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Repression, Violence, and Terror In Zimbabwe 

Through the 1980s


When the British colony of Rhodesia declared unilateral independence on November 11, 1965, the nationalist groups scrambled to oppose a regime whose sole purpose was to retain political power in the hands of the white settler minority. After fifteen years of uneven warfare, constantly punctuated by atrocities on each side, the white minority government stepped down in 1980, and general elections were held for the new government. Unfortunately, the advent of majority rule did not result in an era of peace and prosperity, as Robert Mugabe almost immediately instituted a brutal campaign of terror and repression that consolidated his power and established one-party rule under his ZANU-PF party. 

In 1889, Cecil Rhodes, a South African colonial magnate, chartered the British South Africa Company to explore for mineral wealth north of the Limpopo River, which now forms the border between Zimbabwe and South Africa. An expedition of 500 men, under Major Frank Johnson, set off the following year, escorted by the newly-formed British South Africa Police. Forts Tuli, Victoria, and Salisbury were erected in quick succession, but the settlers’ ravenous appetites for land put them in direct conflict with the Africans already living in the area, most notably the Ndebele kingdom under Lobengula, which was conquered and plundered in 1893. An uprising in 1895-97, known as the First Chimurenga in the Shona language, spread across the entirety of the colony, but was eventually crushed by the settlers, who consolidated their power through intimidation, vicious reprisals, and forced labor (Ciliers 29-32). Never again would such a unified uprising sweep across the entire nation, as the liberation struggle of the 1960s and 70s, known as the Second Chimurenga, was glaringly divided along tribal lines

Frantz Fanon suggests that conflict between tribes was a natural reaction to the brutality of colonialism, as it would redirect the frustration felt at the colonizer but which could not be expressed as such towards an enemy that had been a historical rival (Fanon 52). It has later been acknowledged that white anthropologists and colonial administrators had been the developers of the idea of tribalism, whose basis in actual groupings of individuals was quite flimsy (Nkomo 113). Though the source of tribalism may be debatable, it is undeniable that the factionalism fostered by its persistence contributed to an irreconcilable division between the two major nationalist factions in Zimbabwe, and this animosity did not abate with the advent of independence, instead threatening to tear the nation apart.

The administration of the native Africans was founded on an atmosphere of fear and intimidation. Relentless invasion of native lands in breach of vaguely worded contracts invariably sparked indignation and resistance from the native leaders, and the usual response was brutal reprisal and confiscation of property, usually land and cattle. Able-bodied men were demanded for work in the mines and fields, and when local chiefs refused, whipping and further confiscation of property ensued. Despite the continuation of these policies after the formal establishment of a state, it would be difficult to label early Southern Rhodesia a terrorist state, as the raids and impressments were used for the acquisition of material goods rather than the consolidation of political power. This culture of violence eventually succeeded in subduing the native population, but there remained an underlying fear amongst the settlers that any sign of weakness on their part would undo all their past “successes” in fostering respect of their authority, and unleash an uncontrollable rage. Even the fiction of the day exhibited this fear, as exemplified by the Turner family in Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing, whose paranoia at the prospect of disobedience leads to ever-harsher treatment of the servants and farmhands (Caute 54-55). This fear turns out to be entirely justified, according to Frantz Fanon, who maintains that the “subjugated” native is in reality hiding behind a mask of obedience while biding his time and looking for a situation in which he might be able to break his fetters and expel the colonist (Fanon 53).  

The fear of such an uprising seemed to diminish over time, as no significant armed uprisings occurred in the intervening years between the first Chimurenga and the second; indeed, Rhodesia was known to be the home of the “finest black people” and the “happiest black faces” in all of Africa (Caute 27, Smith 408). However, a system built upon a legacy of intimidation, no matter how idyllic it seemed, could not sustain itself for long. As noted by Hannah Arendt, the violent imposition of a regime upon unwilling masses can force obedience, but true power over the citizenry cannot be derived from violence alone; the bayonet is no substitute for the ballot box. 

Settler society had advanced to such a level of organization that in 1923 the colony, now known as Southern Rhodesia, was given a choice of de facto self-government with only the loosest of colonial ties to Britain, or incorporation as the fifth province of South Africa, a logical step considering that Rhodes’s British South Africa Company was the sole founder and subsequent administration of the colony. De facto independence was chosen, but Southern Rhodesia retained close economic and political ties with South Africa. The Rhodesian armed forces were built up considerably during the late 1930s, in time to serve with distinction in World War II (Smith 7-22). 

