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Pre-Election Detectors: ZANU PF’s attempt to re-claim political hegemony1 

Abstract 

The classic question is why do political parties and governments manipulate elections. This 
paper offers a more nuanced investigation of why and under what circumstances do 
authoritarian regimes decide to adopt and drop certain political strategies of manipulating 
elections. In order to answer this question the article investigates the political strategies at 
the centre of the Zimbabwe African National Union Patriotic Front (ZANU PF)’s attempt to 
win the next harmonised polls and re-establish its hegemony.2 Other commentators reduce 
the ZANU PF electoral strategies to the use of physical violence against opposition supporters 
conceptualised as the ‘margin of terror’. Whilst I agree that state sponsored violence is 
endemic in Zimbabwe, I argue that ZANU PF is embarking on a more sophisticated and multi-
pronged approach to cover its terror tactics in order to re-gain political legitimacy. The reign 
of terror unleashed by ZANU PF in the run-up to the June 27, 2008 ‘election’ undermined the 
party’s legitimacy in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), African Union 
(AU) and internationally. Hence, physical violence in 2013 will not be as blatant and as 
extreme as in the previous June 27, 2008 ‘election’. ZANU PF is aware that naked physical 
violence will not be accepted in SADC and yet at the same time a relatively free and fair 
election might undermine its electoral chances. Pitied between a rock and a hard place, what 
strategies can ZANU PF use in the next harmonised election? The party prefers a 
psychological warfare premised on manipulating the fear inculcated in communities over 
years among other strategies. These include partisan registration of voters, ideologically 
appealing to popular groups; state financed patronage, control of state media and targeted 
persecution (devoid of physical harm) against civil society leaders and opposition supporters. 
Whether these political strategies will work in favour of ZANU PF only the next election will 
tell. 

Introduction3 

Zimbabwe’s March 29 election and the June 27 ‘election’ held in 2008 reflect ‘a tale of two elections’ 
(Tendi and Alexander 2008) with a major effect on the tenor of national politics. In the pre-election 
period the environment was relatively peaceful, opposition supporters were allowed to campaign 
freely in party regalia, observers operated without much hindrance, the state media aired campaign 
messages for the opposition, few cases of violence were reported and on the polling day the results 
were posted outside the respective polling stations for all to see. Consequently, the 29th of March 
parliamentary election was won by the Movement for Democratic Change led by Dr Morgan Richard 
Tsvangirai. However, the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) headed by Justice Chiweshe, took six 
weeks to officially announce the winner amid speculation that ZANU PF was inflating the figures of 
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 I am conscious of the fact that ZANU PF is not a monolithic organisation and abound in many versions but 

there is a common interest to win the next general election hence some general strategies can be delineated. 
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Mr Mugabe and deflating those of Mr Tsvangirai. When the results were finally announced Morgan 
Tsvangirai had 47.9% of the vote and Mugabe trailed by 43.2%. According to the Zimbabwe Electoral 
Act a candidate requires 50% plus one vote to be President. This meant that Zimbabwe had to go for 
a run-off Presidential election. This also meant that ZANU PF had failed to claim victory through 
inflating the numbers beyond the 50%+one vote (the margin of error) without resorting to the old 
tactic of terror. As a result ZANU PF unleashed extreme terror characterised by abductions of 
opposition supporters, torture, arbitrarily arrests, the opposition was barred from campaigning and 
the state radio became blatantly partisan. About 200 opposition supporters were killed in the run-up 
to the election, 200,000 were displaced and many went missing. President Mugabe was clear that 
the ‘pen would not defeat the gun’. As a result of the escalating physical violence the MDC leader, 
Morgan Richard Tsvangirai withdrew from the run-off on 22 June 2008. President Mugabe contested 
alone and was declared President on 29 June 2008 with 85% of the vote before he rushed off to the 
African Union summit in Egypt. 

The underlying story is that even though President Mugabe was sworn in as President of Zimbabwe, 
he failed to win political legitimacy nationally but more importantly in the region and internationally. 
As Badza (2009) chronicles, the SADC election observer mission’s report concluded that the June 27 
election did not reflect the will of the people of Zimbabwe. The then SADC chairperson, the late 
President of Zambia, Levy Mwanawasa, had appealed to Zimbabwe to postpone the election in order 
to avert a ‘regional disaster’. The SADC Troika that included King Mswati, a long-time ally of 
President Mugabe had criticised the electoral environment and concluded that the environment 
would ‘undermine the credibility and legitimacy of its outcome’. President Jacob Zuma castigated 
the run-off as ‘no longer a solution’. On a continental level, the then Chairperson of the African 
Union Commission, Mr Ping, noted that state sponsored violence was of ‘grave concern to the 
African Union’. More extreme was Botswana that openly campaigned for Zimbabwe to be expelled 
from SADC and the AU. From my conversations with government officials from Botswana, Malawi, 
Zambia, Mozambique Tanzania and South Africa in the past 5 months my proposition is that the 
views of the SADC leaders are not likely to change if Zimbabwe’s election becomes a replica of the 
June 27, 2008 election. President Mugabe seems aware of this view as he has argued before that the 
inclusive government was formed to end the violence and not to deal with substantive democratic 
reforms. 

Because of international pressure, President Mugabe’s lack of political legitimacy and the ‘MDC 
dominated Parliament which would make it difficult for Mugabe to govern’ (discussions with Malawi 
government minister who attended SADC meetings in 2008) the regional body urged President 
Mugabe to form an inclusive government with the MDCs and appointed President Thabo Mbeki of 
South Africa to supervise the process. After much political bickering the inclusive government was 
only formed on 13 February 2009. Robert Mugabe continued as President and Morgan Tsvangirai 
was appointed as Prime Minister whereas Arthur Mutambara of the smaller MDC faction was 
appointed the Deputy Prime Minister. The inclusive government was tasked to stabilise the economy 
and to institute democratic reforms that would ensure the holding of a free and fair election to avoid 
a regression into the authoritarian and repressive politics of June 27 2008. See Raftopolous (2012) 
for progress on the inclusive government. My point is that the inevitable end of this political 
interregnum is an election. One of the Principals elucidated:  

We are in the inclusive government because we had problems with our election in 2008. We had 
inconclusive elections, to be polite and so we were forced into this arrangement because the results 
of the elections were challenged by the loser, so the key mandate of the inclusive government is the 
creation of conditions for free and fair elections (Mutambara 2010). 

All indications point to the fact that Zimbabwe will have an election in 2013. President Mugabe has 
been consistently calling for an election. Recently, at a meeting with civil society organisations, 
Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai indicated that elections will be held in July 2013. President 
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Mugabe’s birthday interview confirms Mr Tsvangirai’s views. He said..’we will have elections before 
the UNWTO to be held in Zimbabwe in August 2013’.  Professor Welshman Ncube the leader of the 
other MDC was pessimistic that elections will be held in July but said that there was ‘no way 
Zimbabwe can go beyond September 2013 without an election because that will create a 
constitutional crisis. Even SADC will not have power to make us override our constitution’ 
(pers.comm, January 2013). According to the constitution the current government expires on 29 
June 2012, as it run concurrently with the term of office of the President. However, the holding of 
elections will depend on the availability of financial resources and political will.  What political 
strategies will ZANU PF use in the next election? Let us first provide an analytical hedging based on 
the strategies ZANU PF has used in the past? 

