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Repositioning Civil Society in the post 2013 election landscape in Zimbabwe 

 

An Opinion by Trevor Maisiri  

 

Introduction 

 

As human needs do not remain in a conformist state, and evolve depending on how they are shaped by new socio-economic, political and 

spiritual realities, so must be the role and definition of institutions meant to address these needs. Civil society is one such institution. The 

definition of what civil society is and what it encompasses is changing. This change is in response to such evolutions as; the shifting geo-

political power from the traditional global powers to emerging ones, the advanced and central role being played by technology, the growing 

criticality of social engagement as a source of sustainable development, depleted and streamlined funding models, restricted operational 

space due to political pressure. All these changes pose new challenges for civil society while also creating new opportunities (World Eco-

nomic Forum, 2013). Civil society, the world over, must urgently transform to adapt to this new reality and therefore remain relevant.  

 

For Zimbabwe, this adaptation is even more urgent, given how the country’s politics has attempted to construct near orthodoxy that ex-

cludes or rescinds parallel processes meant to enhance governance accountability. The post 2013 election period is defining, as it has wilted 

the semblance of intra-accountability within the political party sector, which to some extent existed in the period of the Government of Na-

tional Unity and over the lifetime of the Global Political Agreement (GPA). The ZANU-PF majority in parliament and the return to a single

-party government creates gaps which civil society must seriously consider not only filling, but doing so effectively.   

 

The major issues of focus for Zimbabwean civil society must be based on reclaiming or rebuilding its constituency and mandate, which will 

enhance institutional and sectoral credibility, as well as developing strategic engagement focus.  

 

Constituency and mandate through a citizenry focussed Civil Society 

Various definitions, meant to capture the embryonic nature of civil society have been posited. Foley and Edwards (1996) define civil socie-

ty as primarily to promote establishment of democratic polity through citizen mobilisation based on the association of this citizenry compo-

nent. Alexander (2006) outlines civil society as the realm within which social interactions, at both individual and group levels, are con-

strued into a resultant action on issues of concern. Civil society construction is also measured by its capacity to compose associational life, 

as the basis for its down-stream and up-stream actions (Keane, 2009). The common strand in the definitions outlined above invest their em-

phasis on the citizenry as the basis and justification for civil society existence. These definitions premise their derivative understanding of 

civil society on its representativeness of the citizenry and mandate derived from the same. Civil society is no longer seen as an instrument 

but rather as existential lifeblood of what the citizens are and what they are about. It is no longer simply a channel for grievance transmis-

sion but a principal platform for resolving community and national challenges (Canadian Foundation for the Americas, 2006).  

 

For Zimbabwean civil society, one of its historical “Achilles’ tendon” has been issues of mandate and constituency. The post-independence 

political ensemble, which was inherited from the colonial period, has exclusively divided the citizenry into political segments. In the colo-

nial period, citizens were merely identified as being in support of the Rhodesian regime or against it. Further on after independence, citi-

zens are defined as merely for or against ZANU-PF. This has totally distorted the citizenry characterisation by assuming it must only exist 

within defined political party space, thereby heavily politicising society (Machakanja, 2010). This assumes the citizenry cannot exist out-

side of political party confines, doing so is seen as misnomer or at worst a declaration of war against political parties.  

 

Civil society is space within which citizens must face no such discrimination. One of the temptations that has befallen many of Zimbabwe’s 

civil society organisations has been the unwise surrendering of their leveraged societal positions for preference of being contained in this 

contentious political space, and therefore be proxies of political parties. That is a reductionist approach to what civil society is all about and 

what it must be (Act Alliance, 2011). 

 

In order to recreate and realign itself, civil society must redesign its constituency and also depoliticize its functional identity. The foremost 

consideration for civil society in Zimbabwe must be to begin by “reaching out” to the citizenry. The disconnect between many of the civil 

society organisations and the citizenry, which can be blamed on a conflation of reasons including the nature of the country’s politics and 

surrendered ground by civil society, must be addressed. There is a need to bridge the mislaid relationship between citizens and civil society, 
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and others like Sogge etal (2011) have also raised concerns around the socio-cultural link between the two domains. This can be initiated 

through civil society’s concerted efforts to re-establish its structures to include baseline grassroots community pillars.  

Even if it’s not about such structural redesign, there must be efforts to prioritise the community-based approach in civil society functions 

and operations. There are some civil society organisations that have already been operating through effective and functional community-

based approaches and structures, these models must be utilised as the prototype able to recapture civil society back to where it belongs; 

amongst the citizenry. The pragmatism of a community-based approach will always attract resistance and disdain from the politics that has 

always fed its felony appetite from civil society’s broad disconnect with the citizens. That must be expected, and is the reason behind some  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

of ZANU-PF’s Ministers of State for Provincial Affairs’ insistence that civil society and NGOs must work through their offices in reach-

ing out to citizens, rather than do it independently.  

 

The battle will be for the “heart and soul” of the citizen between politicians and civil society. It is a battle civil society must be ready to 

engage in. In doing so, the credibility of civil society must rest on identifying more with the citizenry than any political entity or party, a 

feat that has been elusive in the past.  

 

Strategic engagement 

 

Once civil society is focussed on re-establishing its nexus with the citizenry, there must be broad consideration for the strategic framework 

through which intended outputs can be pursued. Civil society must establish a three-pronged strategy that focusses on citizenry engage-

ment, domestic institutional engagement and regional/international engagement. These three strands must be effectively knit into coordi-

nated approaches. Citizenry engagement, as has been mentioned earlier, is meant to build the constituency and mandate of civil society. 

That constituency and mandate building effort enhances the credibility of civil society and creates a trail of integrity that opens up engage-

ment doors at the domestic and regional/international levels. The constituency and mandate, derived from the citizenry base, must not 

simply be for procedural purposes, but must be the foundation from which the agenda for civil society is shaped from.  

For civil society to be effective in its representation of the agenda of the citizenry, the basis of the multiplicity of issues raised by civil so-

ciety must find lineage in the proximate issues that citizens face on a day-to-day basis. Banks and Hulme (2012) stress that in that regard; 

civil society must have the power to transform the state-societal relationship. This must be through understanding the real needs of society 

and representing them to the State, to the satisfaction and with the support of the citizens.  

For example, many have alluded to a disconnect that is caused by civil society raising democracy, governance and human rights as agenda 

items without interpretation by the citizens on how these impact their immediate needs, mainly socio-economic. Civil society must be able 

to align its broader agenda to the specifics of the developmental needs of the citizenry as accentuated by Heller (2013). If citizens are not 

able to trace their socio-economic needs to the broader agenda raised by civil society at the national and international levels, they discon-

nect from civil society. If on the other hand they are able to create the connection, this helps in the broad ownership of such an agenda, 

which then finds traction and resultant credibility from among the citizenry. For the next five years, Zimbabwe is going to possibly face 

one of its most challenging phases in its socio-economy context, should the ZANU-PF government fail to immediately address the coun-



try’s mounting economic challenges. Citizens are going to be fixated, more and more on issues that directly relate to their socio-economic 

setting.  

 

At the domestic institutional level, civil society has not, in the past, aggressively pursued engagement. Engagement with domestic institu-

tions must not necessarily be interpreted as meant to find or force through some consensus or agreement on issues. Engagement is merely 

enabling a platform to exchanges viewpoints, even if such viewpoints remain without consensus and convergence. Engagement, in the civil 

society sense, and given Zimbabwe’s political context, establishes civil society to represent citizens in the community and broader national 

issues that have amply been dominated by the politics in the past. Engagement creates a voice for those majority citizens, who have other-

wise been voiceless, outside of political party domains.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the past many civil society organisations have not prioritised engagement with key domestic institutions such as; parliament, government 

ministries, local government authorities, government departments, independent commissions and others. Some of the disengagement or 

lack of upfront interest by civil society has been due to these institutions’ reluctance to engage with civil society. This can only be ad-

dressed if civil society emerges as intently refocused on occupying non-political party space and mandated from the citizenry base.  

 

The efforts that go into civil society’s attempt to reconfigure its constituency and mandate is translated to the level at which doors for en-

gagement with domestic institutions open. There will obviously be a lot of “push back” by many of the domestic institutions mentioned, 

against engagement with civil society. Civil society must not imagine that doors for such engagement will open up easily nor will there be 

open invitations for such engagement. Civil society will have to expend energy and strategic thinking into unlocking the doors for engage-

ment as well as use strategic issue-based approaches to get such doors opened.  

 

At the regional/international level, civil society must not assume that the “conclusion” of the 2013 elections marked the end of engagement 

at the regional and international level. The conventional approach at SADC and AU levels is that; the Zimbabwe election brought an end to 

the political contentions of the 2008 elections, and with it, the country’s internal challenges. That is far from reality. Although there may be 

a deceleration of the political tension and conflict as has been in the past ten or so years, it is the socio-economic driven issues that are like-

ly to be the next conflict trigger in the country.  

 

Issues related to: lack of employment opportunities; depressed business operational scope even for indigenous business persons; company 

closures and liquidations; financial sector liquidity challenges; and poor social services (water, health, electricity etc.) are likely to be the 

next drivers of discontent and possible instability, should they remain unaddressed. SADC and the AU attempted to resolve a political con-

flict but never had a overarching focus on the doors left open for socio-economy driven conflicts.  

 

In that regard, civil society must continue to engage with SADC and the AU. It is civil society’s role to bring SADC and the AU to an 

awareness of the possibility of socio-economy driven instability in the country and the need to resolve such issues, for the benefit of the 

citizenry, before inflammation into another conflict cycle.  

In the past, Zimbabwe civil society has attempted to engage SADC at its summits, a strategy that is unsustainable and ineffective. Engaging 

with SADC and the AU is also complex for civil society, given how these bodies have not fully opened to such engagement. The best pos-

sible routes for Zimbabwean civil society is to attempt to do that through the prescribed regional and continental channels, rather than 

through isolated and summit-based approaches. In the SADC region, the SADC Coalition for NGOs (SADC-CNGO), which has a Memo-

randum of Understanding with SADC, is the best possible channel to purse engagement.  

 

Although SADC-CNGO has itself been accused of being sub-optimal in its capacity to coordinate civil society engagement with SADC, it 

is time Zimbabwean civil society claims effective space in influencing such an agenda in SADC-CNGO.  

 



Of all SADC member-state civil society organisations, Zimbabwe stands out as one of the neediest for an effective SADC-CNGO, consid-

ering the doors it can open at the regional platform. By virtue of being a member of SADC-CNGO, and through its national representative 

bodies, Zimbabwean civil society must claim space in SADC-CNGO and be serious about driving its agenda in engaging with SADC and 

its member state governments. SADC is a complex organisation bound by regime solidarity and regime protectionist tendencies (Nathan, 

2012). It is time that civil society organisations in  

 

SADC member states realise that the only way to unlock SADC to its citizens is by having a corresponding and robust regional solidarity 

of civil society organisations and national bodies.  

 

Civil society cannot dream about bringing SADC governments to be accountable to citizens, if civil society continues to allow bodies such 

as SADC-CNGO to remain muted instead of strengthening networking in order to collectively hold SADC to account and possible attempt 

to wrestle it from lean regime protection agendas.  What better opportunity for Zimbabwe Civil society organisations to drive this revival of 

SADC-CNGO, having themselves suffered a slamming from SADC processes before and during the GNU period? 

 

Article 16 (a) of the SADC Treaty makes provisions that each member state must establish SADC National Committee (SADCNC). These 

are platforms where member state governments, domestic civil society, NGOs, business sector and trade unions come together to grapple 

with key SADC issues involving peace and security as well as the regional integration plan of the bloc. Across the region, only Mozam-

bique has functional SADCNC that have a national structure which also percolates into provincial and district levels (International Crisis 

Group, 2012). The failure to establish SADCNC in all other regional countries has been due to the reluctance by governments, as they tacit-

ly avoid being held to account through the involvement of non-state entities on agendas that have both, domestic and regional perspectives. 

The other reason is that civil society organisations and their national bodies across the SADC member states have not put concerted efforts 

into advocating and lobbying for SADC governments to comply with this provision as laid out in the SADC Treaty. One would imagine 

just how much influence civil society would have had in SADC mediation processes in Zimbabwe, if the country had a functional 

SADCNC. Civil society must therefore now focus on establishing effective SADCNC as a way of projecting its engagement and represen-

tation of the citizenry at the SADC level as well as with and in other regional member states. Within SADC, there are increasing calls for 

governments to fully establish SADCNC, this is a call that civil society could conveniently support, not only in the domestic space but 

across the region, possibly utilising SADC-CNGO channels (International Crisis Group, 2012). SADCNC will also aid the building of ac-

countability mechanisms and engagement opportunities in Zimbabwe’s domestic socio-economic and political space.  

 

At the AU level, Zimbabwean civil society organisations must begin to seriously take their role in working with and under continental ar-

rangements like the Centre for Citizens’ Participation in the African Union (CCPAU). This organisation mobilises national civil society 

bodies from member states of the AU and then builds engagement with the AU based on the particular issues emerging from member coun-

tries and respective regions. Zimbabwean civil society must therefore take regional and continental engagement with urgency.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Opportunities exist for Zimbabwean civil society to become even more relevant in this post-election period. The primary building block is 

for civil society to engross itself in building credibility. That credibility will come through effective citizen engagement and where these 

citizens become the benefactors of the mandate and agenda of civil society. Credibility is what will open the engagement doors for civil 

society with domestic, regional and international institutions.  

 

 

Trevor Maisiri writes in his personal capacity. 
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