
In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 
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care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.
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Emmerson Mnangagwa seized power through the 

November 2017 military coup from Robert Mugabe 

who had been in power for 37 years. The “new 

dispensation” promised new reforms including, a 

living wage at the backdrop of lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for human 

rights among other sweeping changes. However, 

the human rights record of the new dispensation 

does not reflect a government in positive transition. 

Rather, the human rights situation has further 

deteriorated from the pre-November 2017 era. 

Episodes of mass human rights violations 

witnessed in January 2019 preceded by the 1 

August 2018 post-election violence are a testament 

of the resurgence in human rights protection.

At the core of State-sponsored human rights 

violations is hate-speech driven by intolerance and 

hatred for divergent views. Hate speech takes the 

form of formal and informal statements from the 

ruling ZANU PF party and its members and 

supporters, as well as hate speech from the main 

opposition MDC and all its offshoots including the 

MDC Alliance and the MDC T. Hate speech, has 

been at the centre of inciting violence and 

entrenching fear within the masses. Tolerance, 

which can be measured through social dialogue, is 

a good measure for democracy, constitutionalism, 

and peace within a society. However, elections, 

protests and fundamental freedoms of expression 

which form an integral part of social dialogue, have 

been met with brutality fuelled hate speech.

It is no surprise, therefore, that this report shows 

that despite Constitutional provisions that seek to 

regulate hate speech and intolerance, the political 

environment is awash with hate speech. Political 

intolerance and intolerance for divergent views, in 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
the name of political expediency, are the primary 

drivers of hate speech in the country. In turn, 

impunity fuels hate speech, resulting in a cycle of 

protracted intolerance. At the helm of hate speech, 

are high ranking government officials, who have 

publicly fuelled hate speech with impunity.  

In the context of Zimbabwe, hate speech cannot be 

viewed in isolation. This report, therefore, focuses 

on hate speech based on the current context which 

is characterised by, corruption, deteriorating 

economic and political conditions as well as 

analysing the motivation, the actors and the 

outcomes of hate speech. It is the position of this 

report that, among other issues, proxies of hate 

speech, particularly the political and economic 

conditions be decisively dealt with. Apart from this, 

there is need for robust legislative and institutional 

reforms to end impunity, whilst curbing recurrence, 

as a strategy to end hate speech. In addition, there 

is an urgent need for the development of a code of 

conduct for the use of social media to curb hate 

speech.  

The report also features a separate section on hate 

speech through the use of social media as this has 

become a new vector in political discussions. This 

section does not follow the general format of this 

report, which contrasts different political positions, 

but provides a brief overview of the problems 

inherent in media that is unsupervised by editorial 

bodies and frequently anonymous.
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and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.

2 ZHRNGOF (2019), The New Deception: What has 

Changed? A Baseline Study on the Record of the ‘New 

Dispensation’ in Upholding Human Rights. August 2019. 

Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum; 

ZHRNGOF & CSU (2020), Ruled by Violence; An Analysis 

of the Nature, Patterns and Execution of Violence in 

Zimbabwe since 1998. June 2020. Harare: Zimbabwe 

Human Rights NGO Forum & Counselling Services Unit; 

ZHRNGOF (2020), Guns Run Amok, A Review of the 1 

August 2018 and 14 January 2019 Crackdown on 

Civilians by the Security Forces. June 2020. Harare: 

Zimbabwe Human Rights GO Forum.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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 IN THE “NEW DISPENSATION” IN ZIMBABWE
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.
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ZHRNGOF & CSU (2020), Ruled by Violence; An Analysis 

of the Nature, Patterns and Execution of Violence in 

Zimbabwe since 1998. June 2020. Harare: Zimbabwe 

Human Rights NGO Forum & Counselling Services Unit; 

ZHRNGOF (2020), Guns Run Amok, A Review of the 1 

August 2018 and 14 January 2019 Crackdown on 

Civilians by the Security Forces. June 2020. Harare: 

Zimbabwe Human Rights GO Forum.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

CONTEXT
all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.

2 ZHRNGOF (2019), The New Deception: What has 
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Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum; 
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10

Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
3Bratton, M, & Masunungure, E (2018), Heal the beloved country: 
Zimbabwe’s polarized electorate. Afrobarometer Policy Paper 
No. 49. September 2018

4ECRI, Hate speech and violence. Europena Commission 
Against Racism  and Intolerance. 
[https://www.coe.int/en/web/european-commission-against-raci
sm-and-intolerance/hate-speech-and-violence]

5Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act [Chapter 9:23], 
[http://www.veritaszim.net/node/107

6Alex Tawanda Magaisa is a United Kingdom based 
Zimbabwean academic and lecturer of law at the Kent Law 
School of the University of Kent. He served as the Advisor of the 
then Prime Minister of Zimbabwe Morgan Tsvangirai from 
2012-201. He writes a regular analysis on Zimbabwean law and 

politics, entitled the Big Saturday Read (BSR).

7Electoral code of conduct for political parties and candidates 
and other stakeholders [http://www.veritaszim.net/node/2498]

8“The march is not ended”: Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops 
Conference’s pastoral letter, The Zimbabwean, 15 August 2020.  
[https://www.thezimbabwean.co/2020/08/the-march-is-not-end
ed-zimbabwe-catholic-bishops-conferences-pastoral-letter/] 

9 31 July Protest Monitoring Report – Abridged Version, 
Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum, 31 July 2020. 
[http://kubatana.net/2020/07/31/31-july-protest-monitoring-repor
t-abridged-version/] 

10Monica Mutsvangwa in shock outburst over Catholic bishops 
criticism,  ZimLive, 16 August 2020. 
[https://www.zimlive.com/2020/08/16/monica-mutsvangwa-in-s
hock-outburst-over-catholic-bishops-letter/]

11Zimbabweans Rally Behind Catholic Bishops, Blast Govt 
‘Self-Serving Hypocrites’, NewZimbabwe, 17 August 2020.  
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/zimbabweans-rally-to-defend-
catholic-bishops-against-self-serving-hypocrites/]

12Govt responds to Catholic Bishops Conference claims,  The 
Herald, 15 August 2020.

[https://www.herald.co.zw/govt-responds-to-catholic-bishops-co
nference-claims/]

13Go to hell, ED tells churches,  NewsDay, 20 August 2020. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/08/go-to-hell-ed-tells-churche
s/]

14Zimbabwe rejects Catholic bishops' criticism of corruption 
and abuse,  BBC News, 16 August 2020. 
[https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53798787]

15Editorial Comment: Catholic bishops should come clean, The 
Herald, 21 August 2020.  
[https://www.herald.co.zw/editorial-comment-catholic-bishops-s
hould-come-clean/]

16God hears the cry of the oppressed: Pastoral Letter by the 
Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' Conference on the current crisis of 
our country, Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops’ Conference, April 05, 
2007. 
[http://archive.kubatana.net/html/archive/relig/070405zcbc.asp]

17Mugabe warns Catholic bishops over politics, Reuters, 4 May 
2007. 
[https://de.reuters.com/article/uk-zimbabwe-mugabe-bishops-id
UKL0430109020070504]

18Mothlanthe Commission of Inquiry report, December 2018. 

[https://t792ae.c2.acecdn.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Final-

Report-of-the-Commission-of-Inquiry-18-DEC-18-Distributed-v
ia-Kukurigo.pdf]

19See again Bratton, M, & Masunungure, E (2018), Heal the 
beloved country: Zimbabwe’s polarized electorate. 
Afrobarometer Policy Paper No. 49. September 2018 
[http://afrobarometer.org/publications/pp49-heal-beloved-coun
try-zimbabwes-polarized-electorate]

20Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum (2001), Politically 
motivated violence in Zimbabwe 2000–2001. A report on the 
campaign of political repression conducted by the 
Zimbabwean Government under the guise of carrying out land 
reform, Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum.

21 RAU (2020), Crisis? What Crisis? August 2020. Harare: 
Research & Advocacy Unit 
[https://researchandadvocacyunit.org/report/crisis-what-crisis/]

22 FSI (2020) [https://fragilestatesindex.org/]

23 Lamarche, C, Toycen,H & Wishart, A (2019), The Country that 
Cannot Collapse. Fragility Analysis of Zimbabwe: Policy 
Recommendations for USAID. December 2019. Carleton 
University & NPSIA. 
[https://carleton.ca/cifp/wp-content/uploads/Zimbabwe-Fragilit
y-Brief-2020.pdf]  

24No crisis in Zimbabwe-ED, The Sunday News, 4 September 
2020. 
[https://www.sundaynews.co.zw/no-crisis-in-zimbabwe-ed/]

25Mnangagwa speaks on ANC engagement, 'false' abductions 
and anarchy, Bulawayo 24, 15 September 2020. 
[https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-191992.
html]

26Mnangagwa speaks on ANC engagement, 'false' abductions 
and anarchy, Bulawayo 24, 15 September 2020. 
[https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-191992.
html]

27Minister: No Political Crisis in Zimbabwe,  VOA, 13 August 
2020. 
[https://www.voazimbabwe.com/a/zimbabwe-minister-no-politi
cal-crisis-in-zimbabwe/5542677.html]

28Zanu PF says crisis exists in the opposition, not in Zimbabwe,  
Zimbabwe Mail, 27 August 2020. 
[https://www.thezimbabwemail.com/politics/zanu-pf-says-crisis-
exists-in-the-opposition-not-in-zimbabwe/]

29Zanu PF Picks Fight With ANC, Warns SA Over ‘Big Brother 
Posture’,  NewZimbabwe, 12 September 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/zanu-pf-picks-fight-with-anc-
warns-sa-over-big-brother-posture/]

30George Charamba Responds To Lindiwe Zulu’s Negative 
Comments On Zimbabwe,  Pindula News, 12 August 2020. 
[https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/08/12/george-charamba-respo
nds-to-lindiwe-zulus-negative-comments-on-zimbabwe/] 

31Lindiwe Zulu a "streetwalker" and "stupid idiotic woman" - 
Robert Mugabe, Politicsweb, 7 July 2013.  
[https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/lindiwe-zulu-
a-streetwalker-and-stupid-idiotic-wom]

32Full Text: ANC Statement On The Meeting With ZANU PF In 
Harare, Pindula News, 15 September 2020. 
[https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/09/15/full-text-anc-statement-o
n-the-meeting-with-zanu-pf-in-harare/]

33Mnangagwa says opposition should forget about meeting 

ANC, Zimbabwe Mail, 16 September 2020.  
[https://www.thezimbabwemail.com/main/mnangagwa-says-o
pposition-should-forget-about-meeting-anc/]

34‘ANC delegation won’t meet opposition in Zimbabwe’ – 
Zanu-PF,  Zimbabwe Mail, 8 September 2020. 
[https://www.thezimbabwemail.com/headlines/anc-delegation-
wont-meet-opposition-in-zimbabwe-zanu-pf/]

35Zim not a province of SA — Zanu PF,  The Herald, 12 
September 2020. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/zim-not-a-province-of-sa-zanu-pf/]

36Zim not a province of SA — Zanu PF,  The Herald, 12 
September 2020. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/zim-not-a-province-of-sa-zanu-pf/]

37Mpofu: We are happy to engage the MDC, 
NewsdzeZimbabwe, 14 September 2020.  
[http://www.newsdzezimbabwe.co.uk/2020/09/mpofu-we-are-ha
ppy-to-engage-mdc.html]

38Zimbabwe has an economic and political problem: Naledi 
Pandor, Zimbabwe Situation, 15 August 2020. 
[https://www.zimbabwesituation.com/news/zimbabwe-has-an-e
conomic-and-political-problem-naledi-pandor/]

39There Is A Political Crisis In Zimbabwe – ANC’s Lindiwe Zulu,   
New Zimbabwe, 11 August 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/there-is-a-political-crisis-in-zi
mbabwe-ancs-lindiwe-zulu/]

40ANC: Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, Bulawayo 24, 12 
September 2020.  
[https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-africa-byo-191840.ht
ml]

41Nzimande calls for a frank discussion on Zimbabwe, 
SABCNews, 13 September 2020. 
[https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/nzimande-calls-for-a-fra
nk-discussion-on-zimbabwe/]

42SACP’s Mapaila slams Zimbabwe, Zanu-PF for its ‘growing 
authoritarianism’, The Citizen, 13 September 2020.  
[https://citizen.co.za/news/news-africa/2357675/sacps-mapaila-s
lams-zimbabwe-zanu-pf-for-its-growing-authoritarianism/]

43MDC Alliance hails SA mediation efforts,  NewsDay, 12 
September 2020. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/09/mdc-alliance-hails-sa-me
diation-efforts/]

44Africa: Ian Khama Slams 'Toothless' SADC, AU Over Zim 
Crisis,  New Zimbabwe, 11 August 2020. 
[https://allafrica.com/stories/202008110513.html]

45Find A Wife And Stop Meddling In Zim’s Affairs – 
Matemadanda To Khama, New Zimbabwe, 8 September 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/find-a-wife-and-stop-meddlin

g-in-zims-affairs-matemadanda-to-khama/]

46Zimbabwe's Mnangagwa vows to 'flush out' opponents,   BBC 
news, 4 August 2020. 
[https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53642492?intlink_fro
m_url=&link_location=live-reporting-story]

47Govt fears Sudan-style protests will rock Zim, Zimbabwe 
Independent, 16 August 2020.  
[https://www.africa-press.com/zimbabwe/all-news/govt-fears-su
dan-style-protests-will-rock-zim]

48Zimbabwe Annual Inflation Soars to 837%, Statistics Agency 
Says, Bloomberg, 15 Agust 2020.  
[https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-08-15/zimbabw
e-annual-inflation-soars-to-837-statistics-agency-says]

49Zimbabweans now living in extreme poverty as economy 
implodes,  Zimbabwe Independent, 13 September 2019. 
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2019/09/13/zimbabweans-no
w-living-in-extreme-poverty-as-economy-implodes/]

50Zimbabwean teachers to down tools over salaries, eNCA, 28 
September 2020.  
[https://www.enca.com/news/zimbabwean-teachers-down-tools
-over-salaries]

51Upcoming protests will be a turning point for Zimbabwe, IOL, 
23 July 2020. 
[https://www.iol.co.za/news/opinion/upcoming-protests-will-be-a
-turning-point-for-zimbabwe-3ef5a400-2f59-4fcd-aa53-d25c248
67ece]

52The Politics of the January 2019 Violence in Zimbabwe, 
[https://www.thezimbabwean.co/2019/02/the-politics-of-the-jan
uary-2019-violence-in-zimbabwe/]

https://www.thezimbabwean.co/2019/02/the-politics-of-the-janu
ary-2019-violence-in-zimbabwe/

53Unjustifiable justification: A repressive law under the guise of 
patriotism, The Standard, 19 October 2020. 
[https://www.thestandard.co.zw/2020/10/19/unjustifiable-justific
ation-a-repressive-law-under-the-guise-of-patriotism/]

54Thousands in Zimbabwe denounce ‘evil’ Western 
sanctions,Aljazeera, 25  October 2019.  
[https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2019/10/25/thousands-in-zi
mbabwe-denounce-evil-western-sanctions]

55Zimbabwe Says Hostile Western Governments Attempting to 
Smuggle Guns, Topple Emmerson Mnangagwa, VOA, 29 
September 2020. 
[https://www.voazimbabwe.com/a/zimbabwe-operation-light-h
ouse-west-guns/5601480.html]

56Biti, Ncube responsible for US sanctions on Zim: Parardza,  
263 Chat, 10 March 2020. 
[https://263chat.com/mdc-leaders-biti-ncube-pleaded-for-sancti
ons-to-be-imposed-on-usparardza/]

57Former liberation movements to restrategise,  Southrn Times, 
16 September 2019. 

