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Whither Zimbabwe? 
by Michael Clough 

When Robert Mugabe took office as independent Zim
babwe's first prime minister in April 1980, he faced a 
challenge of staggering dimensions. Seven years of 
war had left 20,000 dead out of a population of some 
7.4 million, many farms and homesteads deserted, 
and the economic infrastructure seriously disrupted. 
To create a politically stable and economically pros
perous country, the new government would have to be 
responsive to the divergent demands of at least four 
separate groups within Zimbabwe's population: 

• militants within Mugabe's party, the Zimbabwe 
African National Union-Patriotic Front (hereafter 
referred to as ZANU-PF), who favored a rapid 
and far-reaching transformation of the old 
socioeconomic order along socialist lines; 

• the mass of the nation's black citizenry, who ex
pected black rule to provide them with more 
land, more and better jobs, and priority access to 
education, modern medicine, and other social 
services; 

• the economically crucial white populati9n, which 
wanted guarantees that this generation and the 
next generation would have a reasonably secure 
future in Zimbabwe; 

• adherents of Joshua Nkomo's Zimbabwe African 
People's Union (PF-ZAPU), who sought 
assurances that Mugabe's ZANU-PF would not in
terpret its landslide victory in the 1980 elections 
as authority to deny Nkomo or his followers a 
political role in the country's future. 

Analyses of Zimbabwe have tended to focus on the 
government's handling of one or two of these groups, 
with the emphasis on missteps and failures. Western 
reporting, for example, has given more attention to 
discontent among the Matabele ethnic group (the 
traditional base of Nkomo's political strength) and 
among whites. 

Mugabe cannot afford this luxury. He needs the sup
port, or at a minimum the acquiescence, of all four 
groups. Without the backing of ZANU-PF militants 

and the mass black population, Mugabe would soon 
lose the ability to govern effectively. If his government 
does not maintain the confidence of critical segments 
of the white population, the economy will suffer. 
Finally, he must worry about PF-ZAPU because of its 
potential ability to destabilize the country, as demon
strated by the rise in dissident activity in the past year 
in the southern region known as Matabeleland. 

What makes Mugabe's task especially difficult is the 
fact that in many cases the actions required to satisfy 
one group are precisely the ones most feared by 
another group. Whites want assurances that any tran
sition to socialism will be balanced and limited; 
ZANU-PF militants, on the other hand, would regard 
such assurances as an abandonment of the goals they 
fought for in the bush. Black popular expectations of 
universal access to health care and education exacer
bate white worries about a "lowering of standards." 
Moves to allay PF-ZAPU/Matabele fears of domina
tion by ZANU-PF and the larger Shona ethnic group 
(Mugabe's political base) are certain to be seen as un
warranted concessions by many officials in Mugabe's 
party. 

One way to gain a better understanding of the prob
lem facing Mugabe is to view the demands of each of 
the four groups as a constraint on his government's 
options. If he is to remain in power and build a stable 
and prosperous Zimbabwe, he must strike a balance 
which, while probably not satisfying any group entire
ly, does not so dissatisfy one or more groups that they 
become a threat to the entire process. Whether or not 
Mugabe is able to pull off this delicate balancing act 
depends in large part on two factors that he can in
fluence but not control: (1) the resources available to 
him to satisfy different demands; and (2) the will
ingness of each group to compromise in the national 
interest and accept the fact that not all and in some 
cases not even most of its demands can be met. 

How well has he done so far? What are the pros
pects for the future? To answer these questions it is 
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necessary to examine each of the four groups in
dividually: 

Cleavages within ZANU-PF 
The most important yet least understood dynamic in 
the Zimbabwean equation is the relationship between 
government policy and internal politics within ZANU
PF. The existence of cleavages within the party is now 
accepted as a fact by informed analysts, but there is 
very little consensus on the nature or extent of those 
cleavages . Nor is there agreement on where Mugabe 
stands in relation to the different factions in the party 
or how much ability he has to control or override 
those factions when they oppose his preferred course. 

Conflicts within ZANU-PF appear to center around 
three main questions: (1) How fast and far should the 
government proceed with moves to transform Zim
babwe into a socialist society? (2) What concessions 
should be made to Nkomo and PF-ZAPU in order to 
win Matabele support for the eventual creation of a 
one-party state? (3) To what extent should Zimbabwe 
rely on the West for economic aid and security 
assistance? 

On each of these issues, one can distinguish be
tween pragmatists who favor a gradualist, conciliatory 
approach and hard-liners who advocate a strong, un
compromising approach. It would be a mistake, 
however, to speak of a clear-cut division within the 
party between a pragmatic faction and a hard-line fac
tion. A given party notable may be "pragmatic" on 
some issues and "hard-line" on others . For example, 
Minister of National Supply Enos Nkala, the leading 
Matabele in ZANU-PF, has been one of the most 
vocal advocates of a hard-line stance in dealings with 
PF-ZAPU, but he is also known to be a strong sup
porter of a pragmatic economic policy. 