By this time, the stratification of society had hardened into a rigid, ossified edifice. The land of Rhodesia had been divided up amongst the ethnic groups, with the best lands purchasable by whites only, and blacks were restricted to more barren scrub. Unequal pay for equal work was the norm, and in some factories and mines, allowances for food were subtracted from wages and replaced with vouchers for food rations (Nkomo 43-44). Anything less than pure subservience to whites was denounced as insolent rebellion and suppressed. Robert Mugabe’s father Gabriel was a victim of this standard, who in 1930, after an argument with the Jesuit priest under whom he worked, was expelled from the mission where he lived and worked to a village five miles away, separating him from his family (Blair 17). Gabriel Mugabe’s punishment was relatively light compared to that of Samuel Parirenyatwa, a doctor whose professionalism and reputation were such that the wives of settlers would come to him for such delicate matters as gynecology. While traveling on a business trip in 1962, he later was found dead in his car underneath a train, and a surviving passenger noted that the last thing he saw before losing consciousness was being surrounded by white soldiers (Nkomo 101). This system of repression was quite similar to that of apartheid in South Africa, but was never delineated as an official program in Rhodesia. 

With a wave of decolonization spreading throughout Africa and Asia, a 1953 conference in London was convened to organize the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, or Central African Federation (CAF). Formed with Northern Rhodesia (later Zambia) and Nyasaland (later Malawi), this federation had the ostensible purpose of sharing Southern Rhodesia’s experience in self-government with the other two members, who had previously been directly administered by the British colonial administration. One of the delegates to this conference from Southern Rhodesia was a young Joshua Nkomo, whose political career had barely begun when he was asked to attend this conference, though as a private individual and not as a member of the delegation. His realization that his presence was little more than that of a stooge for the Rhodesian government resulted in his walking out of the conference and an acceleration of his work as leader of the burgeoning nationalist movement (Nkomo 54).

This experiment was terminated in failure in 1963, and Malawi and Zambia were soon granted their independence, although in a fateful move, Southern Rhodesia (now simply Rhodesia) retained the entirety of the armed forces that were expanded and upgraded for use by the Federation. Amidst fear amongst the settler population in Southern Rhodesia that the British were prepared to replace their white minority government with majority rule, the hardline Rhodesian Front party was elected to power in December 1962, and began to take a rigid stance against imposition of majority rule by Britain. The war of words between Britain, the Rhodesian Front Government, and black nationalist groups over the issue of majority rule would escalate until November 11, 1965, when prime minister Ian Smith, a former WWII fighter pilot, made the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI), severing formal ties with Britain and keeping minority rule in place. 

Even before UDI, the Rhodesian Front was cracking down on nationalist groups such as Joshua Nkomo’s African National Congress, which was not affiliated with the South African group of the same name. Upon Nkomo’s return from the federation conference, he was caught with subversive literature given to him in London. His subsequent trial resulted in the filling of streets of Bulawayo with thousands of his supporters, and practically shut down the city for the day. This first trial did not result in his imprisonment, but as the Rhodesian Front began to crack down on nationalist movements by banning first the ANC and its successor ZAPU, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, Nkomo’s speeches and writings eventually landed him in prison under an anti-sedition act. Although Ian Smith claimed that Nkomo was arrested for terrorist deeds, and he had indeed begun to smuggle in guns from external sources, the charge presented to Nkomo at the time of his arrest was that of subversion, not terrorism (Smith 82, Nkomo 118). The character of the RF regime was revealed by the fact that Nkomo and eventually many other nationalist leaders were detained at game camps, in accordance with the official policy that, like elephants and other wild animals, the natives should be kept in reserved areas for their safety and the safety of others. In practice, this camp system was more akin to that of a gulag, where politicians opposed to state policies were isolated from the masses (Nkomo 121). The extent of this repression was such that a former white prime minister sympathetic to the nationalist movement, Garfield Todd, was detained alongside Nkomo and the other nationalists. 