[https://southerntimesafrica.com/site/news/former-liberation-m
ovements-to-restrategise]

58West stirring up unrest in Zimbabwe to force regime change, 
says Zanu-PF,  The Guardian, 
[https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/feb/07/west-stirring-u
p-unrest-in-zimbabwe-to-force-regime-change-briefing]

59Impact of sanctions on Zim, region,  The Herald, 11 October 
2019. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/impact-of-sanctions-on-zim-region/]

60Unmasking CSU,  The Patriot, 23 August 2018. 
[https://www.thepatriot.co.zw/old_posts/unmasking-csu/]; 
ARTUZ a regime change project, The Patriot, 10 January 2019. 
[https://www.thepatriot.co.zw/old_posts/artuz-a-regime-change
-project/]

61Church revives regime change agenda,  The Patriot, 19 
December 2019. 
[https://www.thepatriot.co.zw/old_posts/church-revives-regime-c
hange-agenda-2/]

62Securocrats scale up surveillance, 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/10/securocrats-scale-up-surve
illance/]

63Govt fears Sudan-style protests will rock Zim, Africa Press, 16 
August 2020.

 
64[https://www.africa-press.com/zimbabwe/all-news/govt-fears-
sudan-style-protests-will-rock-zim,]

65SADC gears for Anti-Sanctions Day,  The Herald, 13 October 
2020. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/sadc-gears-for-anti-sanctions-day/]

66U.S. extends Zimbabwe sanctions citing govt repression, 
AfricaNews, 6 March 2020. 
[https://www.africanews.com/2020/03/06/us-extends-zimbabwe
-sanctions-citing-govt-repression//]; US Treasury Announces 
New Sanctions on Ally of Zimbabwe’s Mnangagwa,  VOA, 5 
August 2020. 
[https://www.voanews.com/africa/us-treasury-announces-new-s
anctions-ally-zimbabwes-mnangagwa]

 POSITION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION ON SANCTIONS AGAINST 
ZIMBABWE,

[http://www.eeas.europa.eu/archives/delegations/zimbabwe/doc
uments/eu_zimbabwe/eu_santion_position_en.pdf]

67Zim’s weak anti-money laundering framework: Overview, 
effects (Part I),  Zimbabwe Independent, 9 October 2020. 
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2020/10/09/zims-weak-anti-
money-laundering-framework-overview-effects-part-i/]

68Anti-money laundering framework: The overview and effects 
(Part II),  Zimbabwe Independent,  16 October 2020. 
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2020/10/16/anti-money-laun
dering-framework-the-overview-and-effects-part-ii/]

69‘Govt committed to fighting corruption’, The Herald, 19 
January 2018. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/govt-committed-to-fighting-corruptio
n/] 

70Zimbabwe: Zacc Launches Anti-Corruption Whistleblower 
Mobile App,  New Zimbabwe, 9 September 2020. 
[https://allafrica.com/stories/202009090222.html]

71Zimbabwe: Corruption Fight Scuttled By Cartels - Prosecutor 
General,   AllAfrica news, 11 February 2020. 
[https://allafrica.com/stories/202002110704.html]

72Coronavirus: Zimbabwe health minister in court on 
corruption charges,  BBC News, 6 June 2020. 
[https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53119989]

73Hopewell Chin'ono: Whistle-blowing Zimbabwean journalist 
arrested,  BBC News, 20 July 2020. 
[https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-53477423]; 
Zimbabwean police confirm arrest of Ngarivhume, Chin’ono,  
SABC News, 21 July 2020. 
[https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/zimbabwean-police-con
firm-arrest-of-ngarivhume-chinono/]

74Zimbabwe: MDC Reluctant to Act On Corrupt Officials,  The 
Herald, 10 January 2020. 
[https://allafrica.com/stories/202001100650.html]

75Turmoil in Zanu PF As Youth League Accuses Top Officials of 
Corruption,  VOA, 25 June 2019. 
[https://www.voazimbabwe.com/a/turmoil-in-zanu-pf-as-top-of
ficials-youth-league/4972068.html]; Zanu-PF Youth League 
speaks on corrupt kingpins, The Herald, 25 June 2019.  
[https://www.herald.co.zw/zanu-pf-youth-league-speaks-on-corr
upt-kingpins/]

76Journalist Hopewell Chin’ono home raided by cops, 
Ngarivhume arrested, NewZimbabwe, 20 July 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/journalist-hopewell-chinono-h
ome-raided-by-cops-ngarivhume-arrested/]

7731 July Demo Convenor, Jacob Ngarivhume Arrested, 
263Chat, 20 July 2020. 
[https://263chat.com/31-july-demo-brains-jacob-ngarivhume-arr
ested/]

78Govt Gazettes Policy To Prioritise Locals In Major Public 
Tenders, New Zimbabwe, 26 Septembr 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/govt-gazettes-policy-to-prioriti
se-locals-in-major-public-tenders/]

 

79Party, State conflict, ZANU-PF to take part in Govt 
Procurement Processes, ZimEye, 22 September 2020. 
[https://zwnews.com/party-state-conflict-zanu-pf-to-take-part-i
n-govt-procurement-processes/] 

80Minister Prisca Mupfumira arrested over NSSA scandal, 
Nehanda Radio, 25 July 2019. 
[https://nehandaradio.com/2019/07/25/minister-prisca-mupfumir

a-arrested-over-nssa-scandal/]

81ZACC arrests health minister,  The Herald, 20 June 2020. 
[https://www.herald.co.zw/zacc-arrests-health-minister/]

82RAU (2019), On Corruption in Zimbabwe: the citizens’ views. 
December 2019. Harare: Research & Advocacy Unit. 

83Anti-money laundering framework: The overview and effects 
(Part II),   Zimbabwe Independent, 16 October 2020. 
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2020/10/16/anti-money-laun
dering-framework-the-overview-and-effects-part-ii/]

84No human rights abuses in Zimbabwe: Govt,  Zimbabwe 
Situation, 6 August 2020. 
[https://www.zimbabwesituation.com/news/no-human-rights-a
buses-in-zimbabwe-govt/]

85Mnangagwa warns on fake abductions,  Bulawayo 24, 21 
September 2019. 
[https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-171006.
html] 

86Peter Magombeyi was Acting President of the Zimbabwe 
Hospital Doctors Association was allegedly abducted and 
tortured in September 2019. He has subsequently gone into 
exile.

87Mnangagwa speaks on ANC engagement, 'false' abductions 
and anarchy,  Bulawayo 24, 15 September 2020. 
[https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-191992.
html]

88President Mnangagwa slams human rights defenders: ‘They 
only see negatives’, Zimbabwe Voice,  
[https://www.zimbabwevoice.com/2020/09/18/president-mnang
agwa-slams-human-rights-defenders-they-only-see-negatives/]

89Sell-outs will disappear mysteriously, says Minister 
Matemadanda,  Savanna News, 8 
[https://savannanews.com/sell-outs-will-disappear-mysteriously
-says-minister-matemadanda/]

90Zimbabwe: Human Rights Abuses Worse in 2019 - NGO 
Forum,  AllAfrica, 10 December 2019. 
[https://allafrica.com/stories/201912100642.html]

91The new deception: What has changed?,  The Zimbabwean, 4 
April 2019. 
[https://www.thezimbabwean.co/2019/09/the-new-deception-w
hat-has-changed/]

92See for example all the recent reports of the Zimbabwe 
Human Rights NGO Forum [https://www.hrforumzim.org] and 
the reports of the Zimbabwe Peace Project 
[https://www.zimpeaceproject.com]

ANC in veiled attack of Zanu PF, Zim Morning Post, 16 

September 2020. 
[https://zimmorningpost.com/anc-in-veiled-attack-of-zanu-pf/] 

  Takudzwa beaten, left for dead, The Zimbabwean, 18 
September 2020.  
[https://www.zimbabwesituation.com/news/takudzwa-beaten-l
eft-for-dead/]

  Impala Car Rental Comes Clean On Abduction, IHarare, 29 
August 2020. 
[https://iharare.com/impala-car-rentals-comes-clean-on-tawan
da-muchehiwas-alleged-abduction/]

  Journalists assaulted at press conference, Misa, 18 September 
2020, 
[https://zimbabwe.misa.org/2020/09/18/journalists-assaulted-at-
press-conference/]

  State of siege: Zim puts the boot in journalism, freedom of 
speech, Zimbabwe Independent, 25 September, 2020. 
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2020/09/25/state-of-siege-zi
m-puts-the-boot-in-journalism-freedom-of-speech/]

  Zim peace at stake despite absence of war,  The Standard, 21 
September 2020. 
[https://www.msn.com/en-xl/news/other/zim-peace-at-stake-des
pite-absence-of-war/ar-BB19snQ1]

  Zim peace at stake despite absence of war,  The Standard, 21 
September 2020. 
[https://www.msn.com/en-xl/news/other/zim-peace-at-stake-des
pite-absence-of-war/ar-BB19snQ1]

Abductions & Torture Reports Putting The Country’s Peace At 
Stake – Civic Groups, Pindula News, 27 September 2020. 
[https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/09/27/abductions-torture-repor
ts-putting-the-countrys-peace-at-stake-civic-groups/]

   Zim peace at stake despite absence of war,  The Standard, 21 
September 2020. 
[https://www.msn.com/en-xl/news/other/zim-peace-at-stake-des
pite-absence-of-war/ar-BB19snQ1]

  Zim peace at stake despite absence of war,  The Standard, 21 
September 2020. 
[https://www.msn.com/en-xl/news/other/zim-peace-at-stake-des
pite-absence-of-war/ar-BB19snQ1]

 Zim in lockdwn ahead of demo, . Zimbabwe Today, 16 August 
2019, 
[https://zimbabwe-today.com/zim-in-lockdown-ahead-of-demo/
]

  Mnangagwa vows to crush July 31 protests, labels organisers 
‘terrorists’,  Newsday, 30 July 2020. [Mnangagwa vows to crush 
July 31 protests, labels organisers ‘terrorists’

  Govt will handle you as terrorists..Authorities warn protestors 

anew ahead of July 31, Daily news, 20 July 2020. 
[https://dailynews.co.zw/gvt-will-handle-you-as-terrorists-author
ities-warn-protesters-anew-ahead-of-july-31/]

  Chinamasa Formally Reported To Police For Inciting Public 
Violence,  IHarare, 30 July 2020. 
[https://iharare.com/chinamasa-formally-reported-to-police-for-
inciting-public-violence/]

  We’ll beat up protesters: Zanu PF,  NewsDay, 28 July 2020. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/07/well-beat-up-protesters-za
nu-pf/]

  The Montlanthe Report. What’s Next for Victims and the 
Nation: An analysis of the Recommendations of the Montlanthe 
Report Two years later. August 2020. ZimRights. 
[http://www.veritaszim.net/sites/veritas_d/files/The%20Motlanth
e%20Report.pdfpdf]

  ZHRC Monitoring Report in the Aftermath of the 14 January to 
16 January 2019 “Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, 
Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission. 
[http://www.zhrc.org.zw/download/zhrc-monitoring-report-in-th
e-aftermath-of-the-14-january-to-16-january-2019-stay-away-an
d-subsequent-disturbances/]

  Zimbabwe protests: Opposition MDC backs down after police 
ban,  BBC News, 16 August 2019. 
[https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49366224]; Zimbabwe 
Police Block Planned MDC Protest, The Zimbabwean, 21 Octobr 
2019.  
[https://www.thezimbabwean.co/2019/10/zimbabwe-police-block
-planned-mdc-protest/]

  Chin’ono, activists arrest sets Zim in reverse motion, Zimbabwe 
Independent, 31 July 2020.  
[https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2020/07/31/chinono-activists
-arrest-sets-zim-in-reverse-motion/]

 MDC says Zanu PF claims it is training militias in Serbia, 
Moldova ‘defamatory’, ZimLive, 12 September 2020. 
[https://www.zimlive.com/2020/09/12/mdc-says-zanu-pf-claims-i
t-is-training-militias-in-serbia-moldova-defamatory/]

 'Chamisa's MDC trained militant protestors', Business Daily, 28 
November 2018.  
[http://www.businessdaily.co.zw/index-id-home-zk-47581.html] 

 Mnangagwa holds MDC Alliance responsible for violence,  
SABC News, 1 August 2018. 
[https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/mnangagwa-holds-mdc
-alliance-responsible-for-violence/] 

  ‘Menstruating idiot’ Zimbabwe presidential spokesperson 
abuses SABC journalist Sophie Mokoena, Savanna News, 6 
Septemeber 2020. 
[https://savannanews.com/menstruating-idiot-zimbabwe-presid
ential-spokesperson-abuses-sabc-journalist-sophie-mokoena/]

  Zanu PF brands US ambassador Nichols a ‘thug’, threatens 
him with expulsion, ZimLive, 27 July 2020. 
[https://www.zimlive.com/2020/07/27/zanu-pf-labels-us-ambass
ador-a-thug-threatens-him-with-expulsion/]

  WATCH: Those Who Prefer Confrontation Have No Place In Our 
Country – Mnangagwa Warns Opponents, Pindula News, 1 
October 2020. 
[https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/10/01/mnangagwa-sternly-war
ns-opponents/]

  We Don’t Carry Guns, We Carry Ideas: MDC Alliance, 
Zimbabwe Daily, 29 September 2020.

[https://www.zimdaily.com/we-dont-carry-guns-we-carry-ideas-
mdc-alliance/#:~:text=Ncube%20addressing%20the%20media%
20on%20the%20%E2%80%98State%20Security,in%20Zimbabwe
%20in%20order%20to%20justify%20foreign%20intervention.]

  NOT GUILTY: Job Sikhala Acquitted Of Plotting COUP Against 
Mnangagwa, iHarare, 14 February 2020.  
[https://iharare.com/job-sikhala-acquitted-of-plotting-coup-aga
inst-mnangagwa/] 

  Man charged for insulting ED, ZimbabweSituation, 1 October 
2018.  
[https://www.zimbabwesituation.com/news/man-charged-for-in
sulting-ed/]

  Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC Alliance, 
Pindula News, 26 Deptembr 2020.  
[https://news.pindula.co.zw/2020/09/26/mnangagwas-endgame
-is-to-eliminate-mdc-alliance-magaisa/]

  MDC slammed over post-election violence, The Chronicle, 14 
November 2018.  
[https://www.chronicle.co.zw/mdc-slammed-over-post-election-
violence/]

  MDC, the anatomy of an economic saboteur,  The Herald, 24 
January 2019. 