Which leaders are important may also var_y from 
issue to issue. For example, Minister of Finance, 
Economic Planning, and Development Bernard 
Chidzero, a pragmatist, is one of the most influential 
policymakers in the economic area, but appears to 
play a minimal role in decisions on most other issues. 
Conversely, military leaders such as the army's com
mander, General Rex Nhongo, have little influence on 
economic policy. 

There does appear to exist one group in the party, 
however, that takes a consistent line on issues across 
the board. It is comprised of militant populists such 
as Minister of Home Affairs Herbert Ushewokunze, 
Edgar Tekere (see below), and a significant number of 
former guerrilla commanders and other party leaders 
who spent most of the liberation struggle in Tanzania 
and / or Mozambique. This group favors the creation of 
a strong one-party state and the rapid socialization of 
the economy. They oppose compromises with both 
whites and PF-ZAPU, and they are openly skeptical of 
the advantages of close ties with the United States 
and Britain. It is difficult to gauge the degree of in
fluence this group has within the government. Not 
enough is known about how decisions are made 
within the ZANU-PF central committee or of the rela
tion between the central committee and the govern-
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ment. This lack of knowledge renders analysis of the 
relative influence of different leaders or factions very 
speculative. 

The problem can be illustrated by tracing the 
changing political fortunes of Ushewokunze and 
Tekere. In October 1981 , Dr. Ushewokunze, who was 
then minister of health, was removed from the cabinet 
by Mugabe because of his public criticism of the 
government's failure to move faster and across a 
broader front in fulfilling its commitment to "socialize" 
the country. In February 1982, however, he was 
returned to the cabinet as head of the far more impor
tant ministry of home affairs , with control over the 
police. Whether Mugabe was pressured into this ap
pointment by party hard-liners or made it on his own 
initiative is not known. Tekere was removed from his 
post as party secretary-general in August 1981 follow
ing his involvement in the shooting of a white farmer. 
But as a result of his recent election as chairman of 
the Manicaland ZANU-PF provincial committee, some 
observers believe he is making a political comeback in 
preparation for the party congress scheduled for early 
1984. In both of these cases , observers were quick to 
read developments as indications of shifts within the 
party. Whether they were or not is open to question. 

Where Mugabe stands on the pragmatist/ hard-liner 
scale is not entirely clear . So far he has seemed 
almost deliberately to defy categorization. In the 
economic field he appears to have sided with the 
pragmatists by placing Chidzero in charge of the 
ministry of finance and giving him primary respon
sibility for developing economic policy. At the same 
time, Mugabe continues to declare his commitment to 
the eventual creation of a socialist economic order 
and has been unambiguous in stating that he would 
prefer to see the system agreed to at Lancaster House 
replaced by a one-party state. But he is always careful 
to make it clear that this is a long-term objective to 
be achieved only with the consent of the voters. On 
relations with the West, he has maintained a strongly 
nonaligned rhetorical stance while looking primarily to 
the United States, Britain, and other Western sources 
for economic and military assistance. 

What underlies the ambiguity in this pattern of 
somewhat contradictory actions and rhetoric? One 
factor appears to be a tension in Mugabe's own think
ing. A quiet, serious man, Mugabe is arguably the 
most broadly educated head of government in Africa. 
He earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1951 from 
Fort Hare College in South Africa, a Bachelor of 
Education degree from the University of South Africa 
(UNISA) in 1954, and a Bachelor of Science 
(Economics) degree from the University of London a 
few years later. During the decade from 1964 to 1974, 
when his mobility was restricted by the Smith govern
ment (one year in prison and nine years in detention), 
he acquired three more degrees by correspondence
including an LL.B and a Bachelor's degree in Ad
ministration from the University of London. 

Both a committed Marxist and a pragmatist, he 
almost certainly genuinely believes that the develop
ment of a socialist society and a one-party state would 
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best serve the long-term interests of Zimbabwe. And 
he shares, to a degree at least, the militant populists' 
suspicion that conservative Western governments are 
not likely to be reliable long-term allies of a small, 
socialist, Third World nation such as Zimbabwe. On 
the other hand, he is clearly not a blind ideologue in
tent on imposing his own visions on the country 
regardless of the consequences. In that respect, unlike 
Ushewokunze and the other militant populists, 
Mugabe appears to ·recognize the potential costs of 
adopting a hard-line approach and to appreciate the 
potential benefits of cooperating with Zimbabwean 
whites and Western capitalists. This would explain his 
willingness to adopt a gradualist, conciliatory strategy 
on almost all issues except relations with Nkomo. 

A second factor accounting for Mugabe's ambi
valence is his leadership style. Although his position 
as head of ZANU-PF is by all accounts quite secure, 
he does not appear inclined to impose his preferences 
on the party. Instead, he has sought to rule by con
sensus, delaying actions until he is sure there is a firm 
base of support for them within the party's central 
committee. The problem with this style is that it can 
delay critical choices and create an image of in
decisiveness. And, even more seriously, it can provide 
the most intransigent groups within the party a veto 
over government policy. A further complication for the 
analyst is the seeming lack of clear chains of com
mand within the government. Lines of authority ap
pear to blur on many issues. 

These circumstances are unlikely to change in the 
near future, and must therefore be taken into account 
in any attempt to comprehend the policymaking pro
cess in Zimbabwe. 

Grass-Root Expectations 
The most difficult challenge facing Mugabe is how to 
find a way to satisfy the expectation on the part of the 
citizenry that black rule would bring significant im
provements in their standard of living. The majority of 
Zimbabwe care little about ideology or international 
politics. What they are concerned with is land, jobs, 
wages, housing, medical care, education, and the cost 
of life's necessities. One of the major reasons for 
Bishop Abel Muzorewa's surprisingly poor showing in 
the 1980 elections was the failure of his short-lived 
government to deliver in these areas. If Mugabe's 
government also fails to deliver, its popular base will 
be at risk. 

So far, the government's record in satisfying mass 
expectations is a mixed one. Significant gains have 
been made in the areas of health and education. For 
example, more blacks now have access to primary 
health care facilities than ever before. School fees 
have been eliminated at the primary levels, and the 
secondary school system has been substantially ex
panded. Minimum wages have been established that 
ensure Zimbabwean workers the highest income level 
in sub-Saharan Africa. Housing projects are under 
way in various sections of the country. 

In a number of areas, however, government efforts 
have fallen far short of initial plans. Although some 

35,000 families have been resettled onto former white
owned farms as part of a scheme to resettle 162,000 
families by 1985, it is doubtful the latter goal will be 
reached. A severe drought that has lasted for over 
two years has added a new dimension to the transi
tional economic problems. In 1982 economic growth 
dropped from the 10-12 percent level achieved in 
1980-81 to approximately 2 percent. Some 
economists estimate that growth will actually decline 
marginally in 1983. 

Economic conditions could worsen for most Zimbab
weans in 1984. In order to satisfy IMF conditions for 
debt relief, the Mugabe government has been required 
to adopt a number of austerity measures that hit hard 
at the grass-roots level. For example, a reduction in 
subsidies for basic foodstuffs in early September 1983 
resulted in price increases of from 14 to 50 percent. 

Mugabe's difficulties in satisfying mass expectations 
exacerbate his problems in other areas. Militant 
populists in ZANU-PF can use popular dissatisfaction 
to increase their influence in the government and to 
push for more radical economic policies. In addition, 
as the economic pie shrinks, ethnic tensions will 
almost certainly intensify. Although the drought and 
recession did not cause the dissident problem, there 
can be little doubt that they have made it much more 
difficult to handle. 

The ability of the government to improve on its per
formance in these areas is largely dependent on two 
factors that are outside of its control: the weather and 
the world economy. If the rains come and the world 
experiences a sustained economic recovery, Mugabe's 
problems will be greatly eased. If not, they could 
become more grave. 

The PF-ZAPU Factor 
The relationship between ZANU-PF and PF-ZAPU 
since independence has been characterized by a 
number of contradictions-as exemplified by the fact 
that PF-ZAPU members of the cabinet remained in 
the government even during the five-month period in 
1983 when Nkomo, alleging that his life was in 
danger, went into temporary political exile in London. 
To understand the current dynamics of this relation
ship, it is necessary to review its history. 

Forged in October 1976 under pressure from the 
leaders of the Frontline states, the Patriotic Front was 
a tactical alliance between ZANU and ZAPU intended 
to increase pressure on the white regime. ZANU had 
been formed in 1963 by a faction within ZAPU, until 
then the only major black nationalist movement in 
Rhodesia. Disagreements over strategy sparked the 
1963 split-specifically the view of Mugabe and others 
in the breakaway group that ZAPU, under Nkomo's 
leadership, was not doing enough to build an internal 
base of opposition to white rule. Over the next 13 
years, divisions between the two parties were exacer
bated by the formation of separate liberation armies 
with different ethnic bases and different foreign 
backers. 

By 1976, ZAPU's military wing (Zimbabwe People's 
Revolutionary Army, ZIPRA) had become an almost 
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entirely Matabele force receiving the bulk of its sup
port and training from the Soviet Union. In contrast, 
ZANU's military wing (Zimbabwe African National 
Liberation Army, ZANLA) was almost exclusively 
Shona, relying on diverse sources of support, in
cluding China. 

The Patriotic Front was a shaky coalition at best. 
Efforts to effect a merger between ZANLA and ZIPRA 
failed repeatedly. Mugabe and Nkomo were always 
wary of each other, and the alliance came dangerous
ly close to collapse following Nkomo's decision to 
meet secretly with Rhodesian Prime Minister Ian 
Smith in August 1978. 

After the Lancaster House agreement of December 
1979 establishing a timetable and procedures for 
Rhodesia's transition to internationally recognized in
dependence, Mugabe decided that ZANU would run in 
the independence elections as a separate party, rather 
than as part of the Patriotic Front. He made this 
choice for at least three reasons. First, he was under 
heavy pressure from militants within ZANU who were 
strongly opposed to an alliance with Nkomo and 
ZAPU (which was running under the name of the 
Patriotic Front) . Second, he feared that Bishop 
Muzorewa's United African National Council (UANC) 
party would seek to draw Shona support away from 
ZANU-PF by depicting an alliance with PF-ZAPU as a 
vehicle for Matabele domination. Given the depth of 
Shona suspicion of the Matabele, Mugabe had good 
reason to believe that such a tactic might succeed . 
Finally, Mugabe realized that any pre-election agree
ment would almost certainly require him to guarantee 
equal representation to PF-ZAPU in a future govern
ment and possibly even allow Nkomo, who regarded 
himself as the father of Zimbabwean nationalism, to 
assume the prime ministership. Since Mugabe be
lieved (accurately, as it turned out) that his own pub
lic support substantially exceeded that of Nkomo, he 
decided that running separately would boost ZANU's 
bargaining power. 

Running as ZANU-PF, Mugabe and his party 
achieved an overwhelming victory in the 1980 elec
tions, winning 62.9 percent of the vote and 57 of the 
80 black seats in parliament. Although the magnitude 
of his victory gave Mugabe the option of forming a 
government without including PF-ZAPU (which had 
won 24.1 percent of the vote and 20 seats), he 
followed his publicly declared commitment to national 
reconciliation. In inviting Nkomo and three other 
senior PF-ZAPU leaders to join his government, how
ever, Mugabe made it clear that his action was condi
tioned on PF-ZAPU's recognition that its electoral 
defeat was irreversible and that its role in the govern
ment was to be secondary. 

Nkomo was initially offered the presidency, a large
ly symbolic position . Mugabe regarded this as the ap
propriate post for Nkomo, since it would acknowledge 
the PF-ZAPU leader's historic role in the nationalist 
movement while at the same time confirming that he 
was no longer a contender for power. Nkomo refused, 
demanding instead an important ministry. Mugabe 
gave in to this demand, assigning him the home af-
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fairs portfolio, but Nkomo's refusal of the presidency 
almost certainly added to Mugabe's distrust of his 
erstwhile ally. 

The first open sign that tensions between the 
government and PF-ZAPU were not being resolved 
came in November 1980 when fighting between 
ZIPRA and ZANLA forces broke out in Entumbane 
outside of Bulawayo. Although this incident, in
stigated by ZIPRA forces, was quickly brought under 
control, it signalled the difficulties to come. 

In late 1981 , a committee consisting of three 
representatives from each party was formed to work 
out the terms of a merger of ZANU-PF and PF-ZAPU. 
In February 1982 those talks apparently reached an 
impasse over the question of allocating government 
positions and patronage. Shortly thereafter, Emmer
son Munangagwa, the minister of state in the prime 
minister's office responsible for security, announced 
that large arms caches on property owned by PF
ZAPU officials, including Nkomo, had been 
discovered. Mugabe promptly expelled Nkomo and 
several other PF-ZAPU ministers from his govern
ment, and subsequently ZIPRA's two top commanders, 
Dumiso Dabengwa and Lookout Masuku, were ar
rested on charges of treason rela ted to the arms 
caches . 

Could this incident have been avoided? Mugabe's 
critics allege that he had known about the arms 
caches for a long time. They contend that the 
discovery announcement was deliberately timed to 
provide a pretext for the ouster of Nkomo, whose utili
ty to Mugabe had declined following the completion of 
the process of disarming the former guerrillas and in
tegrating them into the national army. On the other 
side, Mugabe's supporters point out that the timing of 
the discoveries does not change the fact that ZIPRA 
had stockpiled enough arms to equip two infantry bat
talions. Nor, they contend, is it plausible to argue that 
Nkomo and other PF-ZAPU leaders could have been 
unaware of the existence of these caches. 

Following Nkomo's expulsion from the government 
and the arrests of Dabengwa and Masuku, desertions 
from the newly integrated national army by former 
ZIPRA troops increased sharply and dissident activity 
in Matabeleland escalated. The dissidents, whose 
primary loyalty appears to be to the Soviet-trained 
Dabengwa rather than to Nkomo, seem to have as 
their dual objectives undermining the Mugabe govern
ment internally and embarrassing it internationally. 
Toward these ends, they have directed most of their 
attacks against the highly visible and economically 
critical white farming sector. 

Frustrated by his inability to bring dissident ac-
tivities under control, Mugabe decided in January 
1983 to deploy the national army's Fifth Brigade, a 
North Korean-trained unit composed almost entirely of 
Shona-speaking troops, to Matabeleland. In the ensu-
ing campaign to break up local support for the ZIPRA 
dissidents, the Fifth Brigade employed exceedingly 
brutal tactics that resulted in significant numbers of 
civilian casualties. This cycle of escalating violence 
further worsened relations between ZANU-PF and PF-ZAPU. 



Although merger talks have continued sporadically, 
the bitterness runs deep and the prospects for a rap
prochement are hampered by divisions within as well 
as between the parties . A growing number of PF
ZAPU's political leaders are known to believe that 
such a merger is both necessary and inevitable, but 
their ability to influence the dissidents in Matabeleland 
is probably limited. Another problem is Nkomo. As 
long as he refuses to retire from the political scene, 
he will be able to block any merger that doesn't 
satisfy his own personal concerns. And ZANU-PF 
militants, who appear to include Mugabe on this 
issue, are almost certain to oppose any compromise 
that would place Nkomo in an influential position. 

Given the depth of personal and ethnic hostility, 
ending this long-standing conflict will require difficult 
concessions on both sides. Mugabe has taken two 
steps to deal with this problem area in recent months. 
First, he temporarily withdrew the Fifth Brigade from 
Matabeleland and undertook a reorganization of the 
unit that involved British assistance in retraining some 
of its officers. A government "committee of inquiry" to 
investigate atrocity allegations against the unit was 
appointed in mid-1983. Until the dissidents are clearly 
isolated and brought under control, however, it is 
doubtful that this disabling feud will be resolved. 

The White Community 
On balance, the relationship that has evolved between 
the white community and the Mugabe government 
can be judged a qualified success. On what grounds? 
First, the outflow of whites from the country, although 
substantial, has not amounted to the mass exodus 
that many analysts predicted would follow a Mugabe 
victory. Best estimates are that the white population 
has shrunk from about 220,000 in 1980 to between 
150,000 and 170,000. Of particular importance is the' 
fact that more white farmers have chosen to stay than 
have chosen to leave. White emigration has caused 
problems in some areas, especially technical and 
skilled labor. 

Second, most of the whites who have remained are 
generally supportive of Mugabe, if only because they 
regard the possible alternatives to be far worse. One 
indicator of white attitudes would seem to be the 
dwindling support for Ian Smith's Republican Front 
(RF) party. When nine of the RF's representatives in 
parliament, including some extreme conservatives, left 
the party in March 1982, Mugabe promptly rewarded 
two of them with cabinet posts. The extremely low 
voter turnout in recent by-elections to fill vacant white 
seats is said to reflect a general belief that white in
terests will be better served by quiet behind-the-scenes 
cooperation than by overt political activity. In fact, a 
number of leading whites are known to favor the idea 
of a one-party state on the grounds that it would 
eliminate the bitterness engendered by political in
fighting in parliament. 

Is this relationship likely to hold? No matter what 
happens, the number of whites in Zimbabwe is certain 
to decline further. One University of Zimbabwe 
sociologist has predicted that the white population 
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will over time stabilize at around 80,000. The final 
numbers are likely to be determined by four variables. 
One of these, the opportunities open to whites outside 
of Zimbabwe, is beyond the control of the Mugabe 
government. The other three are not: (1) the level of 
anti-white rhetoric coming from government officials; 
(2) the quality of health and education services; and 
(3) government policy toward the private sector. 

So far, Mugabe has gone to considerable lengths to 
accommodate those whites willing to accept his vic
tory. On the day of his election, he made a 
remarkably magnanimous speech calling for recon
ciliation with his former adversaries. That speech 
changed the minds of many whites who had already 
packed their bags in preparation for a quick exit. 
Throughout the period since independence, Mugabe 
has maintained a generally conciliatory tone in 
remarks directed at the white population. On the 
other hand, the statements of some ZANU-PF 
militants, especially Ushewokunze, have alarmed 
whites. Were it to appear that this group might gain 
the upper hand inside the party, the number of whites 
leaving the country would rise. (In contrast, the 
August 1983 action of the government in returning to 
detention six white air force officers found innocent by 
a black Zimbabwean judge-on grounds that their 
confessions had been coerced- of charges relating to 
the July 1982 sabotage of 12 military aircraft did not 
elicit the reaction among Zimbabwean whites that it 
did in the British press. This seeming anomaly is ap
parently due to a belief that the circumstances sur
rounding this case were relatively special and thus not 
a valid indicator of the government's general attitude 
toward whites.) · 

Satisfying white concerns about the quality of 
health and educational facilities will always be a prob
lem for Mugabe. To date, separate private institutions 
primarily serving whites have continued to exist. How 
a black government committed to egalitarian policies 
can maintain a system that, if it is to satisfy whites, 
would have to remain highly inegalitarian is a difficult 
and unresolved question. 

In its economic policies, Mugabe's government has 
made a major effort to gain white confidence. The 
white farming sector is accorded special attention. 
Recognizing the importance of commercial farming to 
the country's economic health, the government has 
preserved substantial price supports and limited in
creases in minimum wages for agricultural workers. A 
crucial symbol of the government's commitment in 
this area is the presence of Dennis Norman, a white 
farmer who formerly headed the Rhodesian National 
Farmers' Union, in Mugabe's cabinet as minister of 
agriculture. Among his other roles, Norman provides 
whites with a valuable channel through which they 
can quietly communicate their concerns to Mugabe. 

In other economic sectors, the most important ac
tions have been those that the government has not 
taken . It has not embarked on a major campaign to 
nationalize the economy, and the firms that have been 
nationalized (in banking and the press) were ones 
previously controlled by South African interests . It has 
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not attempted to force companies to Africanize rapid
ly. Increases in sales and income tax rates have been 
a source of white discontent, but the government's re
cent decisions to lower the level at which income is 
taxed and reduce subsidies on basic commodities, 
both of which hit hardest at blacks, are viewed as a 
signal that the government recognizes that it cannot 
rely on a narrow economic stratum to finance social 
services. 

In short, Mugabe will continue to have problems 
satisfying the white community, but those problems 
are likely to be less difficult than his problems with 
the other three groups. 

The United States and Zimbabwe 
In a reversal of the expectations of the American of
ficials concerned, relations between the United States 
and Zimbabwe entered into a period of new strain in 
the wake of Prime Minister Mugabe's September 1983 
official visit to Washington. By October, there were 
leaked reports (subsequently denied) that U.S. aid to 
Zimbabwe would be significantly cut, and new ques
tions were being raised about the reasons two 
presidents as ideologically divergent as Ronald 
Reagan and Jimmy Carter had chosen to make sup
port of Zimbabwe a central element of their southern 
Africa policies. 

The concerns and incidents that have contributed to 
Washington's rising level of uncertainty about Zim
babwe and Mugabe are diverse. The range includes 
serious concern about the regional implications of the 
ethnic violence in Matabeleland; Zimbabwe's recent 
UN votes on issues of high emotional importance to 
the Reagan administration (abstention in the Security 
Council vote condemning the Soviet shooting down of 
Korean Air Lines Flight 007, and cosponsorship of the 
vetoed Security Council resolution condemning the 
U.S. intervention in Grenada); the unofficial boycott of 
a memorial service held in Harare for U.S. and 
French military personnel killed in Lebanon; the Oc
tober 31 detention for reasons not clearly stated of 
Bishop Muzorewa; a strange series of blockages by 
Zimbabwean officialdom to Washington's guidance 
concerning the prime minister's schedule during his 
official visit; and various other puzzling developments. 

Before relations between Washington and Harare 
deteriorate beyond the point of no recall, we need to 
step back and take a hardheaded, dispassionate look 
at our relations with Zimbabwe in the broader 
regional context. 

First, it is important to note that the special atten
tion given to Zimbabwe over the past three years has 
been the single least controvertible demonstration that 
"constructive engagement" is a regional rather than a 
South Africa policy. With hope for an early Namibian 
settlement now at low ebb and three governments in 
the region (Angola, Lesotho, and Mozambique) all 
under pressure from Pretoria-supported insurgents, a 
strong U.S.-Zimbabwe linkage has special 
psychological importance. 

Second, the relationship with Zimbabwe holds a 
position of unusual significance among U.S. efforts to 
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limit the expansion of Soviet influence throughout the 
Third World. The Mugabe government is the first self
avowed socialist regime in the Third World to risk its 
security as well as its future prosperity on developing 
ties with the West. If this decision were to pay off for 
Zimbabwe, it would seriously undermine Soviet claims 
to being the "natural ally" of progressive regimes in 
the Third World. Mozambique, Madagascar, Angola, 
and even Ethiopia, the Soviet Union's closest African 
ally, are all showing increasing interest in reducing 
their dependence on the East and improving relations 
with the West. If Zimbabwe's relationship with the 
West is seen to succeed, this process of reorientation 
toward genuine nonalignment will be encouraged. 