Political repression under the Smith regime rarely went further than detention of leaders, though considering that Nkomo and Mugabe, among other notables, were both detained for ten of the fifteen years of minority rule, the detention times were relatively significant. Nationalist figures who were outside the country at the time of the crackdowns were closely watched as well, and action was taken if the need was seen. For example, after the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU), led by the Rev. Ndabaningi Sithole, broke off from ZAPU in 1963, it chose as its national chairman Herbert Chitepo, a lawyer who had once defended Joshua Nkomo during one of his many sedition trials (Martin and Johnson 4). Now working against Nkomo’s ZAPU, he became the most senior active leader of ZANU upon the arrest of Sithole and Mugabe, as he had resided in Tanzania and later Zambia during the crackdowns that had landed most nationalist leaders in prison. In addition to his political duties, Chitepo began to organize the military wing of ZANU, the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army, or ZANLA, for a protracted struggle against the Rhodesian state. 

These actions were being watched by the Central Intelligence Organization, a division of the Federal Intelligence and Security Bureau, which was originally part of the armed forces administered by the CAF but granted to Rhodesia alone under the terms of the federation’s dissolution (Martin and Johnson 8-9). The CIO had twice attempted in 1966 to destroy ZANU headquarters in Lusaka, the capital of Zambia, but circumstances had forced the teams in charge of the operation to abort their missions. A later, more successful raid destroyed the Lusaka home of Joshua Nkomo in 1979, but Nkomo himself was unhurt (Cilliers 190). By 1975, however, the situation had become more pressing, with Portuguese-ruled Mozambique on the brink of independence, and the leader of the independence movement there, Samora Machel of the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO), was highly sympathetic to the nationalist parties in Rhodesia. It was time for Chitepo to go, and on March 17th, under cover of darkness, two CIO agents placed a bomb in the wheel well of Chitepo’s car, set to explode at the first movement. The following morning, Lusaka awoke to the explosion of the bomb and the instant death of Chitepo (6).

The aftermath of the assassination created turmoil that was sure to delight the Rhodesian authorities. Without Chitepo’s guiding hand, ZANLA was unable to continue its guerilla struggle. A power struggle within ZANU that had been brewing beforehand between the Karanga and Manyika factions was conveniently blamed by ZANU’s Zambian hosts, who had become increasingly dissatisfied with the factionalism within the movement, as the reason behind the assassination, and the subsequent investigation confirmed this conclusion (Martin 68). Even Joshua Nkomo became convinced of the complicity of the Karanga faction, though he was rather inclined to do so, having been a victim of tribalism himself during the initial rift with ZANU (Nkomo 159). 

The military response to the onset of guerilla warfare was swift and heavy-handed, with rural villagers rounded up and kept in protected villages, or PVs, to isolate the guerillas from their bases of support. One such operation in 1974, incongruously named Operation Overlord, moved 255 villagers from Musiwa in the south to a PV near Beitbridge, hundreds of miles away, and confiscated and sold their property and lands. This technique was taken from previous conflicts, including the concurrent one in Vietnam and a previous, more successful application during the Malayan uprising (Caute 60). The Rhodesians were less successful with the technique, as the barren life in the protected villages did nothing to discourage belief that the authorities were working against the villagers. Indeed, the protected villages eventually took on the character of concentration camps, and it almost appeared as if the government was attempting to suppress the villagers rather than the guerillas that it claimed to be opposing. The result was a system that was not sufficiently harsh to extricate the villagers’ sympathies towards the guerillas by terror, yet not conciliatory enough to persuade the villagers to throw their lot in with the government. In addition, despite a doubling of the defence budget in 1964 and consistent increases in subsequent years, the resources available to the Rhodesian government were not sufficient for uniform application of the protected village plan, and thus some villages were controlled by the simple means of army-enforced curfew, which was similarly ineffective in winning the hearts of the villagers (Cilliers 16-17). By neither crushing the opposition with a concerted reign of terror, which would have sparked more than a verbal response from the international community, or wholeheartedly attempting to reconcile the regime with the citizens, which would have required the discarding of obsolete ideas about the subhuman nature of the black natives, the Rhodesian government’s almost halfhearted attempts at denying the guerillas access to the village population left them open to throw its lot in with the nationalist movements. 

In the field, neither the Rhodesian Armed Forces nor the ZIPRA or ZANLA guerillas were averse to intimidation or impressments, and each side had its fair share of “accidental” massacres of innocents. At the beginning of the war, when ZIPRA was the only insurgent force in the field, the relative apathy of the population and adoption of the Soviet model of purely military insurgency forced it to impress villagers into its service (Cilliers 36-37). This became unnecessary later in the war, when refugees that had fled to Botswana flooded the ZIPRA camps in Zambia, and left ZIPRA with more recruits than it could easily handle (Nkomo 163). ZANU began similarly with impressments, but since it was supported by the People’s Republic of China, it adopted the Maoist strategy of protracted war that included political appeals to the local peasants, which made for a ready source of recruits as well. As the action intensified, each faction was accused of a number of civilian atrocities, such as the downing of two civilian Viscount airliners by ZIPRA antiaircraft missiles, homestead massacres by ZANLA, and attacks on refugee camps by the Rhodesian army (Smith 407-408, Nkomo 191, Caute 78-79). Alibis were plentiful and quickly given. ZIPRA noted that the Rhodesian Army would frequently use airliners with civilian markings for the transportation of troops, and thus any airliner, thanks to this blurring of the line between civilian and military hardware, became fair game in combat. The Rhodesian authorities made similar assertions about the ZAPU-administered refugee camps, claiming that military personnel were mixed in with the true refugees, a charge that ZAPU denied and the Red Cross confirmed as false (Nkomo 191). No justification was forthcoming from ZANLA, however, which was frequently implicated in massacres of those affiliated with both ZAPU and the Rhodesian government. By this time, Robert Mugabe had consolidated his hold upon ZANU, having replaced Ndabanigni Sithole while in prison. His struggle for legitimacy was prolonged by the fact that the leaders of the front-line states, Zambia, Mozambique, and Tanzania, were skeptical of the legitimacy of what they saw as a “prison coup”, but eventually he was accepted as the true leader of ZANU. The violence fomented against rival factions during the independence struggle would be an ominous foreshadowing of the repressive tactics that he would impose upon his rise to power.

The eventual success of the guerilla war was based not on overwhelming battlefield victory, which almost never favored the guerillas, but, as in Vietnam, on a sense that the government was eventually unable to contain the ever-persistent guerillas. Looking back upon the beginning of the struggle for majority rule, the question may arise why guerilla warfare was the dominant means of struggle, and not terrorist action. To best answer this question, both ZANLA, the numerically superior force at the end of the conflict, and ZIPRA, the first military element on the scene, as well as their affiliated political movements, must be evaluated independently. ZIPRA was inextricably linked with the political movement of ZAPU, whose leader, Joshua Nkomo, had been deeply involved in politics during the pre-UDI era. He had a great deal of open support among the people at the time, and it was this support, which he seemed to take for granted at times, that gave him a basis for a guerilla army, which made terrorism redundant, as this historically more successful alternative was present and ready for application. Nkomo himself stressed that it was not the people, but the administration, of Rhodesia that he was opposed to, and his frequent mention of this distinction suggests that he could not have accepted the mindset, espoused by many terrorists, that the participants in the system are inextricably linked with the apparatus itself. ZANU, on the other hand, became closely linked with China early on in its struggle, and thus it applied Mao Zedong’s model of involvement in peasant life as a foundation for struggle. 

When Robert Mugabe and his ZANU-PF (Patriotic Front) won a strong majority in the elections following the advent of majority rule, it seemed that after fifteen years of turmoil and uncertainty, there would be hope for peace and reconciliation between the war-torn factions and races. Mugabe himself, on the day of his election, met with Ian Smith and declared to him that majority rule would include guarantees of minority rights, and he assured Smith that cooperation with the white minority, to him, was a vital component of the future success of Zimbabwe. These were more than just empty words meant to console a deposed leader, as he went out of his way to include members of all factions in his cabinet and administration, with his old rival Joshua Nkomo and three other members of ZAPU in the cabinet, and the former white leaders of the Rhodesian Army and the CIO continuing to lead their respective charges (Blair 13-15). White hysteria that Mugabe’s bloodthirsty Marxist propaganda would come to fruition upon his rise to power initially proved to be fruitless, as only unused land would be allocated to previously landless blacks, and that white farmers could continue to farm their land as they did before. Unfortunately, this vision of peace and cooperation was not to last long, as Mugabe would soon begin his first steps towards the obliteration of opposition. 