[https://www.herald.co.zw/mdc-the-anatomy-of-an-economic-s
aboteur/]

  Plot against Zim exposed, The Herald, 29 September 2020.  
[https://www.herald.co.zw/plot-against-zim-exposed/]

 Bomb Scare At Harvest House, New Zimbabwe, 2 October 2020.  
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/bomb-scare-at-harvest-house
/] 

  MDC Alliance are archbishops of peace: Hlatywayo, Zimbabwe 
Voice, 30 September 2020. 
[https://www.zimbabwevoice.com/2020/10/01/mdc-alliance-are-
archbishops-of-peace-hlatywayo/] 

  US sanctions Zimbabwe’s Owen Ncube over protest 
crackdown,  AlJazeera, 26 October 2019. 
[https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/10/26/us-sanctions-zimba
bwes-owen-ncube-over-protest-crackdown/]

  ED speaks on ANC engagement, ‘false’ abductions and 
anarchy,  New Zimbabwe, 15 September 2020 
.[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/ed-speaks-on-anc-engageme
nt-false-abductions-and-anarchy/]

 Zim now military State: Chamisa,  NewsDay, 11 February 2019. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2019/02/zim-now-military-state-cha
misa/] 

  President Mnangagwa: I sent VP Chiwenga to deal with 
striking doctors and nurses,  Mbare Times, 18 September 
2020.[https://mbaretimes.com/2020/09/18/presidees/]

 Over 200 junior medical officers to be appointed under the 
military,  New Zimbabwe, 1 October 2020. 
[https://www.newzimbabwe.com/over-200-junior-medical-office
rs-to-be-appointed-under-the-military/]

  Zimbabwe to make doctors army employees to stop wage 
strikes,  ZimLive, 1 October 2020. 
[https://www.zimlive.com/2020/10/01/zimbabwe-to-make-doctor
s-army-employees-to-stop-wage-strikes/]

https://www.zimlive.com/2020/10/01/zimbabwe-to-make-doctors
-army-employees-to-stop-wage-strikes/

  Expelled member’s silence proof that Zanu does not rig: 
Mangwana, Kulama Afrika, 24 July 2020. 
[https://khulumaafrika.com/2018/07/24/silence-proves-zanu-don
t-rig/]

 Military ‘junta’ will rule forever: Mohadi,  Harare Live, 18 October 
2020. 
[https://hararelive.com/2020/10/18/military-junta-will-rule-foreve
r-mohadi/] 

 ‘Zanu PF will rule forever’,  Southern Eye, 22 October 2020. 
[https://www.southerneye.co.zw/2013/10/29/zanu-pf-will-rule-fore
ver/] 

 Matemadanda recants violence threat,  NewsDay, 15 
September 2020. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/09/matemadanda-recants-vi
olence-threat/] 

  #EXCELGATE: How 2018 presidential election was rigged by 
state institutions for Mnangagwa revealed?, MyZimbabwe, 30 
August 2019. 
[https://www.myzimbabwe.co.zw/news/51391-excelgate-how-201
8-presidential-election-was-rigged-by-state-institutions-for-mn
angagwa-revealed.html]

  Foreign election observers not necessary: ED,  Nehanda Radio, 
3 October 2020.  
[https://nehandaradio.com/2020/10/03/foreign-election-observer

s-not-necessary-ed/]

  Foreign election observers not necessary: ED,  NewsDay, 2 
October 2020.  
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2020/10/foreign-election-observers-
not-necessary-ed/]

  ZHRC Statement on the 2018 Harmonised Elections and the 
Post Election Environment in Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission,  
http://www.zhrc.org.zw/3142-2/

  Stop hate speech, derogatory slogans: Heal Zimbabwe,  
NewsDay, 14 February 2018. 
[https://www.newsday.co.zw/2018/02/stop-hate-speech-derogat
ory-slogans-heal-zimbabwe/]

THE LANGUAGE OF INTOLERANCE, INTRANSIGENCE, AUTHORITARIANISM AND VIOLENCE
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.

2 ZHRNGOF (2019), The New Deception: What has 
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Dispensation’ in Upholding Human Rights. August 2019. 

Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum; 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.

2 ZHRNGOF (2019), The New Deception: What has 
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Dispensation’ in Upholding Human Rights. August 2019. 

Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum; 
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of the Nature, Patterns and Execution of Violence in 

Zimbabwe since 1998. June 2020. Harare: Zimbabwe 

Human Rights NGO Forum & Counselling Services Unit; 

ZHRNGOF (2020), Guns Run Amok, A Review of the 1 
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Civilians by the Security Forces. June 2020. Harare: 

Zimbabwe Human Rights GO Forum.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.

2 ZHRNGOF (2019), The New Deception: What has 
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Dispensation’ in Upholding Human Rights. August 2019. 

Harare: Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum; 

ZHRNGOF & CSU (2020), Ruled by Violence; An Analysis 

of the Nature, Patterns and Execution of Violence in 

Zimbabwe since 1998. June 2020. Harare: Zimbabwe 

Human Rights NGO Forum & Counselling Services Unit; 

ZHRNGOF (2020), Guns Run Amok, A Review of the 1 

August 2018 and 14 January 2019 Crackdown on 

Civilians by the Security Forces. June 2020. Harare: 

Zimbabwe Human Rights GO Forum.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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In 2007, the Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 

produced a report entitled “Their words condemn 

them: The language of violence, intolerance and 

despotism in Zimbabwe”. This report contained a 

compilation of statements made by political 

leaders during the Mugabe administration up to 

2006. In the introduction to this report, it was 

pointed out:

The utterances of political leaders can be very revealing. 

Their commitment to democracy and human rights is 

most tested when there is a serious challenge to their 

continued hold on power or when they attract heavy 

criticism. At such times, the leaders either display political 

tolerance or they lash out at their critics and opponents. 

Leaders with repressive tendencies will turn to repression; 

leaders who respect democracy will not.

This current report covers the period after the 

November 2017 military coup, which deposed 

President Robert Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. The “New Dispensation” promised 

sweeping reforms including, improvement in the 

standard of living of the people, lower 

unemployment rates, better and cheaper health 

care, freedom of speech and respect for other 

human rights. However, the record during the new 

dispensation does not reflect a government in 

positive transition. Rather, the human rights 

situation has further deteriorated from the 

pre-November 2017 era especially over the last two 

years.  The Human Rights Forum has detailed the 

deterioration in numerous report.

The current report takes a somewhat different 

approach from the 2007 report. Instead of simply 

relating the utterances of various political leaders 

and others, it seeks to provide the context in which 

these statements were made. It does this by 

comparing and contrasting the views of members 

of the ruling party and its supporters on the 

situation in Zimbabwe, with those of opponents 

and critics of the government. It documents the 

ruling party’s vitriolic verbal attacks on its political 

opponents and its critics in civil society and then 

sets out the responses of those that have come 

under attack. It points out the many similarities in 

the rhetoric used against dissent before and after 

the "new dispensation" in 2017, although the 

language has become increasingly intemperate 

and unrestrained. It also documents the 

inflammatory language used and intolerance 

displayed by some opposition parties and the 

violent tendencies of some of their supporters, 

especially the youth. 

Finally, the report shows how intensifying political 

polarisation stands in the way of arriving at broadly 

acceptable solutions to the problems besetting the 

country. The polarisation in Zimbabwe is highly 

pronounced, the worst in a survey of 31 African 

countries, and hence hate speech is easily likely to 

inflame passions and even violence in such a 

divided country.

1 ZHRNGOF (2007), Their Words Condemn Them:  The 

Language of Violence, Intolerance and Despotism  in 

Zimbabwe, May 2007, Harare: Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum.
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ZHRNGOF & CSU (2020), Ruled by Violence; An Analysis 

of the Nature, Patterns and Execution of Violence in 
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Human Rights NGO Forum & Counselling Services Unit; 
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Zimbabwe Human Rights GO Forum.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

WORLDS APART:
CONTRADICTORY NARRATIVES
ON THE SITUATION IN ZIMBABWE

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.
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Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Below we illustrate the extreme political 

polarisation that exists within Zimbabwe currently. 

The Motlanthe Commission of Inquiry into the 

violence after the 2018 elections noted, “There is at 

present a very worrisome degree of polarisation 

and bitterness within the body politic of 

Zimbabwe.” It is worth pointing out here that 

Zimbabwe is the most politically polarised country 

out of 31 African countries according to the 

Aforbarometer. In such a polarised context, 

intemperate speech and communication can have 

serious consequences, quite apart from deepening 

polarisation.

On the one hand, the ruling party denies that there 

is a crisis in the country and maintains that it is 

making concerted efforts to improve the economic 

welfare of the people, but its efforts are being 

severely undermined by economic sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to punish 

it for taking land away from the whites and 

allocating the land to the black majority. This is a 

position that the government has steadfastly held 

for two decades. Those foreign governments are 

funding and encouraging violent elements within 

the opposition to engage in insurrection to try to 

bring about illegal regime change. The 

government is quite entitled to take action against 

these regime change agents, and such action 

cannot be considered a violation of fundamental 

civil and political rights. The government’s 

argument seems to be increasing in both 

frequency and vitriol since 2017.

On the other hand, opponents and critics of the 

current government contend that there is an 

appalling economic, political and social crisis in the 

country that is largely attributable to economic 

mismanagement, widespread corruption and 

political intolerance that has resulted in brutal 

suppression of such fundamental rights as peaceful 

political opposition, peaceful protest and freedom 

to criticize government action. Despite the extreme 

economic hardship suffered by the people, the 

government has denied them the right of protest 

to manifest their discontent. Economic sanctions 

are not the root of the problem. The government is 

trying to destroy political opposition by falsely 

depicting the main opposition party as a violent 

party intent on illegally overthrowing the duly 

elected government, with the assistance of hostile 

foreign powers. The government has also falsely 

claimed that mass protests aim at violently 

overthrowing the government.

It must be added that these polarised views are 

amplified by the views of the international 

community, and whilst the international 

community has been, to some extent, polarised 

itself in views about Zimbabwe, there are recent 

signs that the international community as a whole 

is coming to a consensus at least that there is a 

“crisis” in Zimbabwe. However, there remains 

differences, largely between the Western nations 

and African states, over the causes of this crisis.

The Contradictory 
Narratives
The existence of a state of denial and the 

diametrically opposed viewpoints make the 

finding of solutions very problematic. Here we 

examine a series of the most conflictual issues in 

which hate speech may be alleged:

•  Crisis or not in Zimbabwe;

•The Zimbabwean people are massively 

discontented or not;

• Sanctions are the cause of the problems or not;

• Corruption is the cause of problems or not;

• Human rights abuses are a problem or not;

• Regime change is the motivation behind protests 

or not;

• Opposition parties and groups are regime change 

agents or not;

• Government is the sponsor of political violence or 

not;

• Zimbabwe is a military state or not;

• Elections are rigged or not;

• State media is biased or not.

The intention here is not to attempt to provide 

evidence for any of these propositions: the facts for 

each of these thematic areas have been provided in 

multiple reports. Rather we provide examples of 

the public pronouncements on each issue in order 

to illustrate whether the line between legitimate 

comment or criticism has been exceeded in order 

for the reader to judge whether the line was 

crossed into hate speech. It is important as well to 

pay attention to the point made earlier, the effects 

of both obvious hate speech and lies.

Crisis or not in 
Zimbabwe

This issue has become a very sore point with the 

Zimbabwe government recently, especially with 

recent statements from South African leaders. It is 

worth pointing out that, contrary to views of the 

Zimbabwe government, the country is seen as one 

of the most “fragile” countries in the world: the 

Fragile States Index for 2020 claims that Zimbabwe 

is the 10th most fragile state in the world out of 178 

countries, and other reports make the same claim. 

Here the issue is more to do with truth or the lack of 

it than many example of blatant hate speech.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“There is no crisis in Zimbabwe”

President Mnangagwa: “I wish to unequivocally 

state that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe as 

elections were held in July 2018 and a winner was 

declared in terms of the country’s Constitution.”

 

He has also said that South Africa’s governing party 

the African National Congress was only engaging 

his ZANU-PF party and no-one else, insisting there 

was no crisis which warranted the involvement of 

other political parties in the country. He said that 

claims made by Zimbabweans on social media that 

there is a crisis in the country border on subversion 

(the undermining of the power and authority of an 

established government system). "Those who are 

bent on creating chaos in the country, the laws of 

the country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn't matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change,". 

Minister of Information, Monica Mutsvanga, 

maintains, “All said, there is no crisis in Zimbabwe 

which justifies intervention under international 

treaties and conventions.” 

ZANU-PF’s Director for Information and Publicity 

Tafadzwa Mugwadi, was quoted saying, “There is 

no crisis in Zimbabwe.”

Various ZANU-PF party officials have roundly 

rejected the need for any intervention by South 

Africa to assist Zimbabwe with its current 

problems. South Africa, they say, is not the regional 

“big brother” and Zimbabwe should not be treated 

as if it were a province of South Africa. ZANU-PF 

Spokesperson Patrick Chinamsa said, “Zimbabwe 

is a sovereign country and South Africa should 

not interfere in the internal affairs of Zimbabwe.”

ZANU-PF officials have been particularly dismayed 

by South Africa's Minister of Social Development, 

Lindiwe Zulu’s forthright pronouncements about 

the crisis in Zimbabwe. The Deputy Chief 

Secretary-Presidential Communications in the 

Office of the President, George Charamba, singled 

out Zulu for an attack in which he accused her of 

trying to use Zimbabwe’s challenges, which he 

argued are caused by sanctions, to build her 

personal profile and name for international 

appointments. In the run up to the 2013 elections in 

Zimbabwe, Zulu angered former President Robert 

Mugabe after she called for the postponement of 

elections, claiming ZANU-PF was not presenting a 

level playing field for the elections. Mugabe lashed 

out at Zulu saying she was a "stupid idiotic 

woman" and a "little streetwalker". He also 

warned that Zimbabwe was in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) 

voluntarily and if it did "stupid things”, it could 

move out.

South Africa first sent two envoys and then a 

high-powered ANC delegation to Zimbabwe. Both 

met with ZANU-PF, but both were not allowed to 

meet with other political parties and organisations 

who asked to meet with them. The leader of the 

second delegation announced that the delegation 

would be returning within a few weeks and would 

meet with the opposition and other organisations. 

In a statement, the ANC said it warmly welcomed 

the constructive approach of ZANU-PF about the 

ANC meeting with other stakeholders, opposition 

parties and civil society organisations in Zimbabwe.

 

However, ZANU-PF has now apparently closed the 

door to the possibility of the SA delegation meeting 

with opposition and other groups. President 

Mnangagwa maintains that the delegations had no 

mandate to investigate what was going on in 

Zimbabwe by meeting with the opposition and civil 

society, but was simply to meet with the ruling 

party. He said opposition parties were dreaming if 

they thought that they would meet with the SA 

delegation. 

On 11 September 2020, top members of the 

ZANU-PF Politburo told a press conference in 

Harare that the ruling party would not allow 

members of South Africa’s ANC to come to 

Zimbabwe and meet with opposition parties as 

that move would be unprecedented.

ZANU-PF Secretary for External Affairs, Simbarashe 

Mumbengegwi, told journalists that there is no 

crisis in Zimbabwe; therefore, the ANC’s mediation 

is not needed. 

“The question of a sister party coming to the 

country of another sister party to establish 

bilateral relations with the opposition party is 

unheard of (as) that can only happen in the 

context of mediation and mediation can only 

occur with the consent of the conflicting parties. 

“But where there is no crisis, there is no real need 

for mediation and therefore no purpose will be 

served by trying to play a mediatory role, where 

there is no crisis and where there is no conflict 

and more importantly, where there is no consent 

of the parties involved,” said Mumbengegwi.

The party’s Acting Spokesperson, Patrick 

Chinamasa, said Zimbabwe was on the verge of 

economic transformation, and did not need 

assistance from countries that had, for the most 

part, offered only moral support, all the while 

making Zimbabwe a warehouse of their produce. 

He pointed out that Zimbabwe had not received 

any financial aid or economic assistance from 

South Africa, and that; Zimbabwe had been the 

pacesetter in empowering its people, whereas in 

the region, citizens in countries that supposedly 

gained their independence, lived on the economic 

fringes. Furthermore, it was pointed out that the 

erstwhile colonisers called the shots and ZANU-PF 

could not understand why Ramaphosa would want 

to intervene in Zimbabwe. The South African 

government was dismissed as not being qualified 

to play a role as it was allegedly controlled by white 

African capital.

However, not all top ZANU-PF officials agreed that 

the SA delegation should not meet with opposition 

leaders. The party’s secretary for administration, 

Obert Mpofu, recently told the Daily News on 

Sunday that the ruling party was happy for the ANC 

to meet the opposition in future.

Opponents and critics

“There is a serious economic, political and social 

crisis in the country that can only be resolved by 

mediation from South Africa mandated by SADC 

and the AU.”

The South African International Relations Minister, 

Ms Naledi Pandor, said that the political and 

economic crisis in Zimbabwe is seriously affecting 

South Africa. 

“We all know that Zimbabwe has various 

economic challenges and that their current 

situation impacts on South Africa because many 

Zimbabweans come to seek a livelihood in South 

Africa. We have to work with Zimbabwe in order 

to address that economic situation and find a 

way of helping to reverse the current situation so 

that the citizens of Zimbabwe can happily return 

to their country”.

The ANC International Relations Committee 

Chairperson, Lindiwe Zulu, said it wass time to be 

frank about the unrest in Zimbabwe and that her 

party was ready to assist sister party, ZANU-PF,  to 

resolve the political crisis. 

“If we are to help we have to be honest ‘in the 

ANC’s view, yes, there is a political crisis in 

Zimbabwe, and we have to be frank and honest 

about it.” 

After the African National Council (ANC) delegation 

met with ZANU-PF, she publicly stated that:

 "Things are not fine in Zimbabwe, we all agreed 

with ZANU-PF that things are not fine. What we 

have heard is not something we represent as 

revolutionary parties we have to do right by our 

people and do away with corruption and human 

rights violations as well as reviving the economy. 

We needed to say comrades let's be frank, and 

call things as they are.”

Blade Nzimande, the Secretary General of the 

South Africa Communist Party (SACP) says the 

assertion that there is no crisis in Zimbabwe is 

nothing but a denial of self-evident truth. The 

party’s first Deputy Secretary, Solly Mapaila, hit out 

at the Zimbabwean government and ZANU-PF for 

its “growing authoritarianism”. He said, “We don’t 

think a revolutionary movement should decline 

in its ethos and democratic practices in the 

manner that is happening, whilst denying it, we 

see that many Zimbabweans are running away 

from their own country”.

The MDC Alliance applauded the South African 

initiative. South Africa has a stake in sorting out the 

problems of Zimbabwe as it has suffered a great 

strain, as a result of the massive exodus of 

Zimbabweans into South Africa.

Former President of Botswana, Ian Khama, said the 

region must step in to resolve the Zimbabwe crisis. 

In response, ZANU-PF National Commissar, Victor 

Matemadanda, told Khama to find a wife and stop 

meddling in Zimbabwe's internal affairs. 

Whether the 
Zimbabwean people are 
massively discontented 
or not
This theme has particular importance in the 

aftermath of the coup in November 2017. Whilst 

many would argue that Robert Mugabe was 

removed in a flagrant coup, the world at large was 

prepared to accept the parsimonious explanation 

of a “military-assisted transition”. This was mostly 

because the conventional logic was the ills of the 

country were due solely to Robert Mugabe’s 

despotic rule, and the assumption that the “new 

dispensation” would pragmatically reform 

Zimbabwe. However, the evidence is that 

Zimbabwe has had yet another disputed election, 

the economy has continued to decline, and human 

rights abuses have worsened.

Ruling party leaders and party members 

“There is no discontent”

Government is making concerted efforts to 

improve the economy and to improve the lives of 

people and it is untrue that there is massive 

discontent. This has been the consistent position of 

the Zimbabwean government against any 

criticism.

"A few rogue Zimbabweans" are attempting to 

destabilise the country in "league with foreign 

detractors". These people would be flushed out 

said President Emmerson Mnangagwa.

 

However, even government officials worry that 

there will be serious unrest.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

Opponents and critics 

“There is massive discontent”

There is massive discontent, especially in urban 

areas’ due to soaring inflation (annual inflation 

increased to 837% in July 2020 according to 

Zimbabwe National Statistics office). There is high 

unemployment. The prices for basic commodities 

have become unaffordable. There has been a 

collapse of health services, and a breakdown 

services such as the supply of water and electricity 

and fuel.

According to a 2019 World Bank report, 40% of the 

people in Zimbabwe were living in "extreme 

poverty", meaning they cannot afford one decent 

meal a day, much less other basic necessities such 

as education for children, health care, etc. The 

Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) 

indicates that the Poverty Datum Line (PDL) in 

October 2020 was ZWL 41 000 (US$500); this, when 

teachers earn only ZWL 11, 000 (US$135) per month. 

Even civil servants are paid below the PDL.

The government is unprepared to acknowledge 

that people are suffering because of the economic 

meltdown due to various factors such as economic 

mismanagement and endemic corruption. The 

people have a right to express their discontent with 

their plight, for which they hold the government 

responsible, by engaging in protest action.

There are serious concerns that the hardships will 

lead to protests and civil unrest.

The dissatisfaction of the people about food and 

fuel prices was clearly manifested in the January 

2019 stay-away and subsequent disturbances.

 

Sanctions are the cause 
of the problems or not
“Sanctions” have been a major bone of contention 

for two decades. Zimbabwe has been the subject of 

both sanctions and restrictive measures, but both 

are conflated, and few bother to unpack the 

differences. The Zimbabwe government has been 

successful in maintaining the conflation, and now 

has the support of the AU and SADC for removal of 

sanctions. The Zimbabwe government has also 

used “sanctions” as a major patriotic issue, and 

harnessed the sanctions issue to the regime 

change argument. This has proved a very difficult 

matter for opposition political parties and civil 

society organisations to navigate, and will become 

even more difficult should the government be 

successful in the promulgation of a Patriot Act.

Ruling party leaders and party members"
“Sanctions are the cause of Zimbabwe’s 

economic problems”

Government has been severely hampered in its 

efforts to uplift the economy by illegal sanctions 

imposed by hostile western governments to 

punish the government for taking land away 

from whites and allocating it to the black 

majority.

President Mnangagwa has said the economy is 

being sabotaged by the opposition and some 

western countries, and his security Minister, Owen 

Ncube, has even claimed a plot to overthrow the 

government by force.

MDC Alliance leaders are complicit in the 

imposition of these illegal sanctions, prompting 

ZANU-PF activists to hold a yearlong vigil outside 

the US Embassy in Harare.

Post-liberation struggle rhetoric has it that racist, 

hostile western governments have imposed 

economic sanctions against the government to 

destabilise the liberation government.

They have also sponsored activists and NGOs to 

destabilise government and try to bring about 

illegal regime change. A 24-page briefing 

document, seen by the Guardian, titled “Brief on 

the political and security situation in Zimbabwe 

in the aftermath of the 14th to 16th January 

violent protests”, indicates the government’s 

views about the sponsoring of regime change: 

“Anti-government protests are an instrument of 

choice for subversive elements, particularly the 

MDC, rogue NGOs, hostile [civil society 

organisations] and Hostile Intelligence Services 

(sic), keen to effect either regime change in 

Zimbabwe or force the consummation of a 

[coalition government of national unity]”.

The government also claims that sanctions have 

negatively impacted and affected the people of 

Zimbabwe, as they have prevented the country 

from accessing financial assistance from 

international financial institutions.

Civil society leaders have been a particular target 

for accusations about their support for sanctions 

and fostering the regime change agenda, and, as 

pointed earlier, even the churches are accused of 

harbouring and anti-government agenda. Some 

church leaders have been identified for particular 

attack, singling out the General Secretary of the 

Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), Dr Kenneth 

Mtata.

It now clear that the government has been 

operating a covert campaign against civil society 

leaders as evidenced by the leak of a memorandum 

to the heads of state security agencies. The 

memorandum details the decisions of a Joint 

Operations Command (JOC) meeting held on 10 

August 2020, identifying persons seen to be 

persons who are “working in cahoots with our 

erstwhile colonisers to destabilise Zimbabwe and 

pave way for an illegal regime change”. There was 

an earlier indication of this directive carried in the 

Zimbabwe Independent on 16 August 2020.

“There is real fear in the corridors of power that 

the protests could degenerate into a 

Sudanese-style uprising,” a security source told 

the Independent. “So Joc (Joint Operations 

Command) has recommended at the last minute 

that they should be banned. That’s why police 

came up with the prohibition order which was 

being challenged in the courts.”

The anti-sanctions campaign has now been put to 

the UN General Assembly by Presidents 

Mnangagwa and Ramaphosa, and is now the focus 

of a SADC initiative.

Opponents and critics
“Sanctions are the result of government 

mismanagement and poor governance”

The sanctions have been imposed on government 

officials and security personnel involved in serious 

human rights abuses and corrupt practices and 

they are not intended to bring about illegal regime 

change. The sanctions would end if the abuses 

stopped.

The European Union has maintained that 

Zimbabwe’s deteriorating human rights situation 

continues to frustrate its efforts to attract 

meaningful support towards the troubled country. 

The problem with accessing loans from 

international financial institutions has more to do 

with failure to repay previous loans. It is also the fact 

that Zimbabwe is seen as a very unsafe 

environment for investment, as indicated by the 

assessments of the Eastern and Southern Africa 

Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG). This 

assessment of Zimbabwe’s peers gives the lie to the 

effect that sanctions alone are the problem for the 

lack of investment.

Whether corruption is 
the cause of problems or 
not
The is little dispute between all sections of 

Zimbabwe, government included, that corruption 

is a serious problem in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is 

recognised as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world. According to Transparency International, 

Zimbabwe is the 40th most corrupt country out of 

198 countries in the world. The problem is whether 

corruption is the cause of the economic decline, is 

being managed effectively, and whether sanctions 

are the biggest economic problem.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Corruption is a problem that we are taking very 

seriously”

Government is committed to rooting out 

corruption and is taking concerted steps to achieve 

this. As Minister Ziyambi Ziyambi said, “Our 

President is heavily denouncing corruption; that 

is why Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe gave people a 

three-month amnesty to return looted funds.” 

The government has empowered the Zimbabwe 

Anti-Corruption Commission (ZACC) to take strong 

steps to investigate and prosecute all cases of 

corruption. Senior government officials have also 

raised their concerns about the need to deal with 

corruption.

There have been many arrests, including the 

Minister of Health, Obadiah Moyo. Other senior 

government officials are also being arrested, but, 

surprisingly, also those that have exposed 

corruption.  Hopewell Chin’ono and Jacob 

Ngarivhume, were arrested and charged with 

several criminal charges, not for organizing a 

peaceful protest about corruption, but a protest 

that would be violent and was intended unlawfully 

to overthrow the legitimate government.

The government has also claimed that corruption is 

more widespread, alleging that the MDC Alliance 

has engaged in embezzlement of foreign funds 

and many elected MDC Alliance local government 

councillors have been found guilty of corrupt 

practices.

Opponents and critics
"Corruption is a very serious problem and the 

government is not dealing with it effectively"

The argument of opponents is that, while the 

government says it recognises the problem and is 

dealing with it, it is unprepared to deal effectively 

with it, as influential figures closely connected to 

the ruling party are involved. 

Two top members of the ruling ZANU-PF party’s 

Youth League, accused three Zimbabwean 

businesspersons of allegedly causing the current 

economic crisis in the country through 

manipulating the exchange rate, prices of fuel, 

maize and other commodities. They were bleeding 

the economy by their corrupt activities and greed. 

Some of the businesspersons were allegedly 

engaged in shady deals and looting state resources 

by taking advantage of their close links with the 

country’s political leaders.

 

A journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono, who has spoken 

out against and exposed high-level corruption 

within government, was arrested after he 

encouraged people to participate in a peaceful 

national protest on 31 July 2020 against corruption. 

An opposition politician, Jacob Ngarivhume, was 

also arrested for helping to organise the planned 

protest.

Vice-President Constantine Chiwenga, has issued 

new regulations that will see the awarding of 

tenders to “locals” in a development that will likely 

see ZANU-PF inclined persons making a large 

profit from the tenders. The announcement comes 

after ZANU-PF spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa 

early this week declared that the ruling party was 

finalising preparing a document that will see the 

party involved in the lucrative government 

procurement business.

The Government has taken steps to deal with 

corruption, and a number of high profile officials 

have been arrested. Prisca Mufumira, Environment, 

Tourism and Hospitality Industry Minister, was 

arrested in connection with abuses under the 

National Social Security Authority (NSSA), while 

Obadiah Moyo, Minister of Health and Child Care, 

was arrested in connection with alleged corrupt 

awarding of  tenders in relation to Covid-19 related 

processes.

It is worth pointing out that citizens’ views about 

corruption are highly differentiated: those that 

support ZANU-PF do not see corruption as such a 

serious problem, they have political trust in the 

government, whilst other groups have the opposite 

view. Nonetheless, it is evident that Zimbabwe is 

seen as a risky place to do business, as even the 

country’s peers agree. The Eastern and Southern 

African Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), 

rates Zimbabwe as “low” in terms of the country’s 

ability to deal with corruption and money 

laundering, lower than either Malawi or Zambia.

Whether human rights 
abuses are a problem or 
not
This is without doubt the thorniest area of dispute 

between the government and other groups. Whilst 

there is enormous pressure, national and 

international, over the government’s human rights 

record, the government’s strategy has continuously 

been denial. The strategy of denial has been a 

consistant feature since 2000, and is evident both 

before and after the “new dispensation”. The 

question here is whether denial amounts to serious 

lies, and the avoidance of the truth has similar 

effects to hate speech, especially when allied to the 

continual “practical impunity” afforded to 

perpetrators.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Human rights abuses are fabrications”

Government completely denies that serious 

human rights are being perpetrated; These 

allegations are false and are invented by the 

MDC Alliance, NGOs and journalists sponsored by 

hostile foreign governments to try to discredit the 

government.

 

President Mnangagwa said that there was abuse of 

democracy in the country, “where we have people 

faking abductions”. 

“We have a case of (Peter) Magombeyi who 

claimed to have been abducted and he comes 

from his so-called abduction with clean clothes, 

clean shaven and his phones fully charged 

claiming abductions. Yet he was at a particular 

embassy drinking tea and watching TV.” 

The government also supposedly exposed false 

abduction claims by MDC MP for Harare West 

Joanna Mamombe, activists Cecilia Chimbiri and 

Netsai Marova. 

“Then we see these ladies claiming abductions. 

We have been quiet for some time before we 

brought evidence to counter the lies”. 

President Mnangagwa has also criticised human 

rights advocates saying, “We have people in this 

country who just shout from morning to dusk 

talking of human rights. They do not have time to 

see the good in their country. They look for the 

negatives.”

However, ZANU-PF members themselves 

undermine the denials. 

Recent statements by Deputy Minister of Defence 

and War Veterans Association, Victor 

Matemadanda, also confirm that ZANU-PF is 

implicated in abductions. Matemadanda said that 

sell-outs would mysteriously disappear,  which 

statement amounts to an admission that the State 

is involved in abductions of opposition and human 

rights activists. Addressing a ZANU-PF Manicaland 

provincial co-ordinating committee meeting, 

Matemadanda, who is the party's National Political 

Commissar, said, "I told other people that if you 

are a sell-out, and if you wake up and pursue your 

sell-out activities while people are sleeping, this 

country has something that it will do to you. You 

will disappear without anyone touching you. This 

country will deal with you mysteriously. This 

country is a mystery, you just can't do as you 

please."

Opponents and critics
“There are very serious human rights abuses, 

even to the extent of crimes against humanity”

There have been increasing instances of serious 

human rights abuses, especially prior and 

subsequent to the blocked protests on 31 July 2020. 

These have included abductions and torture of 

activists by suspected state agents, arbitrary arrests 

and unfounded charges being brought against 

those planning or participating in protests, arrests 

and harassment of independent journalists and 

obstruction and threats against lawyers 

representing activists.

Opposition parties and civil society organisations 

maintain that they have clear and convincing 

evidence of many of these allegations, despite 

denials by the government.

 

In response to the ZANU-PF stance on sovereignty, 

the ANC issued a statement saying sovereignty is 

not what can be demanded by States, but must be 

earned, and no government could do as it wished in 

modern times against its people without censor. 

Sovereignty could only stick to the extent that a 

country was willing to submit itself to the 

observance of human rights and all (other) basic 

universal freedoms.

“Our joint engagement and commitment to the 

advancement and protection of human rights 

always remains paramount in the context of 

acknowledging and upholding our countries as 

sovereign, which cannot be dictated to. As such, 

we remain committed to extending the space for 

political dialogue with a view to advancing the 

social, political and economic (rights) of the 

people of Zimbabwe and South Africa in the 

context of (enhancing) African unity, and 

continuing the fight for economic and political 

emancipation”.

Suspected State agents in plain clothes or rowdy 

youths assaulted students and journalists who 

were attending a media conference hosted by 

Zimbabwe National Students Union (ZINASU) 

president Takudzwa Ngadziore near Impala Car 

Rental in Harare. An Impala Car Rental vehicle was 

used in the abduction of a Midlands State 

University (MSU) student, Tawanda Muchehiwa in 

July 2020. Equipment belonging to the journalist 

was damaged or confiscated by the assailants. It 

alleged that the ZRP was in the vicinity and saw the 

attack taking place but did not intervene.

Critics maintain that the recent human rights 

abuses have been carried out with at least the tacit 

approval of President Mnangagwa. They point to 

his previous involvement in the human rights 

abuses in the 1980s, during the Gukurahundi 

atrocities wherein he was the  Minister of State 

Security. It was the then Minister Mnangagwa, who 

announced that the Chihambakwe Inquiry Report 

on Gukurahundi would not be published.

Civic groups and opposition parties have warned 

that alleged abductions, torture, harassment and 

intimidation of defenceless citizens by suspected 

state security agents is putting the country’s peace 

at stake. On 21 September, Zimbabwe joined the 

rest of the world in commemorating International 

Day of Peace. Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) 

National Director, Jestina Mukoko, told The 

Standard that people were yearning for a 

normalised situation in the country, where those in 

power would uphold the Constitution and respect 

human rights. She said a survey conducted by the 

organisation revealed that people wanted a 

government that works to ensure everyone enjoys 

a thriving economy and equal opportunities in all 

spheres. 

“More importantly, Zimbabweans emphasised 

that citizens are not each other’s enemies,” 

Motoko said. “Peace is not just the absence of 

war, but the existence of an enabling 

environment, where human and people’s rights 

are realisable. Sadly, this year, while the 

Zimbabwean government was supposed to 

foster unity, rallying all in the fight against the 

common enemy — COVID--19 — it used this 

period to unleash terror on citizens who dared 

speak out.”

 

Several activists, among them, Harare West MP 

Joana Macomb and Towanda Muchehiwa, a 

nephew of ZimLive Editor, Mduduzi Mathuthu, 

were abducted and tortured by suspected state 

security agents, but the government denied 

responsibility. In a statement, ZPP emphasised that 

President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government 

must respect the Constitution and ensure that all 

Zimbabweans enjoy their rights.

“In addition to understanding that human rights 

actors and political activists are not enemies, but 

have an important and justifiable constitutional 

role in advocating for accountability,” said the 

organisation.

MDC Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said that at present, Zimbabwe does not 

qualify to be branded a peaceful nation despite the 

absence of military war.

“The peace of Zimbabweans locally and abroad 

is at stake. Our peace is under threat from the 

state. The illegitimate regime has become our 

obstacle in attaining peace in Zimbabwe. As 

citizens we need to pursue our own peace 

because it is the backbone of individual and 

national development,” he told The Standard. 

“Political space has been shuttered. The human 

rights and fundamental freedoms is now a taboo 

in Zimbabwe. The generation ahead of us is 

plundering and destroying our resources and 

robbing Zimbabwe’s future.”

Another victim of severe torture, the Amalgamated 

Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) 

President, Obert Masaraure, said inequality was the 

worst enemy of peaceful coexistence:

 “The world should bridge the inequality gap to 

build sustainable and genuine peace. Our 

education systems should be used to uplift 

livelihoods not just to train labourers,” Masaraure 

said. “In the Zimbabwean context, the 

underpayment of teachers and other workers at 

a time when the ruling elites are enjoying 

executive luxuries is a serious threat to peace. 

The state repression we are witnessing is driving 

citizens to the edge.”

Zimbabwe Council of Churches Secretary-General, 

Reverend Kenneth Mtata, told The Standard that 

Zimbabwe needed “positive peace”. “Political 

leaders can show lack of peace by their lack of 

compassion and propensity to use violence to 

resolve disagreements. Some of our public 

leaders were abused during the war and never 

got healed. They got oriented to violent means of 

resolving differences. They, thus, inflict pain on 

anyone disagreeable to them. “As a nation we 

will need to retrain our police, army and other 

state security organs to appreciate the 

non-violent approach to dealing with citizens. 

Some will need psychotherapeutic help to heal 

them from the pain they harbour.” 

Whether regime change 
is the motivation behind 
protests or not

For the past twenty years, the Zimbabwe 

government has alleged that opposition political 

parties and many civil society organisations are 

involved in “regime change”, by which they mean 

the overthrow of the government by illegal means. 

These groups are supported by the Western 

governments that have placed Zimbabwe under 

sanctions and restricted measures, the 

counter-argument has always been that these 

groups are involved in regime change through the 

processes of bona fide elections, and, furthermore, 

they have a constitutional right to protest 

peacefully.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“The protests are illegal and part of a regime 

change agenda”

The so-called peaceful protests slated for 31 July 

2020 were always going to be violent protests 

aimed at overthrowing the legitimate elected 

government. The government had every right to 

protect people and their property against such 

violence and to forestall efforts aimed at illegal 

regime change. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic 

required that public gatherings be disallowed to 

prevent the spread of the virus.

Previous protests in August 2018, after the general 

election on 30 July 2018 and in January 2019 turned 

violent and had resulted in massive destruction of 

property by protestors.

President Mnangagwa declared political parties 

and other organisations and individuals backing 

the 31 July 2020 demonstration as terrorists seeking 

to subvert the Constitution and usurp power 

illegally.

Justice Minister, Ziyambi Ziyambi, said that 

protestors would be treated like terrorists and 

would likely be arrested for exposing people to the 

risk of infection during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Ahead of the planned protest on 31 July 2020, 

Chinamasa and Matemadanda exhorted ZANU-PF 

youths to defend themselves against protestors i.e. 

inciting them to attack protestors to stop them 

from protesting. 

ZANU-PF urged its supporters to beat up protesters 

who would take to the street on 31 July 2020, and 

threatened to kick out the United States 

Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian Nichols, for 

allegedly supporting the demonstrations. The 

ruling party claimed the demonstrations were a 

ploy to violently remove President Emmerson 

Mnangagwa from power and urged its supporters 

to use “any means” to fight the protests and 

labelled the opposition MDC Alliance, the 

Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and 

the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (CiZC) “terrorist 

organisations” fronting the West to pursue a 

regime change agenda.

“ZANU-PF calls upon our supporters, cadres and 

sympathisers wherever you are to remain alert 

and ready to defend our people, their property 

and most importantly , to defend peace in your 

communities against these malcontents, these 

hired hooligans and hoodlums who rejoice in 

burning properties and looting,” acting 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa said. 

Opponents and critics
“Protest is the constitutional right of citizens to 

express their views and discontent”

Government has created intolerable economic and 

social conditions, and has effectively denied people 

the right to express dissatisfaction with 

government by peaceful protest action. The 

incidents of violence by over-zealous youths during 

protests and demonstrations in the past, although 

not excusable, may reflect heightened tension 

resulting from disallowing all outlets for protest in 

the past. Some of this violence may have emanated 

from agents provocateurs planted amongst the 

demonstrators. 

There were protests in August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results. These 

turned violent, and the military was deployed 

together with the police. At least six unarmed 

civilians were shot and killed by army personnel 

and other civilians were injured by gunfire. Army 

personnel beat many other unarmed civilians.

Excessive force was also used in response to the 

protests, in January 2019, over food and fuel 

shortages. Armed soldiers shot and killed unarmed 

civilians, patrolled the streets and swept through 

the high-density suburbs beating people up. There 

were many arrests. People were abducted from 

their homes by masked men with AK 47s, or were 

dragged out and subsequently beaten. Large 

numbers of persons were indiscriminately arrested 

in dragnet arrests by the police and army, and 

many were denied bail or access to their lawyers.

In the Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission’s 

(ZHRC) report, Monitoring Report in the 

Aftermath of the 14 January to 16 January 2019 

“Stay Away” and Subsequent Disturbances, it 

stated that,

“The Commission remains concerned about the 

continued use of the military in maintaining law 

and order in the country. After the events of 1 

August 2018, it was to be expected that the 

country would have learnt something and would 

in future do things differently. From reports 

received to date, indications are that more 

citizens have died during the current protests 

than those who died during the 1 August 2018 

protests. It is therefore disturbing to note that the 

deployment of the army in quelling civilian 

disturbances leads to loss of life and serious 

bodily injuries and other human rights violations, 

yet the Government continues to make such 

deployments.” 

After the January 2019 protest, the police prohibited 

almost all planned protests by the MDC Alliance.

The government banned the 31 July 2020 protest 

and employed far-reaching, stringent measures to 

ensure that it did not take place by arresting or 

abducting activists and organisers before the 

protest, imposing a nighttime curfew and sealing 

off city centres. These measures were brutally 

enforced by police and army personnel. These 

measures were taken under the guise of dealing 

with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Opposition parties and 
groups are regime 
change agents or not

As they have been doing over the years, particularly 

since the advent of a strong opposition party, a 

spirited independent press and more recently 

extensive use of the social media, ZANU-PF leaders 

and party officials have constantly vilified critics 

and opposition supporters calling them traitors, 

criminals, and regime change agents funded by 

hostile foreign governments to overthrow the 

elected government.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Opposition are unpatriotic and part of a regime 

change agenda”

ZANU-PF maintains that the MDC Alliance is a 

terrorist organization and ZANU-PF has from time 

to time accused it of sending youths outside the 

country for military training. On 11 September 2020, 

without providing any evidence of this, ZANU-PF 

spokesperson Patrick Chinamasa, again accused 

the MDC Alliance of sending young people to be 

trained in Serbia and Moldova in violent insurgent 

activities.

“We all know the MDC is a party that loves 

violence and continues to maintain violent 

structures which they characterise as vanguards 

or resistance committees.”

 

He alleged that the MDC Alliance had celebrated 

the shooting of two Zimbabwe soldiers and implied 

that it may have been implicated in this shooting.

Giving evidence before the Motlanthe Commission, 

the spokesperson for the Khupe led MDC-T, Linda 

Masarira, alleged that MDC Alliance youths 

received training in Zambia and South Africa to rise 

violently against the Government in the event that 

they lost the July 30 harmonised elections. She also 

accused the MDC Alliance leadership of inciting 

their supporters to engage in violence in the run up 

to the elections.

 

“It would be naive for anyone to think that the 

MDC Alliance do not have radical and militant 

youths who trained under the civil society banner 

which are stakeholders of the MDC Alliance.”

The government claimed that, when the MDC 

Alliance refused to accept that it lost the 2018 

elections, claiming that the results had been 

rigged, its supporters unleashed an orgy of violence 

resulting in massive destruction of property.

Journalists critical of the government of Zimbabwe 

have also come under scathing attack from 

ZANU-PF officials. Foreign journalist have also been 

targeted. Zimbabwe Presidential Spokesperson 

and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and 

Cabinet, George Charamba recently attacked 

SABC's Foreign Editor, Sophie Mokoena, in a series 

of insulting Tweets. In one of his Tweets, Charamba 

referred to Mokoena as a menstruating idiot. He 

said:

“If I respond to this idiot she will menstruate, let 

me remain silent as a well-groomed someone.”

Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party threatened the 

United States Ambassador to Zimbabwe, Brian 

Nichols’ with expulsion, accusing him of 

“coordinating violence” ahead of planned 

anti-government protests on 31 July 2020. Nichols 

was labelled as an “Uncle Tom” used by the United 

States government to “propagate values which 

they themselves don’t practise on their own 

people,” ZANU-PF’s acting spokesman Patrick 

Chinamasa said.

 Nichols, who has spoken out against human rights 

abuses and corruption, was further labelled as one 

of a “coterie of gangsters and mercenaries who 

are disguised as diplomats.” Chinamasa went on 

to state, “I want to warn and remind them that it’s 

high time they get to know that Zimbabwe is a 

sovereign state,” in addition to stating that Nichols 

should be “totally ashamed of himself.” 

“He continues to engage in acts of undermining 

this republic and if he does so, if he continues 

engaging in acts of mobilising and funding 

disturbances, coordinating violence and training 

insurgents, our leadership will not hesitate to give 

him marching orders,” Chinamasa thundered.

He added: 

“Diplomats should not behave like thugs, and 

Brian Nichols is a thug. We remind Nichols that 

he’s not a super diplomat to this country… He 

pretends to be our prefect. We have nothing to 

learn from the United States or those countries 

that imposed sanctions. They are no respecters of 

human rights.” Source: Zimlive 27 July 2020

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, while 

addressing a gathering, said those who prefer 

confrontations, or peddling falsehoods about 

Zimbabwe when dealing with a constitutionally 

elected government have no place in our country.

 

Opponents and critics
“Opponents of government are not terrorists, 

hooligans etc. but are simply exercising their 

democratic rights civil and political rights 

guaranteed by the constitution.”

The MDC Alliance is not a terrorist organization. 

The leaders condemn any resort to violence by 

their political party supporters. It is not true that 

it has sent its youths for insurgency training in 

other countries. The spokesperson for the 

MDC-Alliance, Advocate Mahere, responded to 

Chinamasa’s comments:

 

“It’s a matter of regret that Chinamasa has 

resorted to a false, malicious and reckless attack 

on the MDC Alliance. Instead of addressing the 

multifaceted socio-economic and governance 

crisis that plague Zimbabwe currently, he has 

fabricated unfounded claims against our 

movement. His unrestrained remarks betray the 

desperation and incompetence of Zanu-PF which 

has failed to address the national crisis and has 

resorted to threats, intimidation and 

propaganda to mask its incompetence. We 

demand an urgent retraction of the defamatory 

allegations against our president, vice president 

and indeed our party to the effect that we are 

training youths in Moldova and Serbia. The MDC 

Alliance is a party committed to non-violence 

and peaceful resolution of the national crisis. 

Chinamasa’s aggressive and unrestrained 

remarks and tone are unconstitutional and a 

threat to our right to challenge the government 

and hold it to account without the threat of 

reprisals. Moreover, we reaffirm that without 

sincere dialogue and a political settlement, the 

nation will continue to suffer from the harmful 

effects of the legitimacy deficit that plagues Mr 

Mnangagwa’s regime flowing from the disputed 

election of 2018.” [Source: Daily Times 13 

September 2020].

Many opponents and critics of government have 

been spuriously charged with various criminal 

offences such as treason, subverting the 

government, making false statements prejudicial 

to various state interests, incitement to public 

violence and insulting the President. They are often 

denied bail.

On 14 February 2020, the High Court acquitted 

Zengeza West constituency legislator, Job Sikhala, 

on a charge of subverting the government. The 

charge was based on statements that he made 

when addressing party supporters at a rally. 

Although he said his party would overthrow the 

government, the court found that he had not 

referred to overthrowing the government by 

unconstitutional means. The Judge said it would be 

a sad day if people were to be tried based on 

semantics and that acting unconstitutionally 

should go beyond the mere holding of a 

microphone by an excitable politician at a rally. The 

State is intending to appeal against this acquittal.

Many people continue to be charged with the 

crime of insulting the President. This crime is seen 

as a device to stifle criticism of the President as it 

was used during the Mugabe regime. “It’s not even 

safe to criticize the president in bars, on public 

transport or on social media”, according to 

Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights, which said it 

has represented about 60 people charged with 

insulting the President, since Mnangagwa took 

over pursuant to a coup that deposed Mugabe in 

2017. [Source: Washington Post 15 September 2020.]

Criticism cannot be equated to hate speech. Just 

one example of an utterance that was surely 

covered by the constitutional right under freedom 

of expression, a person was charged with insulting 

the President by saying that Mnangagwa was to 

blame for failing to deal with the current economic 

crisis that has led to price hikes and a shortage of 

basic commodities.

ZANU-PF has infiltrated and tried to undermine 

opposition parties. It has had a hand in the recent 

rifts which have occurred in the MDC, leading to the 

Khupe led MDC-T waging a legal campaign to 

solely represent the MDC. Magaisa has said that 

“Mnangagwa’s endgame it to destroy the MDC 

Alliance.”

Whether government is 
the sponsor of political 
violence or not

Ruling party leaders and party members
 “The opposition are the violent ones”

The MDC-Alliance is the main perpetrator of 

political violence. In August 2018, following the 

announcement of the election results by ZEC, its 

supporters, incited by its leadership, engaged in 

widespread violence leading to large-scale 

damage to and destruction of property. It was 

also behind the protests in January 2019 that 

again led to extensive property damage.

The violent tendencies of the MDC Alliance are also 

demonstrated by the intra-party violence of its 

members ahead of elective congresses and 

selection of electoral candidates. See, for instance 

the Zimbabwe Peace Project (ZPP) report of 2 April 

2019, entitled MDC Intra Party Violence Regrettable. 

In this report, ZPP says:

“This violent behaviour is not new as the party 

has experienced episodes of violence during its 

primary elections in the run up to the 2018 

harmonised elections. At the funeral of the late 

MDC-T president, Morgan Richard Tsvangirai, the 

then vice president Thokozani Khupe and 

Secretary-General Mwonzora were attacked by 

party youths and had to seek refuge in a hut; 

which the youths threatened to set fire to.”

The Minister of State Security, Owen Ncube has 

said:

“We are watching attempts to drive Zimbabwe 

into chaos. Some rogue elements among us, are 

conniving with some hostile Western 

governments to smuggle guns and set up 

so-called Democratic Resistance Committees 

that are, for all intents and purposes, violent 

militia groups. These plans are key components 

of "Operation Light House", the brainchild of one 

Western power that seeks to destroy the 

democratic foundations of Zimbabwe, make the 

country ungovernable and justify foreign 

intervention. As the State Security sector, we shall 

take concrete action to deal with such threats.”

 

He also said:

“Zimbabwe's security and stability is currently 

under siege from a number of threats being 

fomented by internal and external actors. The 

objective of this attack is to effect an 

unconstitutional change of Government 

following the outcome of the 2018 Harmonised 

Elections which was not favourable to the 

MDC-Alliance and its foreign backers. As State 

security arms of Government, we would like to 

assure citizens that we are watching the 

environment very closely and that we shall fulfil 

our mandate of ensuring peace, stability and 

development in Zimbabwe.”

Harvest House, which in 2018 was renamed Morgan 

Tsvangirai House, yesterday received a bomb scare 

as unidentified men reportedly threw “bottles that 

looked like petrol bombs” at the building’s 

entrance, New Zimbabwe reported on 2 October 

2020.

 

“Youths who were manning the entrance from 

inside had to retreat further inside as they feared 

for their lives. They didn’t know what was going 

on until this morning. We discovered that there 

are pieces of bottles that appear like petrol 

bombs. The luck part of it is that they did not 

explode,” Nhende added. 

Opponents and critics
“The government is the main sponsor of violence”

The MDC Alliance maintains that it a peaceful party 

that abhors violence and takes effective disciplinary 

action whenever its members engage in violence, 

such as intra-party violence. However, other 

political parties, such as ZANU-PF, have also 

experienced serious intra-party violence.

When protests have taken place, the MDC Alliance 

has never incited people to engage in violence 

during these protests. Although violent destruction 

of property is completely unacceptable, the 

protestors who unilaterally resort to violence may 

have done so because they were stopped from 

protesting peacefully or they may be so angry and 

frustrated about their plight that they are unable to 

restrain themselves.

MDC-Alliance Deputy Spokesperson, Clifford 

Hlatywayo, said Ncube's claims were meant to 

justify government's planned crackdown on 

opposition supporters. 

"Those utterances are unfounded and 

misdirected. MDC Alliance has nothing to do with 

anything that brings suffering to ordinary people. 

Why guns, what for?" he asked rhetorically. "If 

there is smuggling happening, where? By who? 

This is desperation of the highest order. Let them 

confront the crisis in Zimbabwe, not blame the 

people's party. It shows that they are clueless and 

they don't have anything to offer to the people," 

he said.

Hlatywayo added, "People must not waste their 

time to listen to that madness. The people of 

Zimbabwe know that we are the archbishops of 

peace at our party. MDC Alliance and its 

members are in fact victims of State-engineered 

and sponsored violence.. We have nothing to do 

with guns but we have all to do with the ballot."

The US Department of the Treasury’ Office of 

Foreign Assets Control has imposed sanctions on 

Zimbabwe’s State Security Minister, Owen Ncube, 

for his involvement in human rights abuses in the 

aftermath of the July 2018 elections.

Whether Zimbabwe is a 
military state or not

This is an issue with considerable heat; firstly, after 

the election in 2008 and, more importantly, after 

the coup in November 2017. The placement of 

senior army officers in senior government 

positions, and to senior ministerial offices, creates 

the perception that the military are in control, a fact 

that the government continually refutes. 

Opposition groups argue the contrary, they point 

out the wide deployment of soldiers into civilian 

policing, and the increased involvement of the 

military in human rights abuses.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“Zimbabwe is a full civilian state”

Police and army personnel are simply maintaining 

law and order and are enforcing the restrictions 

aimed at preventing the spread of COVID. 

Zimbabwe has not become a militarized state.

President Mnangagwa has said, “We need law and 

order, we shall make sure the country is peaceful, 

our people should live in peace and do their work 

in peace. Our people should be allowed to enjoy 

democracy and be peaceful. Those who are bent 

on creating chaos in the country, the laws of the 

country will take their course, there is no 

exception. It doesn’t matter whether every day 

you receive money from embassies, if you breach 

our laws, our laws will apply, that will not 

change.” 

 

Opponents and critics
“Zimbabwe is a military state after the 2017 coup”

Since the coup in November 2017, the country has 

increasingly become a military state.

President Mnangagwa said that repeated strikes 

and continued instability within the health sector, 

led him to the conclusion that a firm, soldiery hand 

was needed and appropriated. He had thus 

appointed the Vice-President, retired General 

Chiwenga as the Minister in charge of Health.

 “I deployed a soldier to the health ministry after 

nurses and doctors had gone on strike. Now they 

are back at work”.

 

Zimbabwe will enlist junior doctors in the army, in a 

move that unions allege is aimed at stopping them 

from going on strike. The Health Minister and Vice 

President, Constantino Chiwenga, a former Army 

General, has allegedly decreed that junior doctors 

must be recruited as military doctors, or they will 

not work in government hospitals. In a letter dated 

28 September, 2020,  to the health ministry’s 

Permanent Secretary, Jasper Chimedza, a retired 

soldier, the Health Service Board said the finance 

ministry had approved the hiring of 407  junior 

resident medical officers (JRMOs), but only on 

condition that some of them are appointed under 

the Defence Forces Service Commission.

“In view of the treasury concurrence, the Health 

Service Board is recommending that the 230 

JRMOs be employed under the Zimbabwe 

Defence Forces who have indicated that they are 

willing and ready to do so,” the HSB, which falls 

under Chiwenga’s ministry, wrote.

 

Under section 65 (3) of Zimbabwe’s Constitution, 

members of the security services are not allowed to 

engage in collective bargaining agreements or to 

join trade unions.

“We are seeing a quite obvious militarisation of 

the health sector,” said Norman Matara of the 

Zimbabwe Association of Doctors for Human 

Rights (ZADHR).

“Doctors are facing new threats every day. Last 

week, the government published new guidelines 

for obtaining a Certificate of Good Standing for 

those who have found better jobs overseas, the 

requirement that this must be approved by the 

health ministry secretary. We have also been told 

that to renew our practising certificates, doctors 

must now get the minister’s signature. “All these 

measures are an attack on the medical 

profession which has led the resistance against 

slave wages being given to government 

employees. They want to whip doctors into line,” 

Matara added.  Source: Zimlive 1 October 2020

Whether elections are 
rigged or not

There is no doubt that with human rights abuses 

and corruption, disputes over elections is an issue 

of huge argument, between not only the polarised 

Zimbabwean society but the international 

community as well. With disputes over elections, 

there increasingly come the argument over the 

“legitimacy” of the ZANU-PF government. This has 

considerably worsened, particularly in the 

aftermath of the 2018 elections. ZANU-PF claims 

legitimacy on the basis of “legality” – they won the 

election – whilst the opposition MDC-Alliance 

claims the government is illegitimate on the basis 

of a rigged election.

Ruling party leaders and party members
“ZANU-PF does not rig elections”

ZANU-PF wins general elections because it is a 

revolutionary party that caters for the interests of 

the people. As Paul Mangwana said, no-one, even 

expelled members have ever shown this.

“This is shocking because not even one former 

senior party official has ever exposed how 

ZANU-PF rigs the elections,” said Mangwana.

“If ZANU-PF had been surely rigging elections 

then people like Jonathan Moyo, the so called 

think-tanks who are now in exile could have 

spilled the beans. We have the former Vice 

president Joyce Mujuru who is a presidential 

candidate. She was expelled from the party, but 

she cannot even expose how they (during her 

time) rigged elections as being claimed. We have 

people like former State security minister 

Didymus Mutasa who by now could have spilled 

all the beans if there was any because he is a 

bitter man but up to now nothing has been 

exposed.”

More importantly, Vice-President, Kembo Mohadi, 

has asserted that the military will rule forever.

Opponents and critics
“All elections are either rigged or so flawed that 

they cannot be accepted”

ZANU-PF wins elections by intimidation, violence 

and other illegal electoral practices and by 

manipulating election results. It believes that 

having liberated the country from colonial rule, it 

has the right to rule the country in perpetuity and 

is not prepared to surrender power to the 

opposition.

In a court case in 2020, the Election Resource 

Centre claimed that the ZANU-PF political 

commissar Matemadanda had violated the 

Electoral Act by his statement at his party’s annual 

conference in December 2019, wherein he said, "if 

elections fail, we will use any other means 

necessary" to retain power. The ERC claimed that 

this statement was grossly reckless and 

inflammatory and constituted a threat of public 

violence and voter intimidation. However, 

Matemadanda denied that he was inciting 

violence; he merely meant that the ruling party was 

prepared to form a transitional government in the 

event that elections failed to deliver a clear result.

 “I meant any means necessary within the 

confines of the law. These means may include 

dialogue, litigation, transitional government or 

the tried and tested government of national 

unity.” Source: Bulawayo News 24 15 September 

2020

The most telling evidence about rigging has come 

from Jonathan Moyo’s exposé of the 2018 election 

in ExcelGate: How Zimbabwe’s 2018 Presidential 

Election was Stolen. The case study provides 

evidence on the complex methods used by 

ZANU-PF to win the 2018 election, but it has 

relevance to all other elections since 2000.

President Mnangagwa hinted that Zimbabwe 

might, in the future, not invite foreign observers 

during local elections, saying the Malawi 

presidential elections had proved that they were 

not necessary. 

Elections in Malawi were held in June 2020, without 

observers from the United Nations, SADC and civil 

society organisations, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic that restricted international travel. 

Mnangagwa, who in 2018 invited election observers 

from all over the world arguing that Zimbabwe had 

nothing to hide, seems to have had a change of 

heart, saying since Malawi managed to conduct its 

elections without foreign observers, it was an 

indication that they were not needed.

 

“I should congratulate Malawi, for the first time in 

our region, possibly on the continent, here is a 

country which has had the general elections 

without foreign observers, without the United 

Nations, African Union, Sadc and almost all these 

civil society organisations observing elections,” 

Mnangagwa said. 

“They (the elections) were successful, peaceful 

elections conducted by Malawi, on her own,” he 

added. “This, as I mentioned to you earlier, makes 

us think whether it is still necessary for SADC 

countries to look for supervision from across 

oceans. It is a question which we are 

interrogating,” Newsday 2 October 2020

The Zimbabwe Human Rights Commission said 

that campaigning prior to the 31 July 2018 elections 

was characterised by rampant use of hate speech 

and character assassination during the 

pre-electoral period. 

Civil and human rights watch dog, Heal Zimbabwe 

Trust, has expressed concern over the use of 

derogatory slogans by some political parties, which 

it says can incite political violence ahead of the 

upcoming general elections. The Trust said 

ZANU-PF and the main opposition MDC-T have 

slogans that have undertones of violence. Slogans 

such as ‘and ‘chihurumende che ZANU-PF 

mudenga, icho varoverei pasi!’ (Lift the ZANU-PF 

government up, crash down the others) and Pasi 

nezvimbwasungata, pasi nemhandu’ [loosely 

translated as ‘down with enemies and 

sellouts’]…” are dangerous as they incite hate and 

animosity among political players,” The Trust said 

that, although leaders of these political parties have 

openly denounced political violence, their party 

systems and structures appeared to celebrate 

violence. 

Whether State media is 
biased or not

Finally, and not less important, is the role of media 

in the propagation and publicising of hate speech. 

In Zimbabwe, there have been  continuous 

complaints about state control of the major press 

and media, and the evident bias of these entities to 

the government and ZANU-PF. Zimbabwe is rated 

as the 126th least free country in the world by 

Reporters Without Borders, and there have been 

alarming recent cases of arrests and assaults of 

journalists.

Using its effective monopoly over public 

broadcasting, ZBC has broadcast information 

favourable to the ruling party and highly critical 

and disparaging information as it pertains to the 

opposition and of government critics. The Herald, 

the Chronicle and the Sunday Mail have played a 

similar role. Nevertheless, on the other side, a 

number of daily independent newspapers such as 

the Daily News, Newsday and the Zimbabwe 

Independent, are mouthpieces of the opposition 

and are highly critical of government.

Pro-ruling party media coverage
“The problem is the abuse of press freedom by 

the independent press and social media”

In recent years, the government’s monopoly has 

been severely challenged by the increasing access 

and use of social media. This was earlier termed 

“asymmetric warfare” by Professor Jonathan Moyo, 

when he was Minister of Information, but was more 

recently taken up by Constantine Chiwenga.

Speaking during a presentation on “The Evolving 

Terrorism Threat: Defence and Security Force 

Mobilisation at the Continental and Sub Regional 

Level” at the Zimbabwe Defence College yesterday, 

General Chiwenga said: 

“As defence and security institutions, we will 

continue with our constitutional role of ensuring 

that we meet this challenge head on. Global 

conflicts have taken a new dimension as 

terrorism and banditry seem to have taken a 

foothold in the conduct of modern warfare.”

The Government is concerned with the negative 

and often false information about government 

disseminated on social media and has passed 

legislation to attempt to stop fake news about 

government being carried on the social media. 

Pro-opposition media coverage
“The government controls and the media and 

stifles all free speech”

The opposition has complained about the 

one-sided political coverage by the public 

broadcaster of political affairs that violates the 

Constitution of Zimbabwe.

It also has condemned the violence against and 

harassment of journalists. Most recently, a 

Journalist covering a press conference by the 

Zinasu President were attacked, assaulted and 

their equipment damaged.
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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CONCLUSION

Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Polarised countries unsurprisingly develop 

polarised narratives, especially when there is a 

serious contest for power. However, differences in 

views, no matter how heated the debate, need to 

avoid hate speech. Elections are always times when 

rhetoric becomes hyperbolic, but as the ECRI 

pointed out, this needs to stay outside of hate 

speech. The previous Human Rights Forum report 

provided detail about the way in which the 

Zimbabwe government and its supporters crossed 

the line into hate speech, and raised the probability 

that this led to violence. That report was produced 

in order to bring some semblance of restraint into 

public pronouncement, but as has been seen in 

this report, little has changed since 2007, and it 

might be that hate speech has become endemic in 

political discourse.

This is extremely serious. Violence is increasing 

markedly during 2020, and to the extent that the 

Human Rights Forum has felt it necessary to allege 

that the nature and prevalence of the violence, 

both widespread and systematic, raises the spectre 

of crimes against humanity. Hate speech, incites 

violence and crosses the boundary into lies. It has 

been shown to be a precursor to mass violence, 

and, in Africa, few will forget the example of 

Rwanda:where ethnic opponents were denigrated 

as “cockroaches” and effectively said speech 

ultimately acted as an integral component of the 

genocide. 

We do not allege that Zimbabwe is heading for 

genocide, but we do raise the alarm on continued 

hate speech and the prospect of at least serious 

political violence. When the country is in such deep 

trouble, and in every way, the call for restraint is 

critical, as the Catholic Church has pointed out 

amongst many other bodies. It is not merely 

Zimbabweans that make this call; so has South 

Africa and the AU. 

One way to minimise the prospect of political 

violence is to take the heat out of public 

pronouncements, and here it the government that 

must take the lead.

 

The report has shown that despite Constitutional 

provisions that seek to regulate hate speech and 

intolerance, the political environment is awash with 

hate speech. Political intolerance and intolerance 

for divergent views, in the name of political 

expediency, are the primary drivers of hate speech 

in the country. In turn, impunity fuels hate speech, 

resulting in a cycle of protracted intolerance. It is 

disheartening to note that high ranking 

government officials have been constantly on the 

spotlight for publicly fuelling hate speech, yet, 

nothing has been done to reprimand them. 

Nonetheless, there are opportunities for ending 

hate speech thereby minimising the adverse 

effects associated with it, including violence, 

partisan distribution of food and torture of 

dissenting voices.

The report also showed that hate speech cannot be 

viewed in isolation, corruption, deteriorating 

economic and political conditions are important 

factors in understanding the motivation, the actors 

and the outcomes of hate speech. It is therefore key 

for rights-focused Civil Society Organisations and 

other concerned stakeholders together to advocate 

for an end to hate speech and intolerance. 

Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Polarised countries unsurprisingly develop 

polarised narratives, especially when there is a 

serious contest for power. However, differences in 

views, no matter how heated the debate, need to 

avoid hate speech. Elections are always times when 

rhetoric becomes hyperbolic, but as the ECRI 

pointed out, this needs to stay outside of hate 

speech. The previous Human Rights Forum report 

provided detail about the way in which the 

Zimbabwe government and its supporters crossed 

the line into hate speech, and raised the probability 

that this led to violence. That report was produced 

in order to bring some semblance of restraint into 

public pronouncement, but as has been seen in 

this report, little has changed since 2007, and it 

might be that hate speech has become endemic in 

political discourse.

This is extremely serious. Violence is increasing 

markedly during 2020, and to the extent that the 

Human Rights Forum has felt it necessary to allege 

that the nature and prevalence of the violence, 

both widespread and systematic, raises the spectre 

of crimes against humanity. Hate speech, incites 

violence and crosses the boundary into lies. It has 

been shown to be a precursor to mass violence, 

and, in Africa, few will forget the example of 

Rwanda:where ethnic opponents were denigrated 

as “cockroaches” and effectively said speech 

ultimately acted as an integral component of the 

genocide. 

We do not allege that Zimbabwe is heading for 

genocide, but we do raise the alarm on continued 

hate speech and the prospect of at least serious 

political violence. When the country is in such deep 

trouble, and in every way, the call for restraint is 

critical, as the Catholic Church has pointed out 

amongst many other bodies. It is not merely 

Zimbabweans that make this call; so has South 

Africa and the AU. 

One way to minimise the prospect of political 

violence is to take the heat out of public 

pronouncements, and here it the government that 

must take the lead.

 

The report has shown that despite Constitutional 

provisions that seek to regulate hate speech and 

intolerance, the political environment is awash with 

hate speech. Political intolerance and intolerance 

for divergent views, in the name of political 

expediency, are the primary drivers of hate speech 

in the country. In turn, impunity fuels hate speech, 

resulting in a cycle of protracted intolerance. It is 

disheartening to note that high ranking 

government officials have been constantly on the 

spotlight for publicly fuelling hate speech, yet, 

nothing has been done to reprimand them. 

Nonetheless, there are opportunities for ending 

hate speech thereby minimising the adverse 

effects associated with it, including violence, 

partisan distribution of food and torture of 

dissenting voices.

The report also showed that hate speech cannot be 

viewed in isolation, corruption, deteriorating 

economic and political conditions are important 

factors in understanding the motivation, the actors 

and the outcomes of hate speech. It is therefore key 

for rights-focused Civil Society Organisations and 

other concerned stakeholders together to advocate 

for an end to hate speech and intolerance. 

Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations are made:

a)  There is need for a more streamlined legal 

framework to deal with cases of hate speech to 

include its broader facets, bearing in mind the 

propensity for violence and conflict driven by 

hate speech. The legal framework should be 

based on international standards, principles 

and best practices.

b)  Cases of hate speech and their subsequent 

effects should be investigated and document-

ed as basis for legal proceedings to curb by 

ending impunity. 

c)  Civil society should intensify its advocacy efforts 

in relation to ending politically motivated hate 

speech.

d)  There is an urgent need for the development of 

a code of conduct for the use of social media. 

We recognise the difficulties, and deplore any 

form of censorship, but believe that the lead 

can be taken by political parties and civil 

society organisations in ensuring that they 

provide an appropriate model for the general 

citizenry.

Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Before examining hate speech as actually seen in 

Zimbabwe, it is important to outline some 

definitions and the reasons why hate speech is 

receiving special attention internationally.

Fundamental rights

The Constitution of Zimbabwe (Amendment 20 of 

2013) guarantees various fundamental rights. These 

include the absolute right not to be tortured or 

subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment [section 53], the right to 

demonstrate peacefully [section 59], the right to 

freedom of expression and of the media [section 

61], and the right not to be unfairly discriminated 

against on such grounds as their ethnic or social 

origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation or 

opinions [section 56(3)]. 

One of the founding principles in the Constitution 

is the principle of good governance, which binds 

the State and all institutions of government, and 

this includes “a multi-party democratic political 

system [section 3(2) (a)]. In line with this founding 

principle, the Constitution provides for various 

political rights such as the right to make political 

choices freely [section 67(1) (b], the right to 

participate in the activities of a political party of 

their choice [section 67(2)(a)], the right to campaign 

freely and peacefully for a political party [section 

67(2)(b)], the right to participate in peaceful political 

activity [section 67 (2) (c)] and the right to 

participate, individually or collectively, in 

gatherings or groups or in any other manner, in 

peaceful activities to influence, challenge or 

support the policies of the Government or any 

political or whatever cause [section 67(2) (d)]. 

As can be seen, therefore, the Constitution provides 

all the conditions and obligations for an open 

society, and one in which hate speech should have 

no place.

What is hate speech?

Hate speech is public speech expressing hatred 

towards a group based on grounds such as their 

ethnicity, political affiliation or religion. The 

purveyors of hate speech stigmatize and vilify 

members of the group concerned and incite the 

public to despise them, discriminate against them, 

and even physically attack them.

As the European Commission Against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) puts it:

Hate speech covers many forms of expressions 

which spread, incite, promote or justify hatred, 

violence and discrimination against a person or 

group of persons for a variety of reasons. It poses 

grave dangers for the cohesion of a democratic 

society, the protection of human rights and the 

rule of law. If left unaddressed, it can lead to acts 

of violence and conflict on a wider scale 

(Emphasis added). In this sense hate speech is an 

extreme form of intolerance which contributes to 

hate crime.

Hate speech is an extreme form of intolerance that 

can lead to gross violation of the human rights of 

members of the group at which it is aimed. Hate 

mongers create false information and disparaging 

stereotypes about members of the targeted group. 

Members of the targeted group are marginalized, 

persecuted and suffer constant humiliation. They 

are also fearful that they will be attacked as often 

hate speech leads to violence against members of 

the group: many examples of the links between 

hate speech and subsequent violent were 

described in the previously mentioned Human 

Rights Forum report. Those with divergent views 

are treated with contempt. Hate speech poses 

grave dangers for democratic values, the 

protection of human rights, the rule of law and 

peace and stability.

Law relating to hate 
speech in Zimbabwe
Although the Constitution of Zimbabwe 

guarantees the right to freedom of speech, it 

explicitly provides in section 61(5) that the right to 

freedom of speech does not permit persons to 

engage in hate speech, advocate hatred or incite 

violence.

The only provision in the Criminal Code explicitly 

criminalising hate speech is 37(1) (c). This makes it 

an offence for people acting together in any place 

or a meeting to utter words or distribute or display 

material with the intention to engender, promote 

or expose to hatred, contempt or ridicule any 

group, section or class of persons in Zimbabwe, 

solely on account of their race, tribe, nationality, 

place of origin, national or ethnic origin, colour, 

religion or gender. 

Section 42 (2) of the Criminal Code makes it a crime 

for a person to make publicly, any insulting or 

otherwise grossly provocative statement that 

causes offence to persons of a particular race, tribe, 

place of origin, colour, creed or religion, with the 

intention to cause such offence. 

It should be noted that these two offences, 

criminalise engendering hatred or insulting a 

political party, or its leaders, or members. However, 

as pointed out above, the Constitution in section 5 

(3) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of 

political affiliation [section 56 (3), and, thus, if a 

political party leader violates this provision by 

instructing his or her party supporters to 

discriminate against members of a rival political 

party, simply because of their affiliation to the rival 

party, they may be penalised.

In terms of section 33 of the Criminal Law Code, it is 

an offence to undermine the authority of, or insult 

the President. The President is the executive head 

of government and leader of the ruling political 

party and should be open to criticism, yet this 

offence has been used to stifle criticism of the 

President.

The Criminal Law Code also makes it a serious 

criminal offence to incite others to participate in 

public violence [section 187 (1) (a), as read with 

section 36].

International standards 
on hate speech
The International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) in Article 20 (2) provides that “any 

advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 

that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 

hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 

(Emphasis added)”. This means that state parties to 

this Convention are obliged to pass a law 

prohibiting these practices.

The International Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), in 

Article 4, requires state parties to declare a criminal 

offence “all dissemination of ideas based on 

racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial 

discrimination, the provision of any assistance to 

racist activities and the participation in 

organisations which promote or incite racial 

discrimination.”

The African Charter on Human and People’s Rights 

and the European Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

permits, but do not expressly require state parties 

to pass a law prohibiting these practices. However, 

the EU has taken express notice of hate speech in 

the establishment of the European Commission 

against Racism and Intolerance (see above).

Article 13 (5) of the American Convention on Human 

Rights prohibits hate speech that will incite lawless 

violence “on any grounds, including those of race, 

colour, religion, language, or national origin.”

Although hate speech is harmful in itself, the 

stance under international law generally is that, 

rather than prohibiting hate speech as such, it 

should prohibit incitement to discrimination, 

hostility and violence. In reality, those engaging in 

hate speech are often impliedly inciting violence.

 

Political hate speech

In the political arena, authoritarian governments 

often seek to delegitimize and create antagonism 

towards their critics and opponents by depicting 

them as terrorists, common criminals, traitors or 

violent hooligans. Yet the maligned critics and 

opponents will often simply have been exercising 

their democratic rights, such as the right of people 

to oppose government actions, strongly criticise 

the government or organise peaceful protests or 

demonstrations. A despotic regime will authorise 

its security agents to arrest “dissidents” on trumped 

up charges under vaguely defined “security 

offences” and may torture them to obtain false 

confessions. On the other hand, the regime may 

instruct security agents to clandestinely abduct 

and torture “dissidents” to deter them from 

activism in the future or simply “disappear” them. 

The regime will also incite its supporters to attack 

opponents of the regime, drive them out of their 

homes, or punish them in various other ways.

 

If the international community criticises the regime 

for its human rights abuses, the regime will 

completely deny that it is perpetrating the abuses, 

or maintain that it has fully investigated the alleged 

abuses and have found them to be fabricated. 

However, it will not allow the international 

community to conduct an independent 

investigation into the allegations, arguing that this 

would be a violation of its sovereignty, and an 

unacceptable interference into its domestic affairs. 

Clearly, such regimes will do all in their power to 

conceal human right abuses and cannot be 

expected itself to carry out proper investigations 

into allegations of abuse. This is why, under the UN 

system, the Human Rights Council not only 

receives from state parties’ periodical reports on 

the human rights within their countries, but also 

allows NGOs with observer status to submit to the 

Council written reports on the human rights 

situation within their respective countries. 

Investigation of alleged human rights violations 

requires that both sides of the story be heard, that 

is, the victim and the alleged abuser. To do 

otherwise, as Alex Magaisa has pointed out, “It’s 

like trying to resolve a domestic dispute and only 

speaking with the abusing spouse and not the 

complainant.”

However, even in a democratic country, there is 

intense rivalry between political parties competing 

for power, and in the cut and thrust of politics, 

politicians often use strong and scathing language 

against their political rivals. The question is whether 

there is a line that may not be crossed when 

politicians are criticising their political opponents. 

Obviously, they are not permitted to directly incite 

their supporters to violently attack members of rival 

parties. However, what if they use intemperate 

language that is likely to incite their party 

supporters to perpetrate acts of violence against 

supporters of other political parties? What if they 

tell deliberate lies about their political opponents 

such as falsely alleging that they are engaging in 

treasonous activities and are planning to violently 

overthrow the legitimate government?

It should be pointed out here, that under the rubric 

of hate are both expressions of obvious hate and 

also lies. It is important to note this because it is 

obvious that saying, by word or letter, something 

hateful, and telling a blatant lie, can both lead to 

hateful actions against a person or an organisation, 

and even violence.

The Electoral Act [Chapter 2:13] has, in the Fourth 

Schedule, a Code of Conduct (the Code). Section 3 

of the Code provides that the Code applies to 

political parties, candidates for election, election 

agents for candidates as well as members and 

supporters of political parties and candidates. It 

goes on to provide that, “Other stakeholders, 

namely all individuals, organisations and 

associations that are formally or informally 

associated with political parties or that formally 

or informally conduct political activities, in 

particular traditional leaders, security and law 

enforcement officials, public servants and civil 

society organisations are urged to assist in its 

observance.”

Section 6 lays out a series of prohibited acts by 

political parties, their members and supporters, or 

their candidates and supporters. Two of the 

prohibited acts are:

• publishing false or defamatory allegations about 

a party, its candidate(s), representatives or 

members;

• using hateful language that incites violence 

towards any individual or group, including in 

speeches, songs and slogans.

Section 5 is also of relevance. This section is set out 

below:

Prohibited conduct: politically-motivated 

violence or intimidation

5. No political party or any of its members or 

supporters, and no candidate, any of his or her 

supporters and no stakeholders may—

(a) use violence, or threaten violence or incite or 

encourage the use of violence, against anyone 

on account of his or her political opinions or 

membership or support of a political party or 

participation in the election;

(b) intimidate, or incite or encourage the 

intimidation, of anyone on account of his or her 

political opinions or membership or support of a 

political party; act in a way that may provoke 

violence or intimidation;

(c) use violence or threats or illegal pressure to force 

a voter to refrain from voting or to vote for a 

candidate or political party against his or her 

will;

(d) force a voter to reveal the identity of the 

candidate voted for or take reprisals against a 

person because of the way in which he or she 

has voted or is believed to have voted.

The problem of hate speech is not confined to 

political parties, but has wider application. In a 

polarised political environment, the print and 

electronic media should not inflame the situation 

further. Reporting of political events should be 

balanced and the media should refrain from using 

hate speech. A recent set of examples will illustrate 

the risks in using hate speech.

From time to time, the Catholic Bishops have 

criticized the government and expressed concern 

about the situation in the country. Rather than 

addressing the concerns raised, the ruling party 

has roundly condemned the Bishops. The 

condemnatory language used in 2020, is similar, 

although more extreme, to the language used 

during the Mugabe era.

ON 14 August 2020, in a pastoral letter read out at 

Catholic churches, the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops' 

Conference (ZCBC) said the country was suffering 

from a multi-layered crisis in which there was a 

convergence of economic collapse, deepening 

poverty, food shortages and human rights abuses. 

Corruption in the country has reached alarming 

levels. 

“Fear runs down the spine of many of our people 

today. The crackdown on dissent is 

unprecedented. Is this the Zimbabwe we want? 

To have a different opinion does not mean to be 

an enemy.” 

The Bishops referred to the use of the security 

forces in a brutal crackdown to preempt planned 

protests against government that were planned for 

1 July 2020. The brutal crackdown led to the arrest 

of 18 people, the abduction of eight and the assault 

of 11 more people. 

In response, the Minister of Information, Publicity 

and Broadcasting Services, Monica Mutsvangwa, 

launched a vitriolic attack on the Bishops, saying 

that their allegations were evil and baseless. She 

singled out the head of the ZCBC, Archbishop 

Robert Ndlovu, and described the pastoral letter as 

an "evil message" meant to stoke a "Rwanda-type 

genocide". Bishop Ndlovu, she said. had become 

“the chief priest of the agenda of regime change 

that is the hallmark of the post-imperial major 

Western powers for the last two decades.” She 

described the Bishops as “an evil-minded flock of 

misled narrow-minded bishops.” 

Commentators characterised the Information 

Minister’s outburst as dangerous hate speech. The 

MDC Alliance called the comments "incendiary 

hate speech" and "unacceptable". "The singling out 

of a Ndebele archbishop... is discrimination on tribal 

grounds," tweeted MDC Alliance spokesperson, 

Advocate Fadzai Mahere, warning against the 

reviving of Zimbabwe's "history of genocide". In the 

1980s, thousands of civilians - mainly ethnic 

Ndebeles - were killed when the late ex-president 

Robert Mugabe unleashed a military-style 

crackdown known as Gukurahundi. The Ndebeles 

were perceived to be backing the opposition.

"There is no crisis, political or otherwise," said the 

Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information, 

Publicity and Broadcasting Services, Nick 

Mangwana. He accused the ZCBC of joining groups 

seeking "to manufacture crises". Mr Mangwana 

defended the government.

"Zimbabwe, like most countries in the world, is 

currently grappling with challenges attendant to 

illegal sanctions, drought and the coronavirus 

pandemic."

Addressing a ZANU-PF politburo meeting, 

President Mnangagwa told party officials that men 

of the cloth were free to join or form their own 

political parties if they were itching for a showdown 

with him. 

"It is most unfortunate when men of the cloth 

begin to use the pulpit to advance a nefarious 

agenda for detractors of our country.  Those who 

want to enter the political realm are welcome to 

do so. They must come out and form political 

parties”. 

President Mnangagwa has, however, blamed his 

political opponents of working with foreigners to 

try to destabilise the country. He called them "bad 

apples" and warned that he will "flush" them out. 

An editorial in the Herald on 21 August 2020 

contained the following comments:

“Read from any angle, the so-called pastoral 

letter had the effect of stoking disunity, 

disharmony and acrimony. Apart from the 

innuendos and connotations manifest in the title, 

“The march is not ended”, the letter also 

contemptuously prescribed how a 

democratically-elected Government with the 

mandate of the people should govern. In their 

reprehensible letter, that was shorn of diplomacy 

and indeed lacked moral rectitude, the bishops 

had the temerity to say; “It is not clear to us as 

your bishops that the national leadership that we 

have has the knowledge, social skill, emotional 

stability and social orientation to handle the 

issues we face as a nation”. Such unholy 

gibberish can never be expected of people who 

claim to be men of the cloth, let alone 

representatives of one of the biggest churches in 

the world. It’s either they join politics or remain as 

pastors.”

This is not the first time that the Catholic Bishops 

have expressed their concerns about the running of 

the country, and received forthright criticism from 

the government.

In a pastoral letter in March 2007, the Zimbabwe 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference said economic 

hardship and political repression by Mugabe’s 

government had led to widespread anger, leaving 

the nation in “extreme danger”. They called for a 

new constitution. At the time, Zimbabwe was 

suffering a deep economic crisis marked by the 

world’s highest inflation rate of above 2,000 per 

cent. The ZCBC had accused Mugabe and his 

officials of running a bad and corrupt government 

and condemned the brutal crackdown on 

anti-Mugabe activists on March 11, which left main 

opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai and others 

hospitalised.

President Robert Mugabe dismissed criticism from 

the country’s Catholic Bishops as “nonsense” and 

warned that his government could start treating 

the clergy as political foes. He vehemently rejected 

the criticism from the Bishops saying the bishops 

had turned political and warned this was a 

dangerous path.

“And once they turn political, we regard them as 

no longer being spiritual and our relations with 

them would be conducted as if we are dealing 

with political entities. They were treading on 

dangerous ground and rejected their calls for a 

new constitution. “They have gone wrong, sadly, 

very sadly. This is an area we warn them not to 

tread. It was a sorry letter, a disgraceful piece of 

work, an error, a disastrous error and we shall tell 

them when we meet them”. 

Mugabe also criticised one of Zimbabwe’s most 

senior Catholic clergymen, Archbishop Pius Ncube 

of Bulawayo, who has long been one of the veteran 

leader’s staunch critics. Mugabe admitted severe 

hardships among Zimbabweans but said his 

government had maintained a solid education and 

health system and blamed drought for the food 

shortages.

These examples indicate the complex terrain in 

which hate speech lies, and what follows is an 

analysis of the difficulties in determining the “thin 

line” between criticism and hate speech in 

Zimbabwe. As pointed out earlier, this report deals 

only with the period from the coup in 2017 to the 

present in 2020.
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Appendix
Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 

Works Cited 

Bleck, Jaimie, and Nicolas Van de Walle. Electoral 

Politics in Africa since 1990: Continuity in Change. 

Cambridge University Press, 2018.

Bosha, Sarah. “Politics, Hate Speech and Violence 

against Women: Mugabe’s Lasting Legacy for 

Zimbabwean Politics.” Aids-free World, August 31, 2018. 

https://aidsfreeworld.org/statements/2018/8/31/politics-

hate-speech-and-violence-against-women-mugabes-l

asting-legacy-for-zimbabwean-politics.

Chitando, Ezra, and Joram Tarusarira. “Examining 

Pastor Evan Mawarire’s# ThisFlag Movement in 

Zimbabwe: Implications for Understanding Religion 

and Human Security.” In Religion and Human Security 

in Africa, 232–244. Routledge, 2019.

Dendere, Chipo. “Finding Women in the Zimbabwean 

Transition.” Meridians 17, no. 2 (November 1, 2018): 

376–81. https://doi.org/10.1215/15366936-7176505.

Moyo, Dumisani. “A Vicious Online Propaganda War 

That Includes Fake News Is Being Waged in 

Zimbabwe.” The Conversation (blog), July 24, 2018. 

http://theconversation.com/a-vicious-online-propagan

da-war-that-includes-fake-news-is-being-waged-in-zi

mbabwe-99402.

Mudiwa, Rudo. “‘As It Was Bodily, so It Is Politically’: 

Prostitutes, Wives, and Political Power in Zimbabwe.” 

In The Oxford Handbook of Zimbabwean Politics, n.d.

Muzamindo, Tatenda K. “An Investigation On The Role 

Played By Baba Jukwa In Providing A Platform For 

Political Discourses Prior To The 2013 Harmonised 

Elections In Zimbabwe.” Lupane State University, 2015.

Nyabola, Nanjala. Digital Democracy, Analogue 

Politics: How the Internet Era Is Transforming Politics 

in Kenya. Zed Books Ltd., 2018.

Yarwood, Janette. “The Struggle over Term Limits in 

Africa: The Power of Protest.” Journal of Democracy 27, 

no. 3 (2016): 51–60.

Youtube Recording of Mnangagwa Telling Youth 

Supporters to Attack Opponents Online -Varakashi. 

Harare, 2018. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=da-C7QJXBbw.

50

THE LANGUAGE OF INTOLERANCE, INTRANSIGENCE, AUTHORITARIANISM AND VIOLENCE
 IN THE “NEW DISPENSATION” IN ZIMBABWE

DECEMBER 2020



Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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Online Hate Speech In 
Zimbabwe

The low cost of internet access and improved 

technology has allowed more people, particularly in 

developing African countries, to access political 

information . Almost a billion Africans are active on 

social media and use various technologies for 

everyday communication . However, access to 

social media is a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, activism has increased, and minority groups, 

including female activists, can better express 

themselves and demand change  , but women are 

increasingly exposed to a new form of violence that 

targets both their physical and mental being.

In Zimbabwe, online hate speech is gendered and 

cuts across party lines. Online hate speech has 

increased dramatically since the November 2017 

coup; before that, online engagement had been an 

elite space for those who could afford the internet 

and had the time to do so . The majority of citizens 

were mostly spectators and or an audience to 

influencers like the infamous or famous Baba 

Jukwa, depending on their political leanings. 

During the Baba Jukwa era, citizens waited on his 

daily posts much in the same way that citizens 

might wait for a nightly news bulletin . There was 

not much by way of citizen engagement with Baba 

Jukwa, perhaps because he was an anonymous 

poster. When Pastor Evan Mawarire arrived on the 

online scene, the engagement was similar . He 

would post, and citizens would respond with likes 

and comments of solidarity, but there was hardly 

any actual engagement. There was also a clear 

pattern that those online were more likely to have 

been opposition supporters or, more precisely, they 

were largely anti-government. 

The view that the internet was an anti-government 

space created an illusion of safety, which was 

shattered after the coup. The new dispensation was 

more aware of online spaces’ importance, having 

utilized online engagement during the week of the 

coup. The official government spokesperson, Nick 

Mangwana, is very active on twitter and is one of 

the few officials with a verified account. In a speech 

delivered in March 2018, Mnangagwa urged his 

youth base to go online and respond to anyone 

who posted negative things about the 

government. He urged them to be varakashi; the 

Shona word ordinarily means to go out and beat up 

someone, but, in this context, it was used to 

suggest  that they should thwart any negative 

engagement .

 

“We are not techno-savvy. Don’t be beaten to the 

game. Get in there and dominate social media,” 

President Mnangagwa told the youth party 

members at the Zanu-PF youth league National 

Assembly .

Mr. Mnangagwa also said “Some of us are old; you 

are still youthful and masters of technology. The 

new digital chatrooms are war rooms. Jump in 

and hammer party enemies online. Don’t play 

second fiddle”.

“I should commend you for spearheading the 

social media campaign blitz you christened 

#EDhasMyVote. Rakashai vanhu vakomana,”

After this speech, there was a marked increase in 

new Twitter accounts that ended in various 

numbers, unlike regular accounts that list a 

recognizable name. 

The opposition is not innocent. While the attacks 

from ZANU PF supporters are more 

institutionalized and have the backing party 

officials those in opposition are equally 

problematic. Young people, especially young  men 

on both sides of the aisle are  equally active in 

spreading hate. That said, it is very important to be 

clear that ZANU PF hate is state funded while the 

opposition is not.

Silencing Women

In Zimbabwe, attacks on women tend to be 

sexualized with the intention of demeaning the 

female body. Online hate speech against women 

often uses words such as rape, prostitute, ugly, and 

phrases that reference nakedness. This is also quite 

typical of offline negative engagement . Online 

anonymity, particularly on Twitter, has made such 

attacks even more vile. Prominent women have 

often said that they fear for their physical safety. 

Most Zimbabwean women report that they feel 

that online threats of rape or other forms of physical 

harm are not empty. Indeed, women who have 

been victims of physical abductions, including 

journalist Jestina Mukoko, Comedian Samantha 

Kureya, and the MDC trio, were all subject to some 

form of sexual assault or physical violation.

Hate speech is particularly heightened in political 

discourse. The ruling party’s narrative is that 

anyone who speaks up against human rights 

violations or in support of the opposition is a tool for 

foreign nationals and must be aggressively dealt 

with. After her February 2018, academic 

presentation on Zimbabwe’s state of affairs to the 

United States Congress, Dr. Chipo Dendere, a 

Professor of African Politics at Wellesley College, 

received countless death and rape threats online. In 

her speech, she had raised the issue of human 

rights violations. This was taken as an insult on the 

government for which the ruling party’s 

proponents felt that she must be attacked. 

In the period leading up to the 2018 elections, 

female candidates and electoral officials were 

relentlessly mocked for their appearances often 

being called ugly and other defaming names. 

Online bullying “extended the perpetuation of 

psychological, emotional, