), 209. 
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private property. Moyo and Yeros claim that ‘civil society’ activists and intellectuals use 

the “authoritarian image of President Mugabe” to detach “the phenomenon from its 

context”.19 As this paper will show, however, groups within what can only tentatively be 

called civil society, and states, are so intertwined in Zimbabwe today that it is very 

difficult to separate ‘phenomenon’ from ‘context’. Is the phenomenon Mugabe’s and 

ZANU-PF’s dictatorial tendency or a strong – even authoritarian – social movement that 

was not afraid to use force and took the party-state by the horns? For the liberal-leftists 

condemned by Moyo and Yeros, is the state ‘everything’ – including the ‘authoritarian’ 

Mugabe (and more than his ‘image’) and the ‘war vets’ – and thus both phenomenon and 

context? Aside from rather abstract notions, such as the idea that Zimbabwe is 

undergoing a particularly racially skewed sort of ‘primitive accumulation’20, it is very 

difficult to separate ‘phenomenon’ from ‘context’ in such fluid situations. 

 

 Both parties to this ‘debate’ are prone to use their own ideological perspectives to 

tarnish the other. Thus the observer is left with little in the way of ‘objective’ analysis of 

the historical origins of the ‘non-state’ components of organised support for land 

invasions and other components of ZANU-PF’s recent policies, or indeed the relationship 

between these organisations and the state. Critics of ZANU-PF and the ‘war vets’ tend to 

see the latter as led by the former, seen as totally in charge of the state. Thus the ‘war 

vets’ are declared to be bereft of autonomy and ill-deserve the honour of being labelled a 

part of ‘civil society. Closer analysis may reveal more complex relations stretching from 

the ‘war vets’ to the party and to the state, in which roles of leadership and subordination 

vary at different times. Furthermore, none of these organisational matrixes are completely 

monolithic.21 

  

 Similarly, sympathetic accounts of critical cosmopolitan ‘civil society’ 

organisations shy away from investigation of these organisations’ relations with both 

local and global institutions that are far from autonomous from states, as if their pureness 
                                                 
19 Moyo and Yeros, 2005, 166. 
20 David Moore, ‘Zimbabwe: Twists on the Tale of Primitive Accumulation,’ Malinda Smith, ed., 
Globalizing Africa (Trenton: Africa World Press, 2003), 247-269. 
21 Norma Kriger, Guerrilla Veterans in Post-War Zimbabwe: Symbolic and Violent 
Politics, 1980–1987 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) is most instructive here. 
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would be sullied by such affiliation.22 If success is to be made along the road to better 

analysis, both the self- and other-directed ideological claims and counter-claims of the 

‘agrarian patriots’ and the ‘critical cosmopolitans’ must be set aside so they can be seen 

as objectively as possible. All ideological predispositions must be stripped from such 

analysis in favour of a clear historical approach, supplemented by a perspective sensitive 

to the vagaries of the processes of class formation and accumulation in unevenly 

developed social formations in times of crisis. The next few pages will attempt to take an 

historical perspective on the relationship between ‘civil society’ and ‘national liberation’ 

in Zimbabwe. The sections after that will chronicle schematically the development of the 

‘agrarian patriot’ and the ‘critical cosmopolitan’ sections of contemporary Zimbabwean 

‘civil society’. 

 

‘Civil Society’ in History 

If discussions of contemporary Zimbabwean politics are notoriously ahistorical, accounts 

of ‘civil society’ are even more so. It is as if there was no such thing before 1980, the 

year of the attainment of majority rule, if not for a decade after when ‘service’ NGOs 

were gradually replaced by those concerned with human rights and democracy. Yet a 

only a cursory look at the early years of capitalist development in Rhodesia reveals the 

emergence, within both black and white racial categories and sometimes including both, 

of ‘civil society’ types of groups and institutions. It is not surprising that they became 

more and more ‘political’ as their challenges to the political status quo became more 

comprehensive and as the political ‘old guard’ grew more conservative in response. 

Terence Ranger’s and Michael West’s23 works documenting what might today be called 

‘human rights’ organisations from the 1920s to the 1950s, chart the rise of an articulate 

and lobby-wise black middle class, eager to meld advancement in ‘political’ realms with 

                                                 
22 To be sure, Robert Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s rhetoric tarring non-governmental organisations – sources 
of much support for oppositional civil society in Zimbabwe – as imperialism’s puppets, and threats in 2004 
to close down foreign funded NGOs, has tended to keep Zimbabwean oppositional forces quiet about their 
links with ‘northern’ NGOs and other funding institutions. For some the historical irony of ZANU-PF’s 
stance, see David Moore, ‘ZANU-PF and the Ghosts of Foreign Funding,’ Review of African Political 
Economy, 103 (2005), 156-162, the research for which was funded by this CCS Grant. 
23 Terence Ranger, The African Voice in Southern Rhodesia: 1898-1930 (London: Heinemann, Nairobi: 
East African Publishing House, 1970); Michael West, ‘Pan-Africanism, Capitalism and Racial Uplift: the 
Rhetoric of African Business Formation in Colonial Zimbabwe’, African Affairs, 92, 267 (1993), 263-283. 
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moving into the business world. Raftopoulos and Phimister chart the rise of African trade 

unions in Rhodesia, with Raftopoulos especially showing unions’ reactions to the rise of 

nationalist movement(s) in the late 1950s.24 Hardwicke Holderness registers the rise and 

fall of the Rhodesian Inter-racial Association in the relatively liberal 1950s, particularly 

noting the campaign for urban tenure rights among Africans while the same was being 

mooted for rural dwellers in the context of widespread commodification of formally 

‘communal’ land.25 Independent newspapers, a clear indication, for many, of a vibrant 

civil society, flourished in the 1950s. Mid-decade, there were two independent Harare 

newspapers, the Bantu Mirror and the African Daily Bulletin widely read by Africans, 

and in Bulawayo the African Home News was published by the Bulawayo African 

Townships Rent Payers Association.  Chapapu, in Harare, was the publication of the 

‘radical’ City Youth League (later the African National Youth League).   

 

 When these indications of the rise of an urban African intelligentsia turned more 

political and with the 1957 revival of the Southern Rhodesian African National Congress 

actually challenged control of the state, a conservative, rural-based political party took 

power from the liberals led by Garfield Todd. The Rhodesian Front later banned African 

organisations that defied it. (About forty years later, one could also say that a ‘rural’ 

based ruling party imposed restrictions on the activities of urban intellectuals who were 

becoming too challenging politically.)  Beneath this, of course, was a long term structural 

change deriving from increased capitalists’ settlement and a boom inspired by World War 

II and the expansion thereafter. Capitalist production relations, secondary industry, and a 

real proletariat were emerging everywhere, and with them the accoutrements of civil and 

                                                 
24 Brian Raftopoulos and Ian Phimister, eds., Keep on Knocking: A History of the Labour Movement in 
Zimbabwe 1900–97 (Harare: Baobob, 1997), especially Raftopoulos, “The Labour Movement in 
Zimbabwe: 1965-1980”, 55-90. 
25  Hardwicke Holderness, Lost Chance: Southern Rhodesia 1945-58 (Harare: Zimbabwe Publishing 
House, 1985); William Duggan, “The Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951 and the Rural African Middle 
Class of Southern Rhodesia”, African Affairs, 79, 315 (1980), 227-239; Allison Shutt, “Purchase Area 
Farmers and the Middle Class of Southern Rhodesia, c. 1931-1952”, International Journal of African 
Historical Studies, 30, 3 (1997), 555-581; Allison Shutt, “Squatters, Land Sales and Intensification in 
Marirangwe Purchase Area, Colonial Zimbabwe, 1931-65”, Journal of African History, 43 (2002), 473-98; 
William Duggan, ‘The Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951 and the Rural African Middle Class of 
Southern Rhodesia’, African Affairs, 79, 315 (1980), 227-239; Pius Nyambara, ‘Immigrants, “Traditional” 
Leaders and the Rhodesian State: The Power of “Communal” Land Tenure and the Politics of Land 
Acquisition in Gokwe, Zimbabwe, 1963-1979’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27, 4 (2001), 771-791. 
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political society.26 As Garfield Todd – not yet the famous liberal leader – put it in 

parliament in the late 1940s,  

 

“We do not want native peasants. We want the bulk of them working in 
the mines and farms and in the European areas and we could absorb them 
and their families”. . . If 100,000 families moved from the rural areas, “we 
can begin to cope with what is left . . . and give each family 150 or 200 
acres on a 99-year lease” 
 

“In other words”, as Arrighi put it, “it was necessary to substitute an African 

agrarian bourgeoisie and proletariat for the peasantry”.27 The fact that the Rhodesian 

Front intervened to stop this process shows that what is “necessary” for a “pure” 

capitalist path may not be what actually happens. That Zimbabwe has still to solve this 

problem indicates the difficulties inherent in the “necessary” coming to pass.  

 

This author has attempted at times to explain this impasse by resorting to Marxian 

discussions of “primitive accumulation” with a racial twist in southern Africa,28 re-

working Arrighi’s analysis to suggest that perhaps the land invasions could, regardless of 

political intent, start the process of creating an “agrarian bourgeoisie” from small 

beginnings. However, it would be just as easy to see this as the expansion of a 

subsistence based “peasantry” since neither the “communal” mode of production (always 

far from pure, of course, but riddled with the inconsistencies of partial proletarianisation 

and informal private tenure29) has been broken. To be sure, Todd’s promises of 99 year 

leases have been repeated, and even legislated in 2006, but since the first concerted wave 

                                                 
26 Giovanni Arrighi, “The Political Economy of Rhodesia”, New Left Review, I, 39 (1966), 35-65, and 
“Labour Supplies in Historical Perspective: A Study of the Proletarianisation of the African Peasantry in 
Rhodesia”, Giovanni Arrighi and John Saul, Essays on the Political Economy of Africa (New York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1973), 180–234. 
27 Quoted in Arrighi, 1966, 55. 
28 Moore, “Zimbabwe: Twists …”; and his “Africa: The Black Hole at the Middle of Empire?” Rethinking 
Marxism, 13, 3/4 (2001), 100-118; “Neo-liberal Globalisation and the Triple Crisis of ‘Modernisation’ in 
Africa: the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Zimbabwe and South Africa”, Third World Quarterly, 22, 6 
(2001), 909-929; “Zimbabwe’s Triple Crisis: Primitive Accumulation, Nation-State Formation and 
Democratisation in the Age of Neo-Liberal Globalisation,” African Studies Quarterly, 7, 2-3 (2003), 35-47; 
‘Intellectuals’ Interpreting Zimbabwe’s Primitive Accumulation: Progress to Market Civilisation?” Safundi, 
forthcoming. 
29 Admos Chimhowu and Phil Woodhouse, “Customary vs. Private Property Rights? Dynamics and 
Trajectories of Vernacular Land Markets in Sub-Saharan Africa”, Journal of Agrarian Change, 6, 3 (2006), 
346–371. 
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of land invasions in 2000 there have been few registrations of the approximately 130,000 

peasant households with usufruct, and the over 7,000 aspirant small capitalists.30 The 

results of geographers’ surveys of resettled land in Kadoma suggest that there will not 

soon be surplus production in any case.31 Nor have the proletarians increased: indeed, 

with structural adjustment programmes in the nineties and the total economic meltdown 

since 2000, the proletariat has all but disappeared.32 Primitive accumulation has been 

stalled once again, albeit by a different sort of ‘conservative’ régime than that of Ian 

Smith. It is clear if the impasse is to be overcome, a strong programme of “public 

accumulation” must ensue in order to get anywhere near the halcyon days of the late 

1950s.33 

 

In an effort to get beyond ‘structuralist’ accounting for the current conjuncture,34 

however, it is necessary to look at how Zimbabwe’s two ‘civil societies’ helped take the 

crisis to its current level. For that, brief reflections on two moments in the 1970s and an 

abbreviated survey of the 1980s can set the scene for the ‘flourishing’ of civil society 

activity and the foundations of crisis in the 1990s. 

 

From July 27 to August 7 1973, the most violent pre-independence university 

student demonstrations resulted in 155 arrests and 99 jail sentences of six to fourteen 

                                                 
30 Brian Maguranyanga and Sam Moyo, “Land Tenure in Post FTLRP Zimbabwe: Key Strategic Policy 
Development Issues” (Harare: African Institute for Agrarian Studies, April 2006). 
31 Roddy Fox, Kate Rowntree, and Easther Chigumira, “On the Fast Track to Land Degradation? A Case 
Study of the Impact of the Fast Track Land Reform Programme in Kadoma District, Zimbabwe”, 
highLAND2006 Symposium, Mekelle University, Ethiopia, September 19-25 2006. 
32 Pádraig Carmody, “Neoclassical Practice and the Collapse of Industry in Zimbabwe: The Case of 
Textiles, Clothing and Footwear”, Economic Geography, 74, 4 (1998), 319-43; and his Tearing the Social 
Fabric: Neoliberalism, Deindustrialisation and the Crisis of Governance in Zimbabwe (Portsmouth: 
Heinemann, 2001); Alois Mlambo, The Economic Structural Adjustment Programme: The Case of 
Zimbabwe (Harare: University of Zimbabwe Press, 1997). Despite the weakness of its base in an employed 
working class, however, the Zimbabwean Congress of Trade Unions, in its 2006 campaign for ‘real wages’ 
based on analysis of the Poverty Datum Line (no easy task when inflation is above 1,000 per cent) 
maintains solid materialist credentials. Thanks to Richard Saunders for discussion of this point in 
December 2006. 
33 For more general thoughts on this, David Moore, “The Second Age of the Third World: From Primitive 
Accumulation to Public Goods?” Third World Quarterly, 25, 1 (2004), 87-109. 
34 Raftopoulos, 2006, 211, makes a strong plea for less structuralism and reductionism and more “concrete 
levels of political analysis” yet is acutely aware of the difficulties therein. If “the analysis of the 
specificities of a concrete political situation is not to appear like a voluntarist addition to structuralist 
assumptions, with little organic basis,” the balance between structure and agency has to be finely tuned. 
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months, transferred to banning orders meaning that many students were denied university 

education for up to three years (unless they received British Council and other 

scholarships, which were soon offered to all of the banned students, to Great Britain and 

West Africa).35 University demonstrations were not unusual in the sixties and earlier 

seventies – for example, in November 1965 100 African and six European students 

walked out of a graduation ceremony when Governor Humphrey Gibbs spoke,36 in 1966 

Giovanni Arrighi and other lecturers, along with Gerald Caplan, an exchange student 

from Canada, were deported, accused (mistakenly) of fomenting student action,37 and in 

August 1968 students blocked the arrival of cars, and booed and sang nationalist songs, 

as the vice-chancellor of the University of Cape Town tried to address their presentation 

ceremony,38 but this was the first time more than a few arrests were made.  It was clear 

that these demonstrations’ organisers had some contact with the nationalist movements39, 

but more importantly, their coincidence with heightened nationalist attacks in Rhodesia’s 

east presented the Rhodesian state with evidence of a ‘total onslaught’ and thus 

encouraged its heavier response.40 What is of interest for the purposes of this paper, 

however, is the coincidence with the activities of a similar age cohort in 1971 and 1975, 

two years on both sides of the Chimukwembe demonstrations and arrests but outside of 
                                                 
35 Alois Mlambo, “Student Protest and State Reaction in Colonial Rhodesia: The 1973 Chimukwembe 
Student Demonstration at the University of Rhodesia”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 21, 3 (1995), 
473-90. As Mlambo puts it, the scholarships were a “measure of the degree of sympathy for the African 
students in the international community” (p. 480). It was also a result of a concerted letter writing campaign 
to British newspapers and of an Association of Commonwealth Universities meeting at about the same time 
which boycotted Rhodesian presence.  
36 “Students Walk Out When Governor Stands to Speak”, Parade (November 1965), 5. 
37 While teaching at the University of Rhodesia, Arrighi couriered messages between ZAPU leaders 
incarcerated in Rhodesian prison camps (which were open to visitors) to their exiled comrades in Zambia – 
the border guards did not expect a European to be carrying such material. He was expelled from the 
university on the false assumption he was involved in the 1966 student demonstrations. Given his 
expulsion, ZAPU activists used his empty home to store some incendiary devices, which were found by 
Rhodesian security and led to the arrest of other white activists who misinterpreted the plan to attribute 
their ownership to him. He was far from impressed with ZAPU’s leadership, but, along with many others in 
Rhodesia at the time thought that ZANU was in cahoots with the CIA and that splitting the nationalist 
movement was not a good idea (Interview, Baltimore, October 2004). Preliminary archival evidence may 
substantiate those beliefs: see my ‘ZANU-PF and the Ghosts …” 2005, 158-9, for evidence of CIA 
sponsored ‘scholarships’ for Mrs. Sarah Mugabe in London and trips to Washington for Herbert Chitepo in 
1967. On the university’s early days, see Michael Gelfand, A Non-Racial Island of Learning: A History of 
the University College of Rhodesia from its Inception to 1966 (Gwelo: Mambo Press, 1978). 
38 “A Tale of Two Universities”, Parade (August 1968), 46. 
39 Mlambo, 1995, 484, indicates this may well have been possible, but is not certain. This author’s 
interviews with guerrilla leaders who were involved in university demonstrations in 1971, and who escaped 
before arrest, confirms such indications.  
40 Mlambo, 485. 
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the country, and involving young entrants to the nationalist and guerrilla movements 

rather than students per se. All three instances, though, can be seen as rites of passage 

around the confrontation as young members of ‘civil society’ entered the political realm.  

 

In 1971 within the Zimbabwean African Peoples’ Union (ZAPU) military wing, 

the Zimbabwean Peoples Revolutionary Army, youths later calling themselves the March 

11 Movement ‘kidnapped’ leaders of their army to force them to come to terms with poor 

military strategy and ethnic factionalism. In co-operation with the Zambian state, the 

ZIPRA leaders incarcerated these ‘young Turks’. Some were sent to Rhodesia where they 

were charged with treason and imprisoned, while others were kept in Zambian prisons 

until in 1974, as with the students who demonstrated at the university in Salisbury in 

1973, they were given scholarships to British universities.41 Older members of the 

nationalist party were not sure what to think of this youthful impropriety, some of whom 

had university education experiences in the United States and Tanzania, while others had 

been trained in the Soviet bloc. Suspicions were that the ‘leader’ of the youthful rebels 

was a Central Intelligence Agency spy. What is important to note here, though, is that the 

nationalist leaders treated what they saw is indiscipline in a similar fashion to the way the 

Rhodesian state treated the university students.  

 

Just over two years after the Chimukwembe affair, young members – some of 

whom had been involved in the university demonstrations a few years before 

Chimukwembe – of ZANU’s military wing, the Zimbabwean African National Liberation 

Army, took control while the party consolidated itself in the wake of the assassination of 

National Chairman Herbert Chitepo and Zambia’s efforts to rid itself its faction-ridden 

guests.42 These ideologically charged youths attempted to unite both ZAPU and ZANU’s 

armies, and to re-orient the struggle along Marxist lines, a creative fusion of the ‘Soviet’ 

                                                 
41 Owen Tshabangu, The March 11 Movement in ZAPU: Revolution within the Revolution for Zimbabwe 
(Heslington: Tiger Papers, 1979); David Moore, “The Contradictory Construction of Hegemony in 
Zimbabwe: Politics, Ideology, and Class in the Formation of a New African State”, (PhD thesis, York 
University, Toronto, 1990), ch. 4. 
42 David Moore, “Democracy, Violence and Identity in the Zimbabwean War of National Liberation: 
Reflections from the Realms of Dissent”, Canadian Journal of African Studies, 29, 3 (1995), 375-402. For 
what are largely misinterpretations of this moment, see Fay Chung, Reliving the Second Chimurenga: 
Memories of the Liberation Struggle, Uppsala and Harare: Nordic Africa Institute and Weaver, 2006. 
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inspired doctrine received by some from ZAPU in training in the Eastern bloc, and the 

Maoist versions imbibed by those trained by the Chinese. When they refused to sanction 

one or another leader to ‘represent’ them at the October 1976 Geneva Conference 

instigated by American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, preferring instead to push for 

a united front and hesitating in any case to accept the compromises on offer at the 

meeting, they were seen to be more trouble than assistance to the man on his way to the 

top, Robert Mugabe.43 While in Geneva and on returning to Mozambique, Mugabe 

forged alliances with more traditional components of the security apparatus in the army.44 

On return from Europe in January 1977, the vashandi, or ‘workers’, were arrested by the 

Mozambican forces on Mugabe’s request, and incarcerated until the eve of the elections 

in April 1980 that would see Robert Mugabe and ZANU-PF (the ‘PF’ meaning ‘Patriotic 

Front’, due to ZAPU’s and ZANU’s fragile alliance for purposes of negotiation with 

British and Rhodesian diplomats) take power. While they were imprisoned hundreds of 

guerrilla soldiers seen to be allied with these supposed ‘rebels’ were ‘pacified’ brutally. 

Mugabe marked his ascendancy to the top of ZANU by the middle of 1977, with a speech 

to the “enlarged Central Committee” condemning 

 

… destructive forces … who arduously strive in any direction that 
militates against the Party line or who, in any way, seek, like the rebels of 
1974 [another group, which were in contrast to ZIPA actually using force 
to alter leadership] and 1975-76 to bring about changes in the leadership 
or structure of the party by maliciously planting contradictions in our 
ranks … [T]heir actions are a negation of the struggle. We must negate 
them in turn. This is … the negation of the negation … [T]he ZANU axe 
must continue to fall upon the necks of rebels when we find it no longer 
possible to persuade them into the harmony that binds us all …45 

 

 The young ZIPA radicals did not get sent to universities abroad – indeed, they 

suffered enormous depravities, literally insufferable for some, for the first months of their 

imprisonment – but they did have some supporters in ‘global civil society’ or ‘activist 
                                                 
43 Their host, Mozambique’s president Samora Machel, forced them to attend the conference. 
44 One of the reasons the retired general Solomon Mujuru wields so much power in contemporary 
Zimbabwe – such that his estranged wife was named vice-president in late 2004 – is because he was, as 
Rex Nhongo and de jure head of ZIPA and ZANLA until the imprisoned Josiah Tongogara was released 
from Zambia’s jails, crucial in forging this new alliance for Mugabe. 
45 Robert Mugabe, “Comrade Mugabe Lays the Line at Historic Chimoio Central Committee Meeting”, 
Zimbabwe News, 5-6 (1977), 9-14. 
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academia.’ John S. Saul, a Canadian political scientist who met Samora Machel and other 

Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (Frelimo) cadres whilst he was teaching at the 

University of Dar Es Salaam in the seventies, learned of the ZIPA moment from Frelimo, 

was hopeful that ZIPA would radicalise the Zimbabwean struggle. He reported on the 

Mozambican government’s ‘take’ on them, interspersed with his own critique of the 

‘petty bourgeois’ nature of mainstream Zimbabwean nationalism, in an American activist 

magazine. The article was published just as they were imprisoned by a Frelimo with a 

somewhat changed disposition towards radicals in the Zimbabwean liberation 

movement.46 Soon after it was reprinted in a 1979 collection of Saul’s essays, Zimbabwe 

was ‘free’, and led by the man who had so recently promised to axe the necks of any 

disharmonious souls in his party. ZIPA’s legacy, though, was seemingly important 

enough for another member of ‘global (academic) civil society’ to write an article in the 

prestigious left-liberal Journal of African Studies attesting to significant changes in the 

‘old guard’s’ spots. 47  

 

 Terence Ranger, generally considered to be the ‘dean of Zimbabwean history’ and 

himself expelled from the Rhodesia, where he was lecturing in History at the University 

College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, in 1963 for being too enthusiastic a campaigner 

“against the colour bar”48  condemned Saul’s article as dangerously naïve and 

misleading. Supporters should not condemn the new leaders of Zimbabwe as a “faction of 

educated, middle-class, rather elitist elements” (as Saul borrowed Arrighi’s words49) who 

split off from ZAPU in the early 1960s and continued their internecine ways. Rather, he 

relies on speeches and interviews to claim that Mugabe and the rest of the ‘old guard’ had 

become true members of a revolutionary vanguard, and it would have been foolish to let 

the liberation movement remain in the hands of un-ideological militarists. Interviewed by 

                                                 
46John S. Saul, “Transforming the Struggle in Zimbabwe”, Southern Africa, 10, 1 (1977), 12-15; reprinted 
in his The State and Revolution in Eastern Africa (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), 107-21.  
47 Terence Ranger, “The Changing of the Old Guard: Robert Mugabe and the Revival of ZANU” Journal of 
Southern African Studies 7, 1 (1980), 71-90. Ranger acknowledges borrowing the term from Lionel Cliffe’s 
“Towards an Evaluation of the Zimbabwean Liberation Movement,” for some reason cited as April 1982 in 
a journal article that was published in 1980. The citation should read “University of Leeds Department of 
Politics Zimbabwe Conference, 21-22 June 1980”. 
48 “Lecturer’s colleagues write to Sir Roy”, Rhodesia Herald, (January 15, 1963), 1. 
49 Arrighi and Saul collaborated on work whilst in Tanzania, most notably in Essays on the Political 
Economy of Africa (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1973).  
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nationalists in exile in London, on a January 1976 trip he persuaded his Mozambican 

watchers he could take because his wife was ill (one wonders if she was still there on her 

CIA scholarship to study secretarial science: certainly one of the people Mugabe visited 

was the man who had arranged the funds50), he said “our situation is that we have people 

without any ideology at all pretending they can lead the revolution. Now, in my opinion, 

they as well as the cadres need not just the military training but an ideological orientation 

as well”.51 It is ironic that just as Mugabe was saying this, ZIPA was starting up its own 

‘college’ that intended to take ideology – and other more prosaic aspects of education 

such as geography! – to heights not yet reached in any of ZANLA’s camps. It is also 

ironic that the forces with which Mugabe allied to rid himself of ZIPA were the most 

anti-intellectual elements of the security wing of ZANLA, led by Josiah Tongogara, the 

military leader released in time for the Geneva conference from the Zambian jails where 

he was imprisoned on suspicion for assassinating Herbert Chitepo, who ridiculed the 

educated youth.  

 

 Ranger also relies on many speeches and articles written by Eddison Zvobgo, a 

ZANU nationalist who had spent four or five years in the United States of America after 

release from Rhodesian imprisonment as a ZANU representative. While Ranger’s 

quotations portray ZIPA as uneducated militarists and Mugabe as a wise teacher, and 

uses Zvobgo’s words to bolster these claims, Zvobgo actually said something different at 

a slightly different time. In trying in his American version of Zimbabwe News in early 

1976 to marry ZIPA (but he was not too sure of their title, calling them both the 

Zimbabwean African Liberation Army and the Zimbabwean United Liberation Army, 

both being ZILA) with Mugabe, Zvobgo extolled the group to the skies for getting the 

struggle back “into full swing”.52 By 1977 though, it was no longer necessary to hedge 

one’s bets: the “axe” had fallen. Ranger’s words from Mugabe’s mouth in July 1977 do 

                                                 
50 David Smith and Colin Simpson, Mugabe (Salisbury: Pioneer Head, 1981) p. 94; Africa Confidential, 
27 August 1976. 
51 Robert Mugabe, “Interview”, Revolutionary Zimbabwe, January 30, 1976, cited in Ranger, “The 
Changing …” 1980, 83. 
52 Eddison Jonas Mudadirwa Zvobgo, ‘SPECIAL FEATURE: The Armed Struggle ZILA In Full 
Bloom And In Full Swing,’ Zimbabwe News, 1, 1, (January/May 1976), San Francisco, pp. 28-30. It should 
be noted that many issues of the ZANU journal have “1, 1” as their volume and issue numbers, as new 
incarnations of the party give birth to new media organs. 
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not repeat the axing phrase, perhaps intending readers to believe that “negating the 

negation” was accomplished through philosophical means alone.53 If the same critical 

stance had been taken towards ZANU-PF in 1980 as Ranger took in 2004 towards 

‘patriotic history’,54 one might have had an international audience prepared to take a 

more sceptical look at the great helmsman55 and his means of gaining and maintaining 

power. 

  

 At first glance it is difficult to place contestations between generations and 

ideologies – between so-called ‘mutineers’ and leaders – within armies alongside those of 

students and university officials. One is in the heat of what Gramsci would have called a 

‘war of manoeuvre’ for the takeover of a state, while the other is on the terrain of ‘wars 

of position’ within ‘civil society’. Yet all three events involved generations in conflict, 

elements of ‘left’ versus ‘right’ ideologies, struggles of and in nationalism, global 

connections, and the tendency of those upholding the status quo to use whatever 

monopoly of violence the nearest state could offer to maintain the extant state of affairs. 

In two of the cases, international actors stepped in to offer the ‘rebels’ sanctuary and 

access to credentials that would serve them in good stead in the future – global civil 

society helped out those in trouble – and in the third case engagé international scholars 

debated Zimbabwe’s political fate as a result of the anti-state-in-the-making actors’ 

challenges. In all cases, some of the ‘rebels’ would take active roles – some in the state, 

others in ‘civil society’, some as ‘agrarian patriots’ and some as ‘critical cosmopolitans’ – 

in the crises of the next millennium. In all cases, too, one must remember that the groups 

challenging the state were argumentative and even conflicting within themselves. The 

constant variable in all these cases, though, rests along lines suggesting that both 

Rhodesian and Zimbabwean ‘old guards’ had and have great difficulty dealing with 

younger contestants for political space within ruling circles. As a new generation of 

                                                 
53 Ranger, 1980, 85, says the “re-assertion of the party was accompanied by some violence, though I do not 
dispose of the evidence to reconstruct what happened in detail.” Note the words “accompanied” and 
“some”: the former implies a parallel process rather than one integral to the “re-assertion”, and the latter 
suggests a little amount.  
54 Terence Ranger, “Nationalist Historiography, Patriotic History and the History of the Nation: the 
Struggle over the Past in Zimbabwe”, Journal of Southern African Studies, 30, 2 (2004), 215-234. 
55 Ranger, 1980, 87, quoting “ZANU and the advance of the Zimbabwean Revolution”, Ikwezi, 10 
(December 1978). 
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members of ‘civil society’ become ‘political’ violent tensions ensue. This motif in 

Zimbabwean contemporary history seems intractable. The next few pages will attest to 

the claim that ‘civil society’ is very political in Zimbabwe, and becomes more political 

the more challenging it gets. 

 

Post 1980 ‘Civil Society’ 

The 1980s can be seen as an era in which post-independence ‘civil society’ began to 

emerge in Zimbabwe, amidst ZANU-PF’s countervailing efforts to create a one-party 

state along lines merging the worst of African nationalism and ‘Marxist-Leninism’. In 

spite of the fact that ‘nationalism’ had won the state, a ‘civil society’ would emerge that 

was almost as inseparable from the state as it was in the earlier struggle. In other words, 

‘civil’ and ‘political’ societies were barely distinguishable, although much of ‘civil 

society’ did indeed end up battling ‘politically’ for a state which, in allowing for more 

political plurality (e.g. a multi-party state), would also create the space for autonomous 

organisations that would not be seen by a party-state as an automatic threat to its power. 

Until this stage arrives, however, just about any ‘civil society’ group is seen as a threat to 

the reach of the ZANU-PF octopus, and almost by default becomes part of an 

‘opposition’ just to survive. 

 

 The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions managed by the end of the decade to 

untie the cords linking it to the ruling party.56 In Matabeleland, the ruling party’s 

response to a group of dissidents emerging from ZIPRA soldiers suffering indignities in 

the newly ‘integrated’ army was tantamount to a small genocide named Gukurahundi or 

“the storm that washes away the chaff”.57 One of the responses to these atrocities, the 

Legal Resources Centre, could be considered one of the first instances of a human rights 

oriented ‘civil society’ organisation; while the Catholic Commission for Justice and 

Peace, which had been active defending nationalists and bystanders to the conflict during 
                                                 
56 Brian Raftopoulos and Lloyd Sachikonye, eds., Striking Back: The State and the Labour Movement in 
Zimbabwe (Harare, Weaver Press, 2001). 
57 Shari Eppel, ‘“Gukurahundi”, The Need for Truth and Reparation’, Brian Raftopoulos and Tyrone 
Savage, eds., Zimbabwe: Injustice and Political Reconciliation (Cape Town: Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation, 2004) 43-62; The Legal Resources Centre and the Catholic Commission for Justice and 
Peace, Breaking the Silence, Building True Peace: A Report on the Disturbance in Matabeleland and the 
Midlands 1980-1988 (Harare: CCJP and LRF, 1997). 
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the war for majority rule, re-invented itself. For the most part, however, ‘civil society’ 

activities followed the pattern of the 1973 Chimukwembe: university was the site of such 

activities. Students as early as 1983 were marching on the streets, supporting Mugabe’s 

call for a ‘leadership code’ that would, they hoped, stop corruption before it started. In 

1986, a student march planned to mourn Samora Machel’s demise turned into a violent 

demonstration against corruption, in which cars were burned. Students supporting ZAPU 

on campus were sometimes tortured.58 In the law faculty under the deanship of Professor 

Reginald Austin, who in exile in London in the seventies had advised ZAPU on 

constitutional matters, students such as Tendai Biti, Welshman Ncube, Lovemore 

Mudhuku, Brian Kagoro, and Munyarwadzi Gwisai were debating the merits of 

liberalism and socialism under the tutorship of liberals such as Geoffrey Feltoe and a 

wide range of Marxists.59 Shadrack Gutto, a Marxist law professor expelled from Kenya 

previously (and later to be expelled from Zimbabwe for ‘leading’ students in rebellion) 

had started a society for the study of Soviet-style “Modern Thought” and appeared 

regularly on a Zimbabwe Broadcasting television programme called “The Road to 

Socialism”. Trotskyism, too, and a branch of the International Socialist Organisation, 

came on the scene in the mid-eighties with South African Rehad Desai, arriving in 

Zimbabwe with his father Barney, an exiled Pan-African Congress member who came to 

Zimbabwe from London in 1980: this, said one radical student leader of the time, enabled 

Marxist-oriented students to understand the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989 within a 

Marxist perspective.60 Kempton Makamure, a law lecturer who was widely thought to 

have played a less then savoury role for the Smith government in the 1973 Chimukwembe 

events, was in the eighties a “Maoist” member of ZANU-PF, but later ran for Harare’s 

mayoralty under a more or less Thatcherite banner. 

 

                                                 
58 Interview (July 2004) with Trevor Ncube, a student supporting ZAPU in the early eighties. Ncube went 
on to start up the Zimbabwe Independent. He now owns it along with South Africa’s Mail and Guardian. 
59 Interviews, Welshman Ncube, Secretary General, Movement for Democratic Change, August 2004; 
Tendai Biti, MDC MP, August 2004; Munyaradzi Gwisai, expelled MDC member and law lecturer, 
September 2004. 
60 Those interested in the personalities of the Trotskyist brand of international socialism may know that 
Alex Callinicos is Zimbabwean: his father had been a member of the Greek Communist Party and the 
resistance and had advised Zimbabwean nationalist movements informally. Other Marxist scholars in 
Britain from Zimbabwe include John Hoffman – who as “Dialogo” wrote “scientific socialist” pamphlets 
under the ZAPU imprint – and Norman Geras. 
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 When in 1987 ZAPU had been forced to sign the unity pact with ZANU, students 

could focus on alternative to the one-party state without being accused of an ethnic 

agenda: by 1988 and 1989 they were a force to be reckoned with, but their importance to 

ZANU-PF was clearly tied up with electoral challenges. In the wake of the 1988 

“Willowgate” scandal in which government officials were caught selling cars at huge 

profit made available to them cheaply for official use,61 one-time inseparable Mugabe 

comrade Edgar Tekere and his Zimbabwe Unity Movement (ZUM), formed in April 

1989, caught many of the students’ imaginations.62 In July 1989 students were dispersed 

from a Tekere address on campus.63 On October 4 1989 students stoned and burned the 

vice-chancellor’s car during a demonstration after student leaders Arthur Mutambara and 

Enock Chikweche had been arrested after a September 29 seminar they had planned on 

corruption had been declared illegal by the police, the enforcement of which was ensured 

by a two hundred strong riot squad. (It was thought that Mutambara had been thrown by 

police from his second story window that night, but apparently this happened while he 

                                                 
61 Geoffrey Nyarota, Against the Grain: Memoirs of a Zimbabwean Newsman (Cape Town: Zebra Press, 
2006), 150-71. 
62 Tekere accompanied Mugabe on his mythical journey from Rhodesia to Mozambique after the Chitepo 
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London made such acts very easy. Tekere, during a second interview in December 2008 confirmed the 
funding. The Zimbabwean state certainly thought Parker helped Tekere’s ZUM – even stating that its 
name’s similarity with the Cape Town party proved as much. Parker was jailed twice by the Zimbabwean 
state, only being released the second time on his agreement to leave the country. When he arrived in 
London he was greeted by the BBC team he had arranged to meet him. When asked when he would return 
to Zimbabwe, he replied ‘when it is free’. Patrick Kombayi, another long time ZANU-PF member who as 
mayor of Gweru was also controversial, joined Tekere in ZUM and was almost killed by a CIO officer. 
Kombayi, interviewed in September 2004, claims he and Tekere were approached by “the British and the 
Americans” to start a new party, because they both had a radical reputation, not like the usual staid 
oppositional politicians in the Abel Muzorewa mold. He agreed, he said, because he had seen the ruination 
of countries like Zambia, Tanzania, and Mozambique in the wake of one-party states. Parker agreed in 
discussion that it was quite possible that the British assisted ZUM. 
63 Norma Kriger, “Zanu (PF) Strategies in General Elections, 1980–2000: Discourse and Coercion”, 
African Affairs, 104, 414 (2005), 14. 
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was trying to escape).64 After the March 28-30 1990 election, in which ZUM fared 

surprisingly well in urban areas – getting an average of twenty-six per cent of the popular 

vote in the cities – despite meeting much ZANU-PF violence,65 students took up the call 

for multi-party democracy with great enthusiasm. A Students Representative Council 

statement of May 15 said that a one-party state: 

 

leads to a one-man fascist dictatorship, a brutal, tyrannical, murderous, 
fossilised and bureaucratised political system, characterised by an intoler-
ant cult of personality, monopolistic politics of domination, inefficiency, 
corruption, looting and downright defiant petty bourgeoisie, primitive 
accumulation. The Union unreservedly rejects the one-party state in 
Zimbabwe with the contempt that it deserves.66 

 

At a packed May 30 1989 meeting organised by the Political Science Students’ 

Association at the University’s Great Hall to debate “The One-Party State: Whither 

Zimbabwe?” speakers from the floor said, to “thundering applause”: 

 

Are we to mortgage our future and our right to change leaders as we please? What 
music shall we play when a Kamuzu Banda, an Idi Amin, a Bokassa, a Samuel 
Doe has been hatched in the incubator of power-politics? … Why have a one-
party state in a land water-logged with tears? When the ex-combatants are 
walking on crutches of dejection, when peasants are still eating dust like cock-
roaches left in a deserted homestead, when people are weeping?67  

 

However, “a political correspondent” for the Catholic monthly Moto (a magazine with a 

long history of supporting anti-authoritarian causes throughout Zimbabwe’s history) 

thought that one of the scheduled speakers turned the meeting into a “shambles” because 

of his “amateurish politicking”. Arthur Mutambara, the young man on whose behalf the 

students trashed Vice-Chancellor Kamba’s car the previous October, was reported to 

have “manipulated” the meeting, which started out as a “calm, rational and incisive 

discussion of the problems of ZANU (PF)’s one party politics … into a “rather more 

                                                 
64 “October 4 – Showdown at UZ Campus”, Moto, 81 (October 1989), 14-17. In early 2006 Mutambara 
returned from a long exile – started with a Rhodes Fellowship that enabled his escape from a threatened 
existence in Zimbabwe – to lead a faction of the divided MDC.  
65 Kriger, 2005, 14-20, details ZANU-PF’s violent response to the ZUM challenge. 
66 “UZ – Not just another brick in the wall …!”, Moto (July 1990), 9. 
67 “UZ – Not …!”, 9. 
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partisan platform for ZUM”.68 One of the scheduled speakers, ZCTU leader Morgan 

Tsvangirai, had opened the discussion by calling for a “democratic, pluralistic political 

system where ideas are the only currency of change”, which would allow the pursuit of 

“genuine freedom”. Michael Mawema, an ‘old guard’ nationalist from the 1960s, and 

Michael Auret of the Catholic Commission on Justice and Peace, spoke with equally 

straightforward eruditeness, but Mutambara was reported to have ruined the discussion 

by “calling on his listeners to completely reject the one-party [sic] by ‘any and all means 

necessary’ [Moto emphasis]”. The reporter was upset that Mutambara “paid deference to 

Tekere and ZUM” and then too the “highly irregular move of allowing an unscheduled 

(and dreary) contribution from the platform by a ZUM spokesperson, who read almost 

inaudibly from a prepared text”. Students drifted out.69 It seems that for some 

editorialists, one could only discuss the abstractions of multi-partyism: when the real 

thing appeared, mundane as it was, disappointment was in store. 

 

 The next October, the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting was held in 

Zimbabwe. The CHOGM theme was human rights, but when the students declared their 

intention to march in protest against the University Amendment Act and the National 

Council of Education Act, legislation that gave the Vice-Chancellor’s the right to suspend 

and dissolve the Students Representative Council, the President rather than the University 

Council the right to appoint the Vice-Chancellor (who was given ministerial status), and 

enabled a state appointed Higher Education Council the right to hire and fire staff, the 

state’s response was to seal off the campus. No one except the police were allowed in or 

out: inside, the police and students “fought running battles”. In response to questions of 

journalists from around the world, Mugabe said the students were a “bunch of rapists, 

drunkards and drug addicts who could not be allowed into the city because they were 

given to violence … They are our children. We will discipline them our way”.70 

 

                                                 
68 “Abortive UZ Debate”, Moto (July 1990), 11. 
69 “Abortive …”, 11. 
70 “The unnecessary embarrassment”, Moto (November/December 1991), 4-5; Donatus Bonde, “Student 
politics – sense and nonsense”, Moto (December/November 1991), 5-6. 
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 In almost yearly instalments the routine at the university would continue, although 

throughout the nineties – until the arrival of the National Constitutional Assembly (1998) 

and the Movement for Democratic Change (September 11 1999) added more politics to 

the picture71 – the material problems of students facing the exigencies of more fees for 

less service, under the aegis of structural adjustment programmes,72 seemed to dominate 

concerns. However, with the spread of state universities around the country to Bulawayo 

(the National University of Science and Technology) and Gweru (Midlands State 

University), and private institutions such as the Methodist Africa University in Mutare, 

the problem of student unrest spread wider – and the students created a national body. It 

seems, however, that the repressive apparatus of the state was able to spread itself widely 

enough to maintain its strategy of ‘containment.’ One example along can indicate the 

severity of such activities: between January 2001 and November 2003, Tinashe 

Chimedza, the Secretary-General of the Zimbabwe National Students’ Union (ZINASU), 

was arrested eight times by the police.73 As of 2005 and 2006, Chimedza was in exile 

studying in Australia, supported by the Student Solidarity Trust, established by students 

who had been expelled from their universities across the country. The pattern, established 

in 1971 with youthful ZAPU cadres and in 1977 with ZIPA, continues. 

 

 The first generation of university activists, however, had by the 1990s become 

involved in law and other professions. They were well situated to take up the political 

baton from the likes of veteran politicians like Edgar Tekere. With international donors 

enthused by the post-Cold War prospects of liberal democracy, the material issues would 

not be as trying, either. With structural adjustment firing the workers up, too, the raw 

material for movement from civil society to political struggle was more available than 

ever before. Thus lawyer activists such as Tendai Biti and Welshman Ncube could 

                                                 
71 See Richard Saunders, Never the Same Again: Zimbabwe’s Growth towards Democracy (Harare: Edwina 
Spicer Publishing, FES/OSISA, 2000), for an excellent survey of all the democratic trends in Zimbabwe in 
the 1990s. 
72 Patrick Bond and Masimba Manyanya, Zimbabwe’s Plunge: Exhausted Nationalism and the Search for 
Social Justice (Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 2002) for extensive details on the causes and 
consequences of Economic Structural Adjustment Programmes. 
 
73 Cited in Timothy Scarnecchia, “The ‘Fascist Cycle’ in Zimbabwe, 2000–2005”, Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 32, 2 (2006), note 66, 234, from Amnesty International. 
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become involved with setting up the National Constitutional Assembly, and persuade 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions secretary-general Morgan Tsvangirai to join them 

in leading it in early 1998. They were joined by those former students who had been kept 

in the civil society circuits by the Zimbabwe Council of Churches74 – setting up the 

preliminary formal meetings for the NCA in May 1997 – which in the early and mid-

1990s articulated the more ‘social’ side of justice campaigning with its Justice, Peace and 

Reconciliation office: these included Deprose Muchena (at the time of writing a 

governance officer with the United States Agency for International Development,75 able 

to dispense funds with the assistance of USAID’s ‘governments in transition’ 

programmes) and Tawanda Mutasa (later director of the Southern African office of the 

Soros funded Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa).76 Other initiators were Grace 

Kwinjeh (until recently the MDC representative to the European Union) and Thoko 

Matshe (who later went to London to head up a woman’s activist organisation). First 

funded by the German social democratic foundation Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, by 1998 the 

funding from Oxfam, HIVOS, the Friedrich Naumann Foundation, and the embassies of 

Denmark, the Netherlands, Canada, Australia and Sweden amounted to over Z$6.5 

million. Subscription fees for the over 100 NGOs affiliated to the NCA were only about 

$1,000 each, and actual expenses for that year only amounted to a little more than Z$2 

million.77 The NCA spurred the ruling party to start its own constitutional consultation 

exercise and to hold a referendum on the results: when just over half Zimbabweans voted, 

and just over half of them rejected ZANU-PF’s efforts let its ruler go on for ever with 

constitutional approval, ZANU-PF feared losing a real election and pulled out all the 
                                                 
74 By March 1999 the ZCC pulled out of the NCA. For more on the churches’ role in this moment, see 
Sarah Rich Dorman, “Rocking the Boat: Church NGOs and Democratization in Zimbabwe”, African 
Affairs, 101 (2002), 75-92. 
75 In late 2007 Muchena was employed by the George Soros funded Open Society Initiative for Southern 
Africa. 
76 Sarah Rich Dorman, “NGOs and the Constitutional Debate in Zimbabwe: from Exclusion to Inclusion”, 
Journal of Southern African Studies, 29, 4 (2003), 845-63. 
77 National Constitutional Assembly Annual Report, 1998, p. 43, also reprinted in Brian Raftopoulos and 
Gerald Mazarire, “Civil Society and the Constitution-Making Process in Zimbabwe: National 
Constitutional Assembly (NCA) 1997-2000,” Kayode Fayemi and Sam Moyo, eds., Evaluating the 
Constitutional Process in Zimbabwe (Harare: Sapes Books, 2001). Rich Dorman reports that the funding 
for the ZANU-PF constitutional consultation process (CC) went like this: “the projected budget was Z$300 
million … Z$22.8 million from the Ford Foundation, and Z$19 million from the Kellogg Foundation. … 
Bilateral funding also came from South Korea (Z$380,000), Canada (Z$4 million) and Australia (Z$1.2 
million). The United Nations Development Programme facilitated donations of Z$20 million from the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Norway and Denmark”, Rich Dorman, “NGOs …”, 2003, 850. 
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stops. The NCA was also, however, along with a February 1999 “Working Peoples 

Convention” the springboard for the Movement for Democratic Change. By 2001, some 

leading members of the NCA decided to start up another coalition of NGOs, and with the 

encouragement of USAID officer Stephanie Funk the Crisis in Zimbabwe coalition was 

born, with a wider mandate than the NCA.78 It seems, too, that the 1990s saw a flurry of 

organisations develop that took ‘civil society’ to new heights, and at the same time 

created the base for the Movement for Democratic Change outside of the Zimbabwe 

Congress of Trade Unions.79 Civil society organisations and NGOs became tantamount to 

a ‘party’, in the 19th century European sense wherein it meant a “tendency, or current of 

opinion or policy” which, when it takes “expression in class movements … develop[s] 

some kind of organisation.”80 The fact that most of them are still functioning even while 

the MDC is a ‘true’ party suggests they are both something more and something less than 

that. Tendai Biti, one of the people who left the NCA to become a full-time member of 

the MDC, has said that that type of NGO is not democratic because it is ultimately 

responsible to its donors and its own malleable structures, not to the ‘people’ in 

elections.81 One wonders, if all the people who populate ‘civil society’ had invested their 

full time energy in a formal political party, if that party would be more successful than it 

is now? 

 

 It is easy to condemn ‘professional’ civil society as donor-driven and a vehicle for 

the accumulation of a petty bourgeoisie with no room in a structurally adjusted and 

                                                 
78 Interviews reveal a number of motivations for the new organization, some of which included discontent 
over extensions of the president’s term. Current NCA chair Lovemore Mudhuku’s extension in June 2006 
of his mandate to three terms inspired comparisons with Robert Mugabe: Phillip Pasirayi, “Disquiet brews 
over Madhuku's third term”, Zimbabwe Independent (June 2 2006), as do allegations of ‘rent a crowd’ for 
demonstrations. There is no doubt that the inclusiveness – in 2003 it claimed 350 member organisations, 
including such down to earth ones as the Combined Harare Residents’ Association – of the Crisis Coalition 
enabled it to extend its mandate to social as well as first order human rights issues, and to make some 
headway in reversing the seeming direction towards neo-liberal economic policies by the opposition. 
79 The ZCTU has received lots of foreign assistance too. 
80 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction,” The Communist Manifesto: A Modern Edition (London: Verso, [1848] 
1998), 12. Some of the thoughts in this section come from my “Donors and Democratisation in 
Zimbabwe’s Crisis: Deepening Democracy or Promoting Polyarchy?”, paper to Donors In Transitional 
Southern Africa: The Contested Terrain of Development Aid, Donors and Development Project, School of 
Development Studies, University of Natal, Tropicana Hotel, Durban, October 30 and 31, 2001. 
81 Interview, Tendai Biti, MDC MP, August 2004. 
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patron-client ridden party-state.82 Similarly, one can condemn these bodies as agents of 

imperialism, as does the Mugabe regime: ‘neo-liberalism’ comes to mind too. But it is 

also wise to bear in mind what Mugabe knew a long time ago when he was asked what he 

thought of the problem with foreign funding and influence in the trade unions: his answer 

was “African political or labor movements in this country cannot stand on their own 

without financial backing from some external source … however … [one must be] 

capable of ‘riding the tiger’ without ‘ending inside.’”83 The point is not whether or not 

‘imperialists’ fund civil society or even states in the ‘third world,’ but, analytically, how 

the assistance bears on class and other struggles in the society under study, and morally, 

whether or not such funding contributes to the material and intellectual freedom of the 

majority of people in that country. If, as Alex de Waal argues, ‘aid’ of just about any sort 

contributes more to the freedom of dictators than their subjects because rather than 

encourage a dialectic of accountability between states and citizens it strengthens the links 

of extraversion, to use Bayart’s term, between states (or non-governmental organizations) 

and the donors, then it should be condemned and minimized.84 But one must examine all 

the forces at play in a social formation before drawing conclusions. In Zimbabwe, that 

means not only looking at the ‘critical cosmopolitans’ in ‘civil society,’ but the ‘agrarian 

patriots’ too. Thus when one looks at the mid-1990s and the flourishing of multi-partyism 

and human rights NGOs, one must also attempt to see the ‘war vets’ not as an appendage 

of the state, but as another part of ‘civil society’ contending for recognition and 

resources, from the state or any other institution capable of extracting resources from 

society and redistributing them. If the ‘war vets’ were not able to impress the 

representatives of a liberal ‘global state’ – which was serving the ‘critical cosmopolitans’ 

                                                 
82 Sara Rich Dorman, “Democrats and Donors: Studying Democratization in Africa”, Tim Kelsall and Jim 
Igoe, eds., Donors, NGOs, and the Liberal Agenda in Africa, forthcoming, presents a detailed examination 
of the ‘corruption’ of one human rights NGO. 
83 Timothy Scarnecchia, “‘Imperialist Stooge’ versus ‘Communist Puppet’: Defining a Sellout in 
Zimbabwean Nationalist Politics, 1961-1963”, African Studies Association Annual Meeting, Boston, 31 
October 2003, quoting a report from the American consul-general on an interview with Mugabe in the early 
1960s. 
 
84 Alex de Waal, Famine Crimes: Politics and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Oxford: 
James Currey, 1997); Jean-François Bayart, “Africa in the World: A History of Extraversion”, African 
Affairs, 99, 395 (2000), 217-267 
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rather well85 – then they were able to do so with their own party-state, with which they 

had a complex relationship. While the party-state was flailing in crisis, the ‘war vets’ 

were able to utilize a potent mix of moral justification and force to gain influence within 

it.  

 

 If one sees the ‘war vets’ as part of civil society, with some members in the state, 

one can understand the tumultuous relationship it has had with ZANU-PF more easily 

than if one sees it as an appendage of the ruling party. As Kriger has put it, the war vets 

used “struggle credentials to legitimate themselves and delegitimate others in competition 

for power and resources”.86 In the eighties, after a small ‘demob’ payment which was 

often dispersed quickly, the war veterans established a ‘welfare organisation’, the 

Zimbabwe National Liberation War Veterans’ Association (ZNLWVA) by 1987, of 

which Mugabe was the patron. It soon lobbied for a pension programme, the War 

Victims’ Compensation Fund, to pay veterans for injuries sustained in the liberation war. 

By 1995, Dr. Chenjerai ‘Hitler’ Hunzvi, who had trained in Poland while with ZIPRA, 

gained favour with veterans by widening the programme beyond the “privileged few” 

who were accessing it at first.87 He signed the papers certifying many false injuries, and 

became director of ZNLWVA.  

 

 However, when the extensive fraud involved in these claims was revealed, the 

‘war vets’ lost legitimacy in society at large and Mugabe suspended the scheme in March 

1997. As one ZNLWVA member – a key player in ZIPA in 1975-1977 – put it, war vets 

were “the laughing stock” of Zimbabwe.88 When the ZNLWVA waged a wide campaign 

of demonstrations to revive the deal, Mugabe promised in April to answer to claims on a 

                                                 
85 In order to see this ‘two state’ perspective, William Robinson’s “Gramsci and Globalisation: From 
Nation-State to Transnational Hegemony”, Critical Review of International Social and Political 
Philosophy, 8, 4 (2005), 1-16 is a start, along with the much more conservative Robert Jackson, Quasi-
States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990). 
86 Norma Kriger, “From Patriotic Memories to ‘Patriotic History’ in Zimbabwe, 1990-2005”, Third World 
Quarterly, 27, 6 (2006), 1151. 
87 Charehwachaguma Chirombowe, “Only Hunzvi understood Bob’s psyche”, Zimbabwe Independent 
(October 7 2005). 
88 Interview, Crispin Matawire, Mazoe, February 2005. As will be discussed later, Matawire’s role as a 
‘farm invader’ in the events of 2000 contrasts with some of his colleagues from ZIPA, who started up their 
own organization to counter the ruling party-ZLWVA alliance. 
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case-by-case basis, but refused to meet the association. By May, the demonstrations were 

becoming more violent. This process followed the year in which the ZCTU allowed 

striking civil servants, who had almost paralysed the nation in 1996, to join it. It was 

casting its net widely, and indeed, the possibility of an alliance between the ZNLWVA 

and the working class was possible: Hunzvi and Morgan Tsvangirai made an agreement 

that the ZCTU would support the war veterans’ claims – but the cost would not be passed 

on to the workers.89 At this time, the possibility of the ‘war vets’’ claim for a large 

pension, regardless of injuries, was widely discussed. One high-level Zimbabwe 

Broadcasting Corporation manager told this interviewer that he understood that the 

World Bank would pay the pension in order to ease the strain on an ESAP friendly client 

state.90 Hunzvi organized a demonstration at the Hero’s Day celebration, even drowning 

out Mugabe’s speech with their drums and chants.91 The minister of Labour and Welfare 

was almost forced off the road by a group of veterans. Then, Mugabe sent cabinet 

ministers to provinces to meet ZNLWVA member to discuss grievances, but the 

ministers were often held hostage and then sent away. A July 1997 protest disrupted a 

Zimbabwean/African-American business conference.  

 

 The fateful meeting was held in August, though. Reliable sources say that 

veterans held retired Air Force Marshall Josiah Tungamirai hostage for this meeting, 

while others say that Didymus Mutasa, then Speaker of the House, the most important 

ZANU-PF leader in Manicaland, and a nationalist stalwart since the 1950s ‘seminars’ at 

Guy Clutton-Brock’s Cold Comfort Farm was held too. Agrarian political economist Sam 

Moyo said in an Integrated Regional Information Network interview that the meeting was 

held, “more or less at gunpoint.”92 There is no doubt that the ‘negotiators’ were allowed 

into State House by the Presidential Guard, so at some level members of the security 

apparatus acceded to the meeting. In any case, the negotiators were promised Z$50,000 

(then about US$5,000) as a once off payment, and a monthly pension of Z$2,000 (then 

                                                 
89 In an interview (August 2004) Tsvangirai agreed that this agreement had been made, but said that he did 
not think that Hunzvi would have kept his side of the bargain. 
90 Interview, Harare, January 1997. 
91 The list of ZNLWVA events following is borrowed from Chirombowe, “Only Hunzvi …” 2005, 
although many of them have been confirmed by other sources. 
92 Integrated Regional Information Network, “Interview with Land Expert Sam Moyo”, August 14, 2001. 
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about US$200: it was increased to Z$5,000 in 2001, but of course high inflation had 

eaten much of that away). The total cost, unbudgeted, was Z$4.5 billion. The war vets 

also demanded that land be redistributed according the promises of the past, and that they 

would get twenty per cent of that. This led to the state demanding over 1400 farms from 

commercial farmers, to be paid for at prices determined by the state – not the market. 

When this was gazetted in parliament in September, the Zimbabwean dollar lost seventy-

five per cent of its value and Zimbabwe started on its downward spiral. By early 1998 an 

international donor conference was called to see if a workable reform plan could be 

hammered out. Civil society contributions to the conference emphasized a strong 

component of ‘grassroots’ and NGO participation in a new process of land reform. The 

conference ended with the donors unwilling to assist with the implementation of the final 

proposal, which was much too statist for their taste. This decision may or may not be 

coincidental with the Zimbabwean state’s decision to enter the war in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo on the side of the Kabila state, against the wishes of South Africa 

and the Anglophone ‘west’, who thought Rwanda’s Paul Kagame and Uganda’s Yoweri 

Museveni better vehicles for their needs and desires than the DRC’s Laurent Désire 

Kabila. 

 

Democracy and ‘governance’ workers with the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID) began to work with Zimbabwean civil society 

seriously. These USAID people did not receive enthusiastic support from their 

ambassador or White House: both were more than content to work with the limited forms 

of democracy on offer by the Mugabe régime at the time. If the USAID governance 

workers were ‘imperialists’ they were much more liberal – or even ‘radical’ – than their 

masters, who were only concerned with trade and a bit of aid. The former had to push 

every liberal contact they had to get permission to work with the ‘three bald men’ from 

Zimbabwean civil society on encouraging and vetting applications for funding from the 

emergent Zimbabwean democratic organisations.93  

 

                                                 
93 Interviews, Zimbabwe and North America. 
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At the same time, the war vets – perhaps in conjunction with the security 

apparatus of the state (that is, the Central Intelligence Organisation), but in any case with 

a see-saw relationship with it – began a small campaign of land invasions. By the time of 

the constitutional referendum results, seen, as one war vet put it, as a “clarion call” 

signaling the intent of the “imperialists and running dogs”94 the war vets were ready to 

work hand in hand with the state to take the farms.  

 

 The resultant chain of events is well enough known and documented in media and 

academic reports to bear not repeating here.95 In combination with the costs of the war in 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the economic devastation caused by the 2000 

land invasions, the settlement with the war veterans started Zimbabwe down a path to 

economic ruination. ZANU-PF’s ruthless but clever manipulation of elections has kept 

the MDC out of power, and made it prone to the sort of faction-fighting that delayed 

Zimbabwean independence in the 1970s – and that only Robert Mugabe seems to know 

how to manipulate to his advantage.96 The question is, does a detailed narrative of how 

the ZNLWVA forced the state to go further than it had before make it ‘qualify’ for equal 

status in the social movement and civil society stakes as the myriad of NGOs and 

community based organizations – including anti-neo-liberal ones like the Zimbabwe 

Coalition on Debt and Development, and the Zimbabwe Liberators’ Platform, made up of 

former ZIPA members in 2000 and soon torn apart by the CIO by 2004, reviving only in 

200697  – who have the respect and material support of ‘northern’ funders and 

sympathizers? If not, what, aside from ideology, tactics, and sources of funding, separates 

them? Is there indeed any ‘sociological’ explanation for this division in ‘civil society’ – 

                                                 
94 Interview, Crispin Matawire, March 2005. See also Wilbert Sadomba’s 2008 Phd thesis from 
Wageningen University in Holland, ‘War Veterans in Zimbabwe’s Land Occupations: Complexities of a 
liberation movement in Africa’s post-colonial settlerism’. Sadomba was a ‘participant observer’ in a series 
of invasions starting in 1998.  
95 See Moore 2003 and 2004 above, also Brian Raftopoulos and Ian Phimister, “Zimbabwe Now: The 
Political Economy of Crisis and Coercion”, Historical Materialism, 12, 4 (2004) 355-382.   
96 David Moore, “‘When I am a Century Old:’ Why Robert Mugabe Won’t Go” Roger Southall and 
Henning Melber, eds., Legacies of Power: Leadership Change and Former Presidents in Africa (Cape 
Town and Uppsala: HSRC Press and Nordic Africa Institute, 2005), 120-150. 
97 The fact that such a formerly “radical” and Marxist-Leninist group took up the cudgels against their 
former war-time comrades – and that former ZIPRA soldiers took both sides of the fence, too – suggests, 
against many liberal views, that the liberation war in and of itself did not lead to a ‘culture of authoritarian 
violence’.  
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by no means a majority of the ‘war vets’ were peasants, although they did latch on to the 

idea of land for the tiller almost as enthusiastically as they did their pensions – or can the 

only source of the divisions be traced to a means and ends dichotomy?  

 

 If historical parallels are to be drawn out to link the crises that led to the war of 

liberation and the contemporary one, as was the intent of this paper, one can do no worse 

than trace the histories of two of the leaders of the vashandi, Crispin Matawire and 

Wilfred Mhanda. Matawire, whose views and roles have been indicated above, became a 

nurse, and then a hospital administrator, after returning from the war. In his days in the  

 

 
Crispin Matawire, Concession, March 2005 

 

vashandi he was nicknamed ‘JV’, after Stalin, because of his initial allegiance to the 

Soviet view of history (he was originally a ZAPU member, but joined ZANU after the 

1971 ‘rebellion’ of the March 11 Movement) and his somewhat preemptory ways. As 

noted above, he joined the ZNLWVA, and when the results of the 2000 referendum were 

taken as “a challenge” by ZANU-PF, he led some invasions with the help of over 400 

veterans from Harare. One farm taken was the property of a woman who was on the 

board of the hospital he administered. He now has a property as a result of the invasions. 

He tried to attain a nomination for ZANU-PF in the parliamentary elections of 2005, but 

the party official parachuted in a woman. This process was not untypical, as some 
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elements of ZANU-PF tried to dissociate the party from the ZNLWVA, especially after 

Hunzvi’s death in 2001.  

 

 Wilfred Mhanda, called Dzinashe or ‘Dzino’ Machingura during the war, was 

during those days more of a Maoist, and certainly appeared to the world outside as the 

prime ideological expression of the vashandi movement.98 After a year or so in 

Zimbabwe, with ZAPU, after the war life was made too difficult for him by the new 

regime, so he gained a scholarship and studied chemistry in Germany. On his return he 

worked for National Breweries (developing the recipe for Zambezi Export Lager) and 

Cairns Foods, keeping a very low political profile. When the land invasions in 2000 

began, he and his comrades – after many long discussions with veterans who teamed up 

with the Hunzvi parade – started the Zimbabwe Liberators Platform, and campaigned 

vigorously against the land invasions. Mhanda admits openly that the ZLP was funded by 

the USAID and other foreign funding agencies, although he was angered at USAID’s 

refusal to fund further his forays into the politics of the chiefs, where he had found 

sympathy for his views. The foreign funders’ biases were much too urban, according to 

him, so the power of the chiefs was left in the hands of ZANU-PF. Although portrayed in 

articles such as R W Johnson’s in the London Review of Books99 as nearly classical  

 

 
Wilfred Mhanda, Harare, August 2004 

 

                                                 
98 Fay Chung’s memoirs, Reliving the Second …, refers to Mhanda many times as ‘brilliant”; as does 
Nyarota’s autobiography, Against the Grain …. 
99 R W Johnson, “How Mugabe came to power’, London Review of Books, 23, 4 (February 22, 2001).   
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liberals, deeper discussion – when, for example, discussing state ownership of 

corporations, or the perverse nature of African classes and the state, which he thinks, 

given its petty bourgeois roots, stifles class struggle and thus development100 – reveals 

strong traces of the leftist past and a clear materialist perspective on social struggle. 

Mhanda lives in Harare, operates a business that packs sawdust into bricks to burn for 

heat, is in charge of public and external relations for the revived ZLP, and sometimes 

consults for environmental NGOs and agencies.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has compared various historical moments of socio-political crisis as a first 

effort to examine how ‘civil society’ relates to – and often ‘becomes’ – ‘political society’ 

at these transitional moments. Given the uneven class nature of society and state in 

Zimbabwe, it is hard to concede that there is a ‘pure’ civil society as assumed in liberal 

discourse, but even in the ‘west’ it is hard to imagine that social space as conflict-free and 

a ‘zone of communicative competence’, to approximate Habermasian language. 

International ideologies and funding play their sides, and in a situation in the current 

global conjuncture wherein the ‘agrarian question’ remains unresolved101 it is not likely 

that ‘agrarian patriots’ are going to get support. In the absence of international support, 

they may make alliances with party-states, but without access to tremendous resources 

these alliances will not be worth much. Zimbabwe’s fate proves this, at least. 

 

 The day after the 2005 parliamentary election, the third national election since 

2000 stolen by ZANU-PF from its rightful winners, a young man in downtown Harare 

told this observer that “we have been let down by our rural cousins again”. He clearly 

thought that ZANU-PF was still winning the hearts and minds of the peasants, in spite of 

the fact that there are plenty of ‘Green Bomber’ militias in the countryside to force the 

people to ZANU-PF’s side if the promise of a small plot of land does not win hegemony 

on its own. No doubt the May 2005 Operation Murambatsvina would have cemented this 
                                                 
100 Personal correspondence after his presentation to the Wolpe Lecture series at the University of Kwa-
Zulu Natal, November 2005.  
101 See Henry Bernstein, “Land Reform in Southern Africa in World-historical Perspective,” Review of 
African Political Economy, 96 (2003), 203–26, and “Considering Africa’s Agrarian Questions”, Historical 
Materialism, 12, 4 (2004), 115–44 for serious consideration on these issues. 
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man’s opinion about ‘agrarian patriots’ and ‘critical cosmopolitans.’ It is quite likely, too, 

that many rural dwellers are scornful about the ability of an election monitoring NGO in 

Harare to lift up a hoe and appreciate the benefits of land being available to the tiller. 

Even though most Zimbabweans are neither fully urbanised or completely embedded in a 

communal or other agrarian mode of production, a ‘worker-peasant’ alliance that will 

bridge the gap between romantic agrarian types and sceptical, if not cynical, urbanites 

does not seem to be on the cards. 

 

 The tried and true axiom that it will take such an alliance to bring development to 

Africa is probably still true, but it was only attempted for a few moments in Zimbabwe’s 

history. The ZIPA moment, which was snuffed as soon as Mugabe heard about it, was its 

beginning. When Hunzvi and Tsvangirai agreed to work together, the alliance may have 

had life breathed into it again. Mugabe smothered that too, when he decided in late 1997 

to impose a surtax to pay for the war vets’ payout, and simultaneously reduced subsidies 

on maize to millers. When the workers demonstrated, Mugabe told the media that the 

white industrialists and the workers had made a coalition to the detriment of peasants and 

those who had fought in the liberation war. If indeed the ‘imperialists’ thought they 

should support the MDC so that it would lead the way to a liberal future, as they may 

have done with the Movement for Multi-Party Democracy in Zambia, that too – along 

with funding from the commercial farmers – helped drive nails in the coffin of this 

perhaps mythical alliance. Without strong working classes in Africa, an alliance of this 

sort will not even get a start unless ‘intellectuals’ in civil society and the state – in their 

global and local guises – take the task to heart and work out creative solutions to the 

‘agrarian question’. The next stage of Zimbabwean history demands the working out of 

such a question. One way to rethink it would be to start questioning the historical political 

economy of civil and political economy in that country. 