Analytic constructions 

We need to understand the nature of the Zimbabwean state for us to fully appreciate the nature of 
the election strategies. We start weaving our theoretical understanding from four dimensions. The 
first dimension is the margin of terror. This has its genesis in the late Professor Masipula Sithole, 
who predicted that MDC was going to get 75 seats in the 2000 parliamentary election but when the 
MDC garnered 62 seats, he said that the difference was not because of his survey’s fault or margin of 
error but because of the margin of terror during the elections. By this he meant ZANU PF’s use of 
torture, intimidation and coercion to force people to vote for them which he had understated. Is the 
margin of terror a useful lens to see through the next election? We shall return to this. The second 
dimension is what I term the margin of error on the part of the state. This refers to the padding of 
votes, a situation where ZANU PF inflates the votes in its favour and deflates the votes of its 
opponents.  The third dimension is patronage where the party dishes out land, farm inputs, money, 
mining licences, et cetera to its supporters in order to gain electoral support (Alexander 2006, Brett 
2012, Bratton and Masunungure 2008, Zamchiya 2011, Raftopolous 2006). The fourth one is 
ideology, where ZANU PF appeals for support to potential voters through propaganda or genuine 
track record in delivery in some sectors. 

Based on the electoral strategies how can we characterise the nature of the Zimbabwean state? 
Raftopolous (2003, 2006), Sachikonye (2011) and Sithole (2001) refer to the Zimbabwean state as an 
authoritarian regime rather than a liberal democracy. An analysis of the state with a specific focus on 
its conduct in elections recquire a more nuanced qualification. To fill this conceptual space there are 
two possible qualifications. First, is whether the state is an electoral democracy. In an electoral 
democracy the state is able to have ‘acceptable’ (Dahl 1971) elections but beyond the election fails 
to meet other norms of a liberal democracy such as observing the rule of law (Schedler 2001). 
Second, is whether we are witnessing electoral authoritarianism whereby the state holds elections 
but fails to adhere to the tenets of a free and fair election (see Bratton and Masunungure 2008). As 
Schedler (2001:36-37) explains:  

Electoral authoritarianism regimes neither practice democracy nor resort regularly to naked 
repression. By organising periodic elections they try to embrace at least a semblance of democratic 
legitimacy, hoping to satisfy external as well as internal actors. At the same time by placing the 
election under tight authoritarian controls they try to cement their continued hold on power. 

We need to have empirical data to arrive at a sound conclusion. But first we challenge two myths in 
the political circles of Zimbabwe. 
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Myth 1: ZANU PF will go for a liberal democratic election 

The first myth being peddled by optimists is that Zimbabwe will hold a free and fair election. This is 
premised on the misplaced notion that SADC is able to arm-twist ZANU PF to fulfil all the tenets in 
the GPA. In a discussion with Zambia’s Minister of Justice, at his offices in Lusaka in 2013 he was 
unequivocally that Zimbabwe had to park other issues in the GPA and concentrate on elections 
related issues. The irony is that the GPA related issues are critical in creating an environment that 
will produce an acceptable election or a democratic election. I argue that it is most likely that 
Zimbabwe will not be able to hold an election with a choice. That is Zimbabwe will not pass the test 
of a chain of democratic choice. To understand this logic of decision making we need to explore why 
ZANU PF will be willing to manipulate elections? There are three clear reasons. First, the uncertainty 
of the next poll makes ZANU PF rather go for ‘safety’ through manipulating the vote. A MPOI survey 
held in 2010 showed that ‘32% would vote for Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai’s MDC T…while 
ZANU PF would come second with 18%’ (Sibanda 2010:3). More recent surveys by Afrobarometer 
(2012), MPOI (2012) and Freedom House (FH) (2012) have shown President Mugabe with a slight 
lead over Morgan Tsvangirai. The FH report shows a massive decline in MDC support, from 38% to 
20%, as opposed to growth in ZANU PF support, from 17% to 31%, in the past 18 months. The MPOI 
survey showed that Mugabe would emerge winner with 33% of the vote compared to Tsvangirai’s 
31%. Even though the surveys place Mugabe in the lead the real meaning of the polls is that the 
election will be closely contested and there is not likely to be a clear winner in the first round of the 
vote. Mugabe’s gain in electoral support does not translate into a clear victory. As I have argued 
earlier one requires 50%+1 vote to be President. The second reason is that the cost of losing is too 
high given the allegations of gross human violations and corruption by the incumbent and those who 
surround him. The third reason is that the cost of manipulating the vote is low as long as it is not 
visible. For these reasons the election will not complete the chain of democratic choice. 

Myth 2: ZANU PF will go for a closed authoritarian election 

 

A house that was burnt towards the run-up to the 2008 Presidential runoff election 

On the other hand, the pessimists are also peddling a myth that Zimbabwe will witness a ‘blood-
bath’ in the next election synonymous with the June 27 2008 election. For example Theresa Makoni, 
the co-Minister of Home Affairs, writing on her FB wall in response to a question from a journalist on 
the recent arrest of Jestina Mukoko, a human rights activist in Zimbabwe said, ‘“I said it before and I 
will say it again…this time [election] we are in for a blood bath. Some people believe they have the 
title deeds to Zimbabwe and its wealth. Period,” (Makone, 08 March 2013). The Minister of Finance 
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and Secretary General of the MDC T also recently claimed on 24 February 2013 in Chitungwiza that 
ZANU PF was plotting to assassinate the MDC leadership: ‘I have been informed today by our friends 
in the security forces that they have a plot to assassinate our leadership to instil fear into our 
supporters. They cannot win any elections without using violence but we are not afraid of anyone’. 
The problem with such postulations is that they bring simple explanations to complex problems and 
are based on speculation. There is a key explanation to why ZANU PF will not engage in such blatant 
violence. I am inclined to share Simpser’s (2013:29) view that ‘as a first approach to the choice of 
tactics of manipulation , one can think of the supply curve of manipulation, according to which the 
means of manipulation that yield the greatest benefits at the lowest cost will be chosen first’. This is 
in the context that SADC is engaged on the Zimbabwean issue. Given the context some tactics are 
most likely to have more consequences than others; they affect the acceptability of the result and 
the legitimacy of the government. My arguments so far reflect that ZANU PF knows that if it allows a 
relatively free and fair election the result will be uncertain, whereas if it goes for the extreme it risks 
forming a government without legitimacy in the region and internationally. I agree with the broader 
argument by Cheeseman and Tendi (2011) that the inclusive government is not the best vehicle to 
institute democratic reforms but the specificities of recurrence of conflict need more unpacking. 
Kriger (2005) and Sithole (2001) emphasise violence and the politics of continuity yet political 
behaviour is determined by what is at stake at the prevailing moment. It is never static. But first 
what is at stake? 

Swing constituencies: the ark of electoral politics 

ZANU PF plans to wrestle the lower House of Assembly from MDC T. In 2008 ZANU PF had 99 seats, 
MDCT 100 and MDC 10 seats. However, the ZANU PF strategists are not ignoramuses, they are 
conscious of the real possibility that they will not get a two thirds majority in the House of Assembly. 
Hence its strategy is to win a simple majority. From our study ZANU PF is determined to defend its 
seats in the swing arena and claim the MDC swing constituencies. A swing constituency is defined as 
a constituency where the difference in vote tallies between the MDC T and ZANU PF in the March 
29, 2008 election was 5% or less. The swing constituencies are shown in the inventory data below 
which shows the constituency, the governing party, the margin of victory as in the number of votes 
and the percentage difference in the vote tally between MDC T and ZANU-PF.  

Table 1: Manicaland 2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Buhera South ZANU PF 676  5 

Chimanimani East ZANU PF 390  2.9 

Chipinge Central ZANU PF  515  4.2 

Mutare West MDC T   20  0.2 
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Table 2: Midlands 2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Chirumanzu4 ZANU PF 394 4.3 

Gokwe-Kabuyuni MDC T   78 0.6 

Gokwe-Sesame ZANU PF 568 3.4 

Zhombe MDC T 323 2.0 

Silobela5 MDC T 487 5.4 

Chiwundura6 ZANU PF 544 4.8 

 

Table 3: Masvingo   2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Bikita West MDC T 19 0.2 

Masvingo central MDC T 115 1.2 

Masvingo North ZANU PF 349 3.8 

Masvingo West MDC T 391 4.5 

 

Table 4: Mashonaland East 2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Chikomba East ZANU PF 30 0.4 

Goromonzi West ZANU PF 262 2.2 

Murehwa North ZANU PF 636 4.6 

Wedza South ZANU PF 290 3.4 

                                                           
4
 MDC T fielded two candidates and the other candidate got 1 319 votes. This vote combined, MDC T could 

have won the seat by a margin of 925 votes 
5
 MDC T fielded two candidates and the other candidate got 642 votes which could have increased their 

margin by the same 
6
 MDC T could have won by 70 votes because its other candidate garnered 614 votes 
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Table 5: Mashonaland West 2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Magunje ZANU PF 323 3.6 

 

Table 6: Mashonaland Central 2008 

Constituency Governing party Margin of victory 

(Number of votes) 

Percentage 

Bindura South MDC T 307 2.6 

 

From the data above ZANU PF has 12 seats in the red zone whereas MDCT has only 8 seats. So out of 
the 20 identified swing constituencies from the 2008 March parliamentary election ZANU PF has 
60% to defend whereas the MDC T has 40%. These seats are likely to be tightly contested in the next 
general election with a menu of manipulation in the oven. 

The swing constituencies are located on the map of Zimbabwe as red zones for using Geo-
Information Systems (GIS) computing software. 

Figure 1: Map showing swing constituencies based on March 29, 2008 election 



9 
 

 

The first tactic of electoral alchemy in the swing constituencies is the postal votes. It is most likely 
that postal votes by members of the disciplined forces absent from Zimbabwe and those in the 
service of the government of Zimbabwe will be deposited to swing constituencies where the MDC 
won by a narrow margin.  In the June 27 2008 election the number of postal votes increased from 8, 
000 to 64, 000 applications. If the 64, 000 ballot papers were to be evenly distributed in swing 
constituencies then assuming that MDC does not increase its March, 29 2008 vote then ZANU PF will 
gain all the seats in the red zone. In the March 29 2008 election harmonized elections, only 30,000 
postal votes were applied though ZEC printed 60, 000 votes. 

However, this strategy to wrestle marginal seats through postal votes is not new as the following 
case in 1990 hints: 

In Harare North District, Raphael Hamadziripi was contesting against Bernard Chidzero, 
Chidzero attended the counting of votes and, seeing that Hamadziripi was winning, went 
home. Later that evening, he was visited by some ZANU-PF officials who told him that he 
had won. Chidzero argued that this was impossible, he had seen the votes being counted, 
but his visitors informed him that there were postal votes from the army which, when 
counted resulted in his winning (Tekere 2006: 169). 

Second is candidate manipulation as one respondent asserted, ‘I can assure you that there will be 
attempts to buy some of the Chinja [MDC] candidates a few hours before the election especially 
those in constituencies that may decide’? Provision 49 of the Electoral Act allows a duly nominated 
candidate to withdraw his or her own candidature any day before the first polling day. Further 
research revealed that ZANU-PF will attempt to effect last minute withdrawals through either buying 
the candidates or intimidating them into virtual submission. This was a widespread phenomenon in 
the 1990 election as some candidates were intimidated into withdrawal and some were bought at 
the last minute. 

Third, ZANU PF is targeting swing constituencies in terms of voter intimidation and bussing in people 
to register as a way to regain majority in the House of Assembly and hence claim its political 
hegemony. 

Gunning for the Presidency 

For the Presidential crown ZANU PF is banging on maximum turn out in its perceived electoral 
strongholds. These are Mashonaland provinces and Midlands province. The strategy started soon 
after the March 29 2008 election. ZANU PF won most of the seats in its strongholds but unleashed a 
reign of terror in the Mashonaland provinces. This was not mere madness but a strategy to ensure 
that it gets a maximum possible number of votes in the aforementioned provinces. In the June 27 
‘election’, due to the gain of terror, the vote for President Mugabe almost doubled as shown below.  
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Province March 29, 2008 June 27, 2008 Gain of Terror 

Mash-West 134 730 256 699 119 286 

Mash-Central 257 626 276 912 154154 

Mash-East 160 965 315 119 121 969 

Midlands7 166 831 302 407 135 576 

Total 620 152 1 151 137 530 985 

 

In order to maintain its turn out ZANU PF will create electoral buffer zones in these provinces, that is 
make it difficult for the opposition to campaign. If ZANU PF manages to maintain the June 27 2008 
gain of terror in the four perceived strongholds President Mugabe will need 44, 426 votes in the 
remaining six provinces to beat Prime Minister’s March 29 2008 vote. In fact ZANU PF will need 
about 7, 045 votes in each of the remaining provinces. The assumption is based on the view that 
Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai will maintain his March 29 2008 presidential vote of 1, 195, 562 or 
slightly grow it.  

So far the plan to ensure maximum turn-out in its perceived strongholds seems to be working at 
least based on the referendum results.  As Zamchiya (2010:42) argued,  

ZANU PF is geared to take the constitutional referendum seriously by ensuring that a 
maximum number of its supporters come out and vote particularly in the four regions that it 
targets to win the Presidential vote. The idea is to pre-empty…allegations of theft…by 
numbers [in the forthcoming elections]. The statistical results of the referendum should 
mirror those of the referendum. It will be difficult to accuse ZANU PF of election rigging if 
the referendum and the national election results show a complementary trend. 

Whether this increase is a result of the margin of error is another subject for debate but what is 
clear is that the referendum results do show a complementary trend in the four ZANU PF targeted 
provinces.  

June 27 2008 vs March 16 2013 Voter Turn Out 

Province June 27, 2008 Mugabe 
vote 

March 16, 2013 
Referendum  

Mash-West 256, 699 363, 624 

Mash-Central 276, 912 356, 973 

Mash-East 315, 119 396,827 

Midlands 302, 407 407, 522 

Total 1 151 137 1 524 946 

 

                                                           
7
 President Mugabe won Midlands province by 44% to Prime Minister Tsvangirai’s 44% but ZANU PF perceives 

it as a potential stronghold that can help it win the Presidential vote 
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Prime Minister Tsvangirai got 456, 017 in the four aforementioned provinces. If he were to maintain 
that then President Mugabe will get 1, 068, 929 votes. The ZANU PF strategy is to start from a million 
mark. 

 

Residents of Mbare suburb in Harare queing to vote 

In fact there was a high voter turnout in the ZANU PF strongholds compared to the MDC T 
strongholds. An analysis of data from the health and demographic survey shows that 1, 147, 715 
people are eligible to vote in Harare province but out of these 517, 458, which translate to 45%, 
actually went out to vote. In Bulawayo province the data shows that there are 358, 654 people 
eligible to vote but only 131, 151 voted in the referendum, which amounts to 36% of the potential 
vote. When we compare these figures with those from ZANU (PF) perceived strongholds, we notice a 
difference. In Mashonaland Central for instance, 499, 294 people are eligible to vote and a total of 
356, 973 voted in the referendum which is 71%. Similarly in Mashonaland East 585, 632 people are 
eligible to vote and 398, 827, which constitutes 67%, voted in the referendum.8 The figure below 
demonstrates the turn out. 

Figure 2: Eligible turn out in referendum  
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 I am greatly indebted to Mr Charles Mangongera for this analysis 
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This reflects ZANU PF’s strategy to get the maximum number of votes in its strongholds. What this 

means is that MDC controlled areas have more people eligible to vote but are not exercising their 

right. A comparison of the voters’ roll in 2008 and in 2010 show an increase in the traditional 

strongholds of ZANU PF versus the MDC T ones. The graph below demonstrates that.9 

 

Figure 2: Comparison of voters’ roll in 2008 and 2010 

 

 

On the other hand, despite low voter turn-out in Matabeleland since 2000 due to a number of 
factors, ZANU PF envisages that its Presidential campaign will work because the opposition vote will 
be fragmented due to failure to provide a united front among the opposition leaders. There is a 
belief that the MDC led by Professor Welshman Ncube is bent on regionalizing electoral politics. 
ZANU PF interprets this as manna from heaven because it increases its chances of winning the 
Presidential vote. As Manheru10 (2010:5, The Herald 21 August 2010) argues,  

MDC’s push for leadership change can only…shake MDC T’s power base in Matabeleland, this is why 
Tsvangirai’s show in Bulawayo only two weeks back remarkably revealed panic. Matebeleland is going 
for narrow politics and hey MD [C] and Dabengwa’s ZAPU will ascend, albeit temporarily. After all 
both are not seeking presidency of this country, in fact cannot seek it. They seek leverage for 
negotiating with ZANU PF for concessions, for comfort. 

                                                           
9
 Again I am indebted to Mr Charles Mangongera for this incisive analysis 

10
 There is enough evidence that shows that George Charamba, President Mugabe’s spokesperson, writes 

under the pseudonym Nathaniel Manheru, hence the insights are taken seriously in this paper.  
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In addition, if the voting trends remain the same, there will be fewer voters in Matabeleland as 
compared to Mashonaland provinces. The effect of a fragmented vote in Matebeleland was as 
follows in March 2008. 

Table 7: Presidential vote in Mat North, Mat South and Bulawayo in March 2008 

Province Mugabe Tsvangirai Simba Combined vote 

against 

incumbent  

Bulawayo 14% 49% 36% 85% 

Matebeleland 

North 

28% 46% 24% 70% 

Matebeleland 

South 

38%  29 % 30%  59% 

 

President Mugabe would have lost by a wider margin of 85% to 14% in Bulawayo, 70% to 28% in 
Matebeleland North. Capitalising on the divisions the untold story is that President Mugabe actually 
won Matebeleland South in a relatively free and fair March 29 poll with 38 % of the total vote 
whereas  Makoni got 30% and Prime Minister Tsvangirai  had 29%.  

Re-inventing the image of President Mugabe 

Intertwined with the above strategy is a concerted effort to re-invent the image of President 
Mugabe. I attended the second all stakeholders’ conference at Rainbow Tours in Harare on 22 
October 2012, where the President castigated violence as primitive much to the applause of 
delegates.  

We must live up to the expectations of the people of Zimbabwe. Let us be peaceful in our conduct. 
Surely, settling things through fisticuffs instead of through dialogue and discussion is primitive. Our 
intellectual levels should lift us to that upper level where debate, discussion, deliberation should be 
the basis of reaching agreement or disagreement (Mugabe, second all stakeholders conference, 
Harare, 2012). 

A key regional civil society leader from Malawi once critical of President Mugabe said: ‘That guy 
[Prime Minister Tsvangirai] has sanitised Mugabe and he is now acceptable in the region. The 
message we get as civil society is that Mugabe and Tsvangirai are working together and agreeing on 
key democratic reforms like the constitution (pers.comm, civil society activist in Malawi, 2013)’. A 
Minister in the Zambian government also concurred that President Mugabe’s peace message had an 
impact. ‘I attended the ZANU PF annual conference, where the President spoke for more than an 
hour …I underestimated his resilience. I slept when I woke up he was preaching about peace. That 
really impressed me and it resonated with various media reports that have been capturing the peace 
message’ (pers.comm, Zambia Minister, 2012). When I spoke to the Prime Minister on 21 March 
2013 at his house in Highlands he concurred that his party had sanitised  President Mugabe in the 
region. ‘We are the ones who have tried to rescue Mugabe in the region, but detergent yacho 
unoionepi that can make Mugabe clean.’ (pers.comm, 2013). Even the MDC policy director wrote 
recently that President Mugabe was on an attempt to rebuild his legitimacy and preserving his 
legacy. Even though some have characterised this as deception it is the consistent call and the media 
coverage that has given weight to these calls. President Mugabe is no longer viewed as unacceptable 
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and as demonic as he was in 2008 following the violence. These calls have not been isolated and he 
has seized every opportunity to put across his message sparking debate on whether he has changed 
or not. At least that is a useful effect as he marches toward the next election. I believe this is just a 
political strategy to rebrand Mugabe in the wake of changing times and the new democratisation 
wave in Africa.  

The interrelated political strategy is to wear thin MDC T’s support and sympathy in the region and to 
procrastinate on implementation of key democratic reforms until they are overtaken by events on 
the ground.  

We are confident that by the time we go for elections the MDC T sympathy from the region would 
have waned. In particular Morgan Tsvangirai’s sympathy in the region will be much less compared to 
the March 29 2008 period. The MDC leader will lose sympathy from SADC which is constantly losing 
its patience with the cry baby brand the MDC T is creating for itself. In real international politics you 
do not always knock with petty issues you lose your flavour (Respondent 2010). 

It is ZANU PF’s conviction that the MDCT‘s continuous lobby of SADC on what they believe to be 
petty issues will make the party lose its steam: 

MDC T’s strategy of using summits and lobbying to validate its cause has worn very thin …and time 
can only make matters worse which is why the faction agitates for early elections it is most ill-
prepared for…The real strategy [for ZANU PF] is to wear down these so called issues, until they slim 
and become wafer thin, until the formation becomes even more ridiculous even to itself, and before 
all. (Manheru 2010:5, The Herald 21 August 2010). 

On the ground there are more specific strategies ZANU PF is pursuing to reclaim its hegemony as the 
drive to lure the congregation. 

The Church 

Churches are an important organised constituency given that more than 70% of the Zimbabwean 
population are Christians (Census 2012). ZANU PF is determined to take advantage of this organised 
constituency and turn it into electoral support in the forthcoming election. For example, President 
Robert Mugabe addressed the Johanne Marange Apostolic meeting at Mufarikwa in Manicaland 
province on 17 July 2010. There were about 200,000 people at the gathering. In order to appeal to 
the constituency he was dressed in the church’s traditional white and red robes and held an 
apostolic stick as shown in the picture below.  
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President Mugabe in dark glasses wielding an apostolic stick 

The President preached what the congregation wanted to hear to endear his candidature:  

Our Constitution allows polygamy. We will not force people into monogamous marriages. It’s there in 
the Bible; Solomon wasn’t only given wealth but many wives too. But we say no to gays! We will not 
listen to those advocating for inclusion of homosexual rights in the Constitution (Mugabe, Marange 
2010). 

The President also donated 180 hectares of land and two tractors to the apostolic sect.  

In some public spaces President Mugabe has received support from the church leaders. For example, 
after his address in Marange. Daniel Mashaya in a vote of thanks praised President Mugabe:  

In 1957 our High Priest Johanne Marange had a vision of a black cock fighting a white cock. The black 
cock triumphed over the white one. The black cock represents President Mugabe and his reign was 
foretold years back. He is not just the leader of Zimbabwe but the whole of Africa and his visit to our 
shrine is a fulfilment of the 1957 prophecy (Mashaya, Marange, 2010). 

Some church leaders have publicly announced that they will support President Mugabe and ZANU PF 
in the forthcoming poll. More revealing was Bishop Johannes Ndanga, the current President of the 
Apostolic Christian Council of Zimbabwe (ACCZ), a conglomeration of over 620 churches said that 
they had instructed all the churches to urge their supporters to register and vote for President 
Mugabe. The Bishop indicated that all the 620 churches needed to report back the number of newly 
registered members by March 9, 2013. Bishop Johannes Ndanga sounded optimistic:  ‘Just wait and 
see. We want to show our power by swinging the votes in favour of Zanu PF. If we decide to swim in 
a river we all go in at the same time,’ (Ndanga 2013, The Standard). 

Other notable church leaders who have openly vowed to support President Mugabe in the 
forthcoming poll are Noah Taguta Momberume of Johane Marange, Paul Mwazha of the African 
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Apostolic Church, Obadiah Musindo of the Destiny for Afrika Network Reverend. The latter was clear 
that:  

We have housing schemes in Mutare, Bindura, Kadoma, Chinhoyi, Bulawayo and many parts of the 
country…We are giving out 100 000 stands to those who champion President Mugabe’s cause for 
total emancipation. I want to deliver two million votes to the President…They (beneficiaries) don’t 
pay for the land, but for its development. We are developing the stands on State land made available 
to us. We also buy private land using money we accrue from our other businesses and mortgage 
financing from friendly banks…We work with churches. We are not apologetic about this…We are 
giving out stands to churches, pastors and prophets. We want to ensure that President Mugabe wins 
at all cost (Msindo, Newsday March 9, 2013). 

What is clear is that this is a ZANU PF tactic, whether it will succeed remains to be seen. Other 
churches have dismissed this tactic. Other ZANU PF leaders like the Vice President, Joice Mujuru 
have also tried to woo votes for the party. In September 2010, she addressed a congregation of an 
independent African Apostolic sect in Mazowe, Mashonaland central. To avoid competition the 
Prime Minister was barred to attend a Zion Christian church at Mbungo shrine in Dekwe, Gokwe in 
July 2008. But ideologically appealing to popular groups is not enough as ZANU PF also uses 
patronage. The appeal to popular groups is not limited to the church; ZANU PF is also appealing to 
other popular groups like the youths and women. But ideologically appealing is not enough as ZANU 
PF is also using patronage. 

State financed patronage 

ZANU PF plans to use state financed patronage as part of its election strategy. Previous elections 
such as in 2000, 2002, 2005 and 2008 were financed from the national treasury. State programs, 
vehicles, fuel and state bureaucrats have been abused to further the electoral campaign of ZANU-PF. 
This has given ZANU-PF unfair advantage in terms of access to financial resources. Even the 
distribution of food aid has been done on partisan lines as a way of extending patronage. Following 
the establishment of the GNU ZANU PF intends to create other centres of state financed patronage 
apart from central treasury. This is because MDC T controls Ministry of Finance through Honorable 
Tendai Biti. Key ministries such as the Ministry of Local Government, Ministry of Defence and 
Ministry of Transport are going to serve as party functionaries in relation to election strategy. 
Recently, Minister Ignatious Chombo announced, at a traditional Chief’s meeting in Kariba, attended 
by over 200 traditional leaders, that the chiefs would receive twin cabs to replace the single cabs 
they got in 2008 before the next election. As a gesture of reciprocity Chief Chisungo of Mashonaland 
central announced at the traditional leaders meeting held end of October 2010 that they (as chiefs) 
backed R.G. Mugabe’s life presidency bid. Other hefty packages were also promised as a way to buy 
the Chiefs so that they would deliver the crucial rural vote to ZANU-PF in the post-transition period. 
On the other end soldiers deployed to wage psychological warfare in the rural communities are 
allegedly getting mysterious allowances of US$ 300.00 per month. 

There are also a number of state supported loan schemes that ZANU PF has manipulated on the 
ground. Even though loan schemes targeting mainly rural women are government initiated and 
government resourced, ZANU PF used its party structures to announce and educate people on the 
small scale projects. This has created perceptions among the beneficiaries that these are ZANU PF 
engineered projects. ‘It’s ZANU PF that is giving us money to start projects. I think we will start a 
poultry project and better our livelihoods. We voted for the MDC but it has not brought people 
centered projects’. (Respondent 2010). 

State financed agricultural inputs to land reform beneficiaries are also being manipulated by ZANU 
PF structures in order to consolidate its grip on the new farmers who benefited from the 2000 fast 
track land grab. In January 2011, I witnessed traditional leaders receiving seeds and fertiliser from 
the Presidential input scheme at the GMB depot in Chipinge town for redistribution to their 
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‘subjects’. Prior to the allocation of the Presidential inputs ZANU PF slogans were chanted with fists 
punching in the air, ‘Pamberi naComrade President Mugabe!’ (Forward with the President!).  
Traditional leaders mediated the farmers’ access to inputs personalized as President Mugabe’s 
scheme. This shows ZANU PF’s strategy of re-investing power in traditional leaders to the delight of 
traditional leaders who are expected to pay back by showing loyalty. The picture below shows 
President Mugabe at the launch of the scheme surrounded by chiefs and handing over the farming 
inputs to Fortune Charumbira, the President of the Chiefs’ council.  

 

 

Figure 3: Photograph of President Mugabe handing farming inputs to traditional leaders 

Source: Herald, 12 November 2010. 

In reality the inputs were redistributed disproportionately to relatives of the chief and ZANU PF 

supporting members. As one of the local MDC MPs in Chipinge explained,  

The Chiefs were assisted by the soldiers and local ZANU PF structures to distribute the seeds. In the 
process some ZANU PF members who want to stand on the ZANU PF ticket in the next parliamentary 
election were at the centre of distribution as a launch to their campaign. People had to buy a new 
ZANU PF card which cost US$1 to be eligible for the inputs. Our [MDC] supporters did not receive the 
input. In some cases they were using the ZANU PF list of supporters which is kept by the village heads 
and verified by ZANU PF local leaders and aspiring ZANU PF councillors and MPs…Some of the war 
veterans re-sold the inputs and squandered the money on beer (MDC MP, pers.comm, 2012). 

As Magure (2012) writes, ‘In Zimbabwe, a complex network of patrons and clients mediate the 
allocation of scarce resources’ to the benefit of those willing to show continuous loyalty to ZANU PF. 

In early February President Mugabe also officially launched seven community share ownership 
schemes in Masvingo. Seven companies namely Bikita Minerals, Lennox Mine, Renco Mine, 
Steelmakers(Simbi), Gaths Mine, Tongaat Hullet and Save Valley Conservancy were mandated to put  
US$1 million each for the trusts. At the same event President Mugabe officially handed over a 
cheque of US$1 million from Murowa Diamond mine for the Chivi Community Share Ownership 
Scheme and US$500 000 from Bikita Minerals for the share ownership scheme for Bikita. All these 
‘indigenisation’ strategies fit in the broader scheme of ZANU PF using state financed patronage to 
enhance its electoral chances (George Mapunga, Herald, 16 February 2013). 
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Maintaining infrastructure of error 

The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission missed the 3 January 2013 deadline to commence a mobile 
nationwide voter registration process. However, it has been noted that voter registration has been 
taking place in some urban and rural centres without much publicity and information being provided 
to would-be voters. Political parties, especially ZANU-PF has taken advantage of this ‘concealed’ 
voter registration process to marshal its supporters to register. There are also reported incidents of 
persons from the mushrooming housing cooperatives (mainly around urban and peri-urban areas) 
who are being forced to register through ZANU-PF community leaders. The Member of Parliament 
for Goromonzi South , Mr Dongo on 16 March 2013 said, ‘ ZANU PF is registering people at caldenoia 
farm and there is an average of 50 new voters being registered at Ruwal Local Board every week’ 
(pers.comm 2013). Mr Nyamudeza the MDC MP for Chipinge West also confirmed the same trend in 
a discussion at Mutema shopping centre. He said, ‘ZANU PF is bringing in truckloads of people to 
register to vote but we are finding it difficult to register our supporters because of lack of resources’. 
Delayed voter registration will have adverse effects on democratisation as some potential voters 
may be excluded from participating in the polls while clandestine registration processes may aid 
possibilities for election rigging.  

To confirm the restricted voter registration, the Police Commissioner-General, Mr Augustine Chihuri 
directed police officers to register as voters via a radio communication (number JC 647/12) produced 
on December 18, 2012 and sent to all police stations on December 21, 2012. The directive read that:  

It has been noted that most members and officers within the organisation are not registered voters, 
addressees [Member in Charge at a particular police station] are being encouraged to ensure that all 
members and officers under their command are registered for voting. Those registered, check if their 
names appear on the voters’ roll during voters’ roll inspection. Members and officers [must] 
encourage their dependants to register for voting. Commanders are being reminded that voting is a 
national duty and in this respect, members and officers must take keen interest in the process. 

Soldiers were also bussed to register to vote. Whilst there is nothing wrong with encouraging 
soldiers to go and vote. However, it is the partisan insinuations that leave a lot to be desired. For 
example, the ZANU PF secretary for Administration, Mr Didymus Mutasa claimed,  

Is it rigging elections when we register soldiers and their spouses? Tell them (MDC) that I said 
pfutseki. Soldiers are close to us dating back from the liberation struggle and should we abandon 
them because we are now sharing power with Tsvangirai? If they say soldiers are Zanu PF and should 
not vote, we will also say all trade unionists are MDC and cannot vote. You can’t separate soldiers and 
Zanu PF the same way we can’t separate trade unions from MDC (Mutasa, 16 February 2013).  

On the other end ordinary 40 villagers trying to register were arrested in Lupane village in mid-January 2013 
and opposition supporters have been finding it difficult to register. 

Voters’ roll 

In a voters’ roll audit carried out in 2010 the Zimbabwe Elections Support Network (ZESN) 
highlighted that 41% of the people on the voters’ roll now reside outside the areas where they are 
registered while 27% are deceased.11 The voters’ roll is also known to have names of deceased 
persons as well as incredible figures of up to 41,119 centenarians as well as “no less than 16,828 
registered voters with the same date of birth, given as 1st January 1901”.12 In order for voter 
registration to be democratic, the process must be well publicised and carried out on a non-partisan 
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p.7. 



19 
 

basis.13 This is however not the case in Zimbabwe. John Aldrich indicates that “turning out to vote is 
the most common and important act citizens take in a democracy”14. Denying citizens the right to 
vote implies robbing them of their deserved participation in democratic processes; which by right 
many constitutions (including Zimbabwe’s current one) accords them. Manipulated or discredited 
voters’ rolls are also the source of “election rigging”. This can be through “enrolment fraud”15; which 
is the inclusion of false information in a voters’ roll which may then be used to inflate, deflate or 
include non-qualifying voters in the roll; especially in key constituencies. 

ZEC partisan nature 

ZANU PF refused to support the restructuring of the Zimbabwe Election Commission (ZEC) amid 
allegations by the two MDCs that the secretariat has close links with the security sector. A recent 
report by the Zimbabwe Democracy Institute (ZDI) seems to confirm this position. The report details 
members of ZEC who were part of the secretariat in March 2008, and who are still serving the body. 
For example, Major Utoile Silaigwana is a soldier who serves in the operations division of ZEC; the 
ZEC public relations officer Shupikai Mashereni, is a member of the Zimbabwe Defence forces. The 
Chief Elections Officer, Lovemore Sekeremayi, mandated with announcing the results once worked 
in the President’s office. In this case the army is not only used to ideologically mobilise the people 
but to play an important role in voter management process. As Masunungure (2009:69) argues, 
‘there is symbiosis between the military elite and the political elite that is mediated by ZANU PF, the 
political vehicle that drove the armed struggle’. The MDC is conscious that the secretariat of ZEC 
might pose a serious threat to the election. 

It [the ZEC] is a very big area of concern. The involvement of the army and intelligence in the ZEC 
secretariat is at the core of the credibility of the next elections, That secretariat still has the mischief 
of the June 2008 elections hanging over it’. (Nelson Chamisa, Mail and Guardian, March 2013). 

Whereas ZEC plays a crucial role another strategy is to ensure that the Registrar General which plays 
a more practical role in terms of organisation and management of elections is tactically insulated 
from the reform pressure. There are diversionary tactics, yet in my view ZEC is an overseer whereas 
the R.G.’s office is the engine. The R.G.’s office will ensure the selection of a constituency registrar, a 
deputy constituency registrar, and assistant constituency registrar (presiding officers) who shall be 
members of the public service and polling officers. This is provided in section 19 of the Electoral Act. 
This provides loopholes for manipulation, yet ZANU PF is not content as it will try other tactics to 
ensure maximum effect of its propaganda. 

‘Arresting’ formation of preferences 

The attempt to arrest the formation of preferences in the media sector is one key ZANU PF strategy. 

As Chuma ( 2010:1) writes,  

One sector which best manifests the contradictory character of this transition is the media, where the 
promise of reform has been followed through by a series of half measures which, while ostensibly 
pointing toward increased freedom, betray the grip of the past on the present and the (near) future. 

ZANU PF agreed to the setting up of a Zimbabwe Media Commission (ZMC) which replaced the 
Media and Information Commission (MIC). The Commission has licenced independent print 
newspapers which gives a semblance of democracy. This is consistent with my analysis that the state 
is not immersed in closed authoritarianism. However, the real contestation about media reform is in 
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the broadcasting arena. The power to licence radio and television stations remains vested in the 
Broadcasting Authority of Zimbabwe headed by the conservative Tafataona Mahoso. The two radio 
stations licenced belong to ZANU PF aligned individual Mr Supa Mandiwanzira whereas the other is 
owned by the state owned Zimpapers. The half attempts are meant to deceive SADC that ZANU PF is 
on the right path toward a progressive media. The effect has been that the state owned media 
continue to embark on partisan reporting. It is still in the mode of casting opposition as traitors and 
ZANU PF politicians as patriots. Attempts by independent civil society to distribute shortwave radios 
as an alternative were thwarted by the state.  

We have information that some people or political parties are engaging in illegal 
activities....distributing illegal communication devices to unsuspecting members of the public...taking 
advantage of the needy communities and in guise of helping them they are also handing them over 
these communication devices…[to sow] seeds of disharmony within the country especially now that 
the country is about to embark on the referendum and harmonised elections. The possession and 
distribution of such devices is illegal. The distributors and recipients stand warned that ZRP (the 
Zimbabwe Republic Police) will not tolerate any such chicanery (Police spokesperson assistant 
commissioner Charity Charamba, 2013). 

 
This is meant to give ZANU PF an unfair advantage in the next poll. I am inclined to share Schedler 
(2002:40)’s view that , ‘Unless parties and candidates enjoy free and fair access to the public space, 
the will of the people as expressed at the ballot box will be little more than the echo of structurally 
induced ignorance’. Yet ZANU PF still employs intimidation tactics by arresting opposition activists. 

Targeted persecution of civil society leaders 

 

Beatrice Mtetwa a human rights lawyer seen in prison regalia after she was arrested for doing her job as a lawyer 

Since December 2012, there has been a systematic increase in the arrest of civil society leaders. The 
arrests seem to target those who monitor and document human rights violations by the state, 
second, those who provide psycho-social as well as legal support to victims and third those who dare 
to embark on voter registration and voter mobilisation. Ironically other anti-government civil society 
organisations have been allowed to carry out their work. As Case (1996:453) writes this does a 
‘desultory mix’ of freedoms and controls which typify a half-way house. By arresting civil society 
leaders at the centre of civic education ZANU PF is merely arresting the formation of preferences. In 
a liberal democracy, citizens must be able to freely express their preferences.  Note that this strategy 
is devoid of overt physical violence against the accused. ZANU PF is trying to avoid photogenic 
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images that expose naked brutality as we shall see later. There is an evident shift from the previous 
tactics where naked terror was at the centre of the ZANU PF strategy. For example, the Secretary 
General of the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU), Mr Wellington Chibebe, was pummelled 
to bewilderment by state security agents in September 2006 when he was arrested. President 
Mugabe boasted and mockingly said that ‘ vamwe vaaluchema hanzi takarohwa ehe unodashurwa’ 
(some (Chibebe and company) are complaining that they were beaten yes, you will be beaten). Even 
the Prime Minister, Tsvangirai, the National Constitutional Assembly chairperson, Lovemore 
Madhuku, the Deputy Prime Minister, Arthur Mutambara, Minister Sekai Holland, Grace Kwinje and 
many others were brutally beaten by state agents whilst in detention in March 2007. Such naked 
brutality consistent with a closed authoritarian state invited regional and international 
condemnation. By arresting and detaining activists without beating them ZANU PF still hope to 
undermine civil liberties and intimidate activists that challenge its hegemony but at the same time 
maintain a sense of reasonableness. Below is a table of the arrests and raids on civil society 
organisations and individuals by state security forces since December 2013.  

Table 8: A summary of arrests targeted at civil society  

Organisation/Person Date of arrest/raid Reasons for raid/arrests Place of Arrest/Raid 

 

Zimrights;Leo Chamahwinya and 

Dorcus Shereni  arrested 

 

13 December 2012 

 

Alleged voter registration 

and fraud 

 

Harare 

 

Zimrights: Okay Machisa 

arrested 

 

14 January 2013 

 

Alleged voter registration 

and fraud 

 

Harare 

 

National Youth Development 

Trust[NYDT] offices raided and 

staff arrested 

 

06 February 2013 

 

Contravening section 40 of 

the criminal law codification 

and reform Act 

 

Lupane, Matebeleland 

South 

Community Tolerance, 

Reconciliation and Development 

Trust offices raided 

11 February 2013 Alleged to have evidence of 

conducting voter education 

and also that they are not 

allowed to operation 

 

Masvingo 

 

Zimbabwe Peace Project offices 

raided 

 

11 February 2013 

 

Warrant to search for 

subversive material 

documents, gadgets, 

recordings and illegal 

immigrants  

 

Harare 

 

Women of Zimbabwe Arise 

members arrested 

 

13 February 2013 

 

Arrested for staging 

lunchtime protest outside 

parliament 

 

Harare 
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Combined Harare Residents 

Trust:David Charamba and 

Tatjana Buret arrested 

 

14 February 

 

“Observing without 

approval” of interventions  

CHRA can come up with to 

improve health system 

 

Harare 

 

Centre for Community 

Development in Zimbabwe: 

George Makoni and Reverend 

Deve arrested 

 

16 February 2013 

 

 

 

Chegutu 

Mashonaland West 

 

Zimbabwe Election Support 

Network offices raided 

 

19 February 2013 

 

Warrant to search for 

subversive material 

documents, gadgets, 

recordings and illegal 

immigrants 

 

 

Harare and Masvingo 

 

 

 

Radio Dialogue Zimbabwe offices 

raided 

 

01 March 2013 

 

a search warrant which in 

part read “…possession of 

smuggled radio receivers” 

 

Bulawayo 

Human Rights Lawyer, Beatrice 
Mtetwa 

March 2013 obstructing the course of 
justice 

Harare 

 

When Mugabe can no longer boast of degrees in violence 

Let me emphasise that violence is endemic in Zimbabwe after ’60 years of institutionalised violence’ 
(Sachikonye 2011). There will still be cases of violence, some spontaneous and others organised to 
target those who pose the greatest threat to ZANU PF. Nevertheless, it is the scale that will go down 
and the response from ZANU PF.  For example, the recent case of Christpower Maisiri who was burnt 
to death in Headlands in what appeared to be politically motivated violence as the family and the 
MDC convincingly blamed ZANU PF for the tragedy brings four lessons.  Find Maisiri’s charred 
remains below. 
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Figure 4: The charred remains of 12 year old Christpower Maisiri burnt in a case of suspected 
violence 

First, President Mugabe can no longer boast publicly of having degrees in violence as he denied  
ZANU PF’s role in the tragedy, ‘this is not a disease in ZANU PF’(Mugabe, 2 March 2013, Bindura) 
before subsequently calling for peaceful elections. Second, ZANU PF is aware that overt violence will 
work against them in the upcoming elections. Even Didymus Mutasa accused of killing Christpower 
Maisiri was convinced that such allegations would work against ZANU PF in the next election. Third 
and interrelated is that naked violence will draw sympathy for MDC from the region and 
international community ahead of an election in which ZANU PF desperately needs political 
legitimacy. As Manheru  (The Herald, 2 March 2013) implies in the case of Christpower Maisiri, 

The little boy is that emotion which MDC needs to move western mountains, that powerful impulse 
that by-passes so many rational questions the MDC must answer from a disheartened, alienated 
electorate. They can only put forward a sympathy manifesto, which is why death and dying is so key 
to their survival as a party. 

Fourth, the ZANU PF machinery is bent on spinning the issue of political violence.  Instead of publicly 
boasting of violence ZANU PF now accuses the MDC of dramatizing violence to win the hearts of 
sympathisers locally and abroad because in their view MDC lacks substantial policies. According to 
Moyo (2011),  

Violence is therefore not part of our culture as an independent nation yet it clearly has been the 
manifesto of our detractors.  The time has come to be bold about this fact and to state it robustly 
given that the MDC formations have nothing to offer besides falsely seeking to present us as a violent 
party.  None of the MDC formations has the programme or capacity to benefit ordinary people better 
than Zanu-PF.  Nothing.  The truth of the matter is that the two MDC formations find meaning and 
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support only when they claim to be under attack from Zanu-PF and never when they promise to do 
anything for the people as they have no capacity to deliver anything whatsoever. 

Even President Mugabe accused the MDC of overdrawing on tragedy to cover for its inadequacies in 
the electoral game and to justify the intervention of westerners in the affairs of Zimbabwe.  He 
alleged that, ‘Whereever there’s a funeral, even if the person has been gored by a bull, they say it is 
Zanu PF. Even if someone falls from a vehicle, they say it is Zanu PF’ (Mugabe , 2 March 2013). The 
political strategy is to paint the MDC as a dishonesty party but this will be difficult as long as there is 
hard evidence of the scars of state sponsored violence. State institutions will be roped in to prepare 
reports that counter the MDC’s records of politically motivated violence. This is difficult because the 
SADC Troika met soon after the death of Christpower Maisiri and demanded more democratic 
reforms before Zimbabwe can hold the next election.  

Harvest of Fear: less visible, less cost 

In summation, all things being equal, ZANU PF would prefer a psychological warfare as compared to 
a physical warfare. The broader intent can be summarised as harvest of fear. It is a plan to intimidate 
and threaten citizens with violence by drawing on past memories of the June 27 2008 election. This 
plan is already unfolding in targeted constituencies. A selected clique of army generals and war 
veterans led by Jabulani Sibanda held pungwes and rallies in Masvingo reminding the people of the 
liberation war and June 27, 2008 war. Guns were fired and paraded to intimidate the villagers 
especially at night far from observers as Sibanda promised to roast livers of opposition supporters in 
the aftermath of the poll. One ZANU-PF schemer boasted ‘our army has a rich history of coordinating 
and mobilising and psychologically preparing the masses since the days of the liberation struggle’.  
One respondent hinted, ‘If memories of the liberation war are still fresh in the minds of povo, we are 
certain this strategy will work’. This resonates in the scheme of ZANU PF electoral politics with the 
way SADC is likely to respond: ‘SADC is less likely to be moved by imperialist funded reports of 
intimidation devoid of the actual beatings and elimination associated with any deployed army’. This 
strategy is well-captured by Manheru: 

As for MDC T it can only hope that some mad-cap in ZANU PF bashes its head hard enough for a 
photogenic image, around which it can draw sympathy. This is why the phony stories of arrests and 
violence are coming back, in order to rehabilitate its image as the persecuted party. Except the MDC 
does not see a mighty sea-change going through ZANU PF which has been reinventing its own image, 
away from the temptation of violence (Manheru 2010:5, Herald 21 February August 2005).  

Here as Simpser (2013:29) argues ‘choices about visibility may have implications for the choice of 
tactics of manipulation’. To be sure, some tools of electoral manipulation tend, by their nature, to be 
more visible than others…for example, …vote intimidation tend to be more visible than tempering 
with voter registration lists or falsifying tallies’. The point about visibility, however, needs to be fully 
contextualised. In my view it is the cost rather than the visibility that is the determining factor. Yes, it 
might be visible but less costly such as intimidation rallies. It also depends on visible to whom? The 
background to the GPA is to eliminate violence and restore stability and some veneer of legitimacy. 
So SADC might choose to ignore what is visible in the manipulation game as long as it does not upset 
their grand plan to restore stability and a semblance of legitimacy, which in their view can only be 
hampered by overt physical violence and an abortion of the constitution making process. For a party 
that controls the electoral bureaucracy, tampering with the voters roll might be a less risky strategy. 
For a party that controls the public institutions dishing patronage might be another acceptable 
tactic. For a party that controls the security sector, voter intimidation might be an additional tool. 

Concluding remarks 

The menu of electoral manipulation we have served, indicate that Zimbabwe is an electoral 
authoritarian regime. It is neither a closed authoritarian regime nor a liberal democracy. Such a 
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positioning makes it difficult for many states to actively respond and condemn ZANU PF. Why? 
Zimbabwe is not an exception in the world or in the region. About 55% of all countries outside the 
Western world do not qualify as either a liberal democracy or at least an electoral democracy 
(Lindblom 2001). 69.9% of these countries can be qualified as electoral authoritarian states (Schedler 
2001:48). In sub-Saharan Africa more than half (54.2%) can be classified as electoral autocracies. 
Only five are liberal democracy, 10 electoral democracies, 26 are under electoral authoritarianism 
and eight closed authoritarianism (Lindblom 2001:30-31). ZANU PF is determined to manipulate the 
deficiencies of other states in the region mandated to help resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In conclusion one might need to pose a classic question. When are election manipulation strategies 
regime sustaining and when are they regime supplanting? Will the ZANU PF strategies be able to 
keep them on the saddle of state power?  The ultimate will depend on the interventions by the 
citizenry, pro-democracy political parties, civil society, and the regional and international 
community. Based on the ZANU PF strategies presented in this paper, the next research paper 
makes propositions on how the Zimbabwean state can be transformed to an electoral democracy as 
a first step toward building a democracy without adjectives. 
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