Those in Washington who are currently pressing the 
case for cutbacks in aid to Zimbabwe are, in the view 
of many Africans, employing red herring reasoning. 
Seizing on the KAL vote to focus on Zimbabwe's 
overall voting record in the United Nations since 1980 
suggests a misunderstanding of what a UN vote 
means to the bulk of its Third World members. 

First, whereas American policymakers perceive 
most votes taken in the UN in East-West terms, Third 
World leaders such as Mugabe see most disputes in a 
North-South framework. Interpreting votes , even on 
such matters as Grenada, as a sign of support for the 
Soviet bloc only serves to make the Soviet Union ap
pear far more influential than it is in a given situation. 
In this respect, Africans suggest that U.S. policy
makers should pay more attention to issues such as 
Afghanistan where Zimbabwe and a number of other 
socialist regimes in the Third World took a strong 
anti-Soviet position. 

Second, UN debates and votes provide Third World 
nations with an opportunity to assert their sovereignty 
and exercise the prerogatives of statehood. In the UN, 
and only in the UN, small countries can express their 
views on equal footing with the Goliaths of the world. 
Paradoxically, it is the strength and pervasiveness of 
the presence of the United States and the former colo
nial powers in the Third World that causes the leaders 
from these areas to make the West the primary target 
of their rhetoric. 

Finally, UN votes and anti-Western rhetoric are 
sometimes used by Third World leaders to satisfy 
domestic constituencies. Such symbolic actions can be 
used to deflect criticism from radical populist groups 
inside a country. This can be especially important for 
leaders such as Mugabe, who have basically opted for 
dependence on the West but whose political base in
cludes groups that are very suspicious of the West in 
general and the United States in particular. 

One way of putting the current flap over Zim
babwe's voting record in perspective is to ask which of 
the following facts U.S. policymakers should regard 
as more important: that Zimbabwe votes against the 
United States on a number of issues in the UN, or 
that here is a socialist state that has chosen to 
distance itself from the Soviet Union and link itself 
closely to the West in the economic and military 
fields? All this is not to say that the Reagan ad
ministration should not make Third World govern-



Dateline Harare, October 1983 
In spite of the fact that the news has been given wide 
coverage in Western newspapers that the U.S. is consider
ing a reduction of aid to Zimbabwe by 50 percent because 
our country abstained in a UN Security Council resolution 
condemning the Soviet Union for shooting down a South 
Korean airliner, we want to believe that the news is the 
usual newspaper speculation. 

We grant that President Reagan's administration has the 
right and power to reduce or raise the level of America's aid 
to Zimbabwe any time, as it deems fit. It is the sole deci
sionmaker, and there is no querying or quibbling about this. 
What is interesting and provides the driving force behind 
this editorial is the reason advanced for the threatened 
action-Zimbabwe's abstention in the UN vote of condemna
tion of the Soviet Union. 

This means that President Reagan is against the expres
sion or posture of independence at international conferences 
by any country that is a recipient of America's aid. The 
recipients of American aid are being painfully persuaded to 
adopt the slogan: "My benefactor, right or wrong." This 
would be an opportunistic stance of public sycophantism. 

No doubt, we value aid; we value our friendship with the 
U.S. and all countries of the world; but we value our in
dependence more. It symbolises our humanity and its intrin
sic sanctity. The truth is known that people do not live by 
bread alone. There are greater values. Many times in history 
people have sacrificed bread on the sacred altar of spiritual 
values. That knowledge is a revelation . 

Editorial in The Sunday Mail (Harare, 
Zimbabwe), October 16, 1983 

ments aware of its unhappiness with their votes on 
questions such as the KAL incident. But in so doing it 
needs to establish priorities; and it must be wary of 
forms of retaliation that are counterproductive to 
larger goals. 

If the U.S. objective in Zimbabwe is to prevent a 
heightened conflict that could cause more widespread 
human rights violations and spill over into neighbor
ing countries, reducing aid to the Mugabe government 
could be satisfying in the short run but self-defeating 
in the longer run. First, it would send the wrong 
signal to opponents of the Mugabe government, inter
nal and external. Evidence that international support 
for Zimbabwe was eroding would be interpreted by the 
dissidents in Matabeleland as a sign that their ac
tivities were paying off. This would encourage them to 
step up pressures on the government and, in turn, 
cause the government to step up efforts to crush them 
militarily. In Pretoria, reduced support for Mugabe 
could be interpreted as a signal that the West would 
not be opposed to South African support of anti
Mugabe forces. 

Reductions in aid would reduce the resources 
available to the Mugabe government to satisfy the 
demands of the four crucial groups discussed earlier in 
this article. Declining economic resources would place 
the government under additional internal pressures 
and increase its dependence on coercive means to 
control opposition. For example, if the British were to 
cut back their contribution to funds for buying land for 

resettlement schemes and the United States were to 
reduce its support of black housing projects, Mugabe 
would come under tremendous pressure to seize white 
farms without compensation. Similarly, a reduction in 
Western aid would make it more difficult for the 
government to solve the economic troubles in 
Matabeleland which have exacerbated the dissident 
problem there. 
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Finally, consideration should be given to the impact 
of U.S. punitive actions on the balance of power 
within ZANU-PF. Ultimately, it is that balance which 
will determine the direction of policy in Zimbabwe. 
Reducing aid to the Mugabe government would 
almost certainly strengthen the position of militant 
populists such as Tekere and Ushewokunze. They 
would be quick to use signs of deterioration in rela
tions with the United States and Britain to undercut 
the Chidzero school of pragmatists. Aid cutbacks 
combined with any evidence of foreign (i.e., South 
African) support for ZIPRA dissidents could become a 
pretext for precipitous moves to socialize the economy 
in a radical fashion and impose a one-party state. 
Given Mugabe's personal ambivalence and cautious 
leadership style, it must be questioned whether he 
would be able to stand up to pressures from the mili
tant populists if he faced a deteriorating internal situa-

Dateline Washington, 1982 
The United States believes that Zimbabwe can become a 
showcase of economic growth and political moderation in 
southern Africa, a region of substantial strategic importance 
to us. That belief rests on facts, not illusions. At a time 
when much of neighboring Africa risks sliding into an 
economic abyss, Zimbabwe has the possibility of pointing by 
example to a brighter future whose central element is 
economic rationality. Endowed with rich resources, diverse 
and talented manpower, exceptional economic self
sufficiency, and a solid legacy of infrastructure and ad
ministrative institutions, Zimbabwe has the ingredients for a 
positive program of development and nation building. 

We are committed to assist Zimbabwe and Prime Minister 
Mugabe toward achieving those goals. We share fully Zim
babwe's strong belief that relations among the nations of 
southern Africa must be based upon the principles of mutual 
respect for sovereignty, independence, and territorial integri
ty as well as the pursuit of practical policies of political 
restraint and the belief in negotiated solutions to festering 
conflicts . .. 

In an effort to encourage the post-independence govern
ment and to demonstrate our firm commitment to Zim
babwe's success as a new nation , the United States pledged 
$225 million over a three-year period at the March 1981 
Zimbabwe Conference on Reconstruction and Development. 
That pledge is consistent with this Administration's stated 
objectives of constructive engagement in southern Africa and 
with the goal of assisting the economic development of 
African nations . It specifically indicates our recognition of 
both Zimbabwe's obvious potential and its special needs dur
ing the first three years of independence .. . 

Excerpt from an address by 
Chester A. Crocker, Assistant Secretary 
of State for African Affairs 
March 26, 1982 
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tion and growing Western criticism. 
If the Mugabe government were an authoritarian re

gime without a substantial popular base, it might be 
argued that the United States should refuse it support 
and encourage its opponents. That is not the case, 
however. Mugabe and ZANU-PF won a sweeping vic
tory in a free , monitored election in 1980 and unques
tionably represent the majority of Zimbabweans. 

When Zimbabwe celebrated its independence in 
1980, both the officials then managing U.S. policy 
toward Africa and assistant-secretary-to-be Chester 
Crocker viewed Zimbabwe as a country possessing the 
resources, infrastructure, leadership, and will to 
become a stable and prosperous multiparty democracy 
that could serve as a model for Namibia and perhaps 
even South Africa. To a great extent, it was this vi
sion that has elevated the U.S.-Zimbabwe link to 
something approaching a "special relationship ." In 
retrospect, this vision did not take adequate account 

of the challenge any nation, new or old, faces in 
becoming a coherent entity after seven years of civil 
war. This is especially true of a country that must find 
its way in the shadow of a powerful neighbor that 
does not necessarily wish it well. 

Michael Clough, Adjunct Professor of National 
Security Affairs at the U.S. Naval Postgraduate 
School in Monterey, California, has recently re· 
turned from an extensive lecture tour in southern 
Africa. Before joining the NPGS faculty in 1980, he 
was a Research Fellow at the Brookings Institution 
in Washington, D.C. He has published articles on 
developments in Zimbabwe and Mozambique in a 
number of journals over the past five years, and 
was the editor of and a major contributor to 
Changing Realities in Southern Africa: Implications 
for American Policy (Berkeley: Institute of lnterna· 
tiona! Studies, University of Cal ifornia, 1982). 
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