When Joshua Nkomo learned that ZAPU, running under the name Patriotic Front (ZAPU), had only won one fourth of the seats in the parliament, he was quite crushed, having expected a plurality if not a majority of the seats, and suspected ZANU-PF intimidation as a faction in his loss. ZANU had been suspected of widespread electoral intimidation, but it was ignored by the British and glossed over by opposition groups on the presumption that national unity and expedition of the electoral process were higher priorities at the time (Nkomo 207-208). Nkomo dutifully served in the government as minister of home affairs, responsible for the consolidation of the guerilla armies and the existing Rhodesian military into a unified fighting force. Once ZIPRA had been demobilized, Nkomo was relegated to increasingly useless positions inside the cabinet, and eventually fired. It was around 1982 that Mugabe began his crackdown on ZAPU, arresting more prominent figures in the party on trumped-up charges, under laws that were ironically carried over from the Smith regime, and murdering close associates of Nkomo in an attempt to intimidate him (CCJP 26). The following year, trumped-up findings of weapons caches in areas sympathetic to ZAPU provided Mugabe with an excuse to begin a brutal campaign of repression in the Ndebele regions of the west, which were strong ZAPU supporters. 

The major repressive agent was the Fifth Brigade, a force recruited from ex-ZANLA soldiers and trained by North Korean operatives, who up until now had no involvement in Zimbabwe (Blair 30). Its official purpose was to undertake operations “in aid of civil power”, which in reality would translate to murder, rape, and pillage of villages and farms in Matabeleland. The dissidents which the Fifth Brigade was ostensibly attempting to combat certainly did exist, as the lack of action taken to accommodate ex-ZIPRA combatants after the end of hostilities led some frustrated veterans to violence, but their organizational hierarchy was neither complex and sinister nor tied to the existing ZAPU leadership, as Mugabe would claim (CCJP 33-40). This is to say nothing of the fact that a large number of the incidents, such as the shooting of two pregnant women in February of 1983, and the mass beating of an entire village that same month, had little, if anything, to do with clamping down on dissidents. The actions of the Fifth Brigade were meant simply as a method of destroying ZAPU and installing ZANU as the sole power in the nation. The actions of the Fifth Brigade was coupled with an intense internal propaganda campaign that infamously denounced ZAPU as a “cobra in the house” and Joshua Nkomo as the head of that cobra, and that the best way to deal with a cobra was to strike off its head (Nkomo 2). This ultimately led Nkomo to flee the nation and remain in exile until 1987, when he agreed to the merger of ZAPU and ZANU under the name ZANU-PF, in return for the end of hostilities and a figurehead position in the government as Vice-President (CCJP 73). 

As the authority behind the repressive activities in Matabeleland, Robert Mugabe deserves special attention. It would seem unfathomable for a person exposed to the soft-spoken intellectual’s calls for peace and reconciliation to understand why he would so quickly resort to a campaign of brutality and repression. If one subscribes to Jerrold Post’s view that terrorists tend to come from backgrounds of turmoil and uncertainty, and that personality traits play a significant, if not dominant role in their decision to resort to violence. Although his article applies to terrorists in underground movements, a rough survey of notable leaders of terrorist states show a turbulent upbringing or some sort of worrisome personality trait, such as Hitler’s troubled childhood and subsequent failures in life, and Stalin’s inferiority complex resulting from his status as a Georgian. Mugabe is no exception, as two of his brothers died and his father abandoned him before his tenth birthday, and despite his renowned intelligence was unable to make friends anywhere he went. His only close companion was his wife, born Sally Hayfron, whom he met at the age of 34. (Blair 19-25). Even before his ascension to the presidency, his desire for control had manifested itself in his coup that resulted in his control of ZANU and its subsequent administration, where dissenting voices were dismissed or mysteriously silenced, and in his repeated snubbing of Nkomo, including one instance where he broke an appointment for a conference regarding a possible post-independence unity government. Like Pol Pot, his cultured demeanor hid a personality whose paranoia and brutality would eventually cause a great deal of distress and pain for the nation that he ruled.

The legacy of the struggle for independence and the eventual one-party rule by ZANU-PF remain to this day. Robert Mugabe’s betrayal of his own commitment to reconciliation and unity has resulted in increased factionalism and division, the most recent being the diversion of angry war veterans, whose compensation for national service has yet to be paid, to the task of occupying white-owned farms as a method of appeasement. This division of oppressed people is painfully reminiscent of the tribalism fomented by the colonial administration to keep the native tribes weak and divided, and one can only hope that the current opposition forces are both as successful as their counterparts of the Second Chimurenga, and that they not fall into the trap of violence and repression that has unfortunately characterized the history of Zimbabwe.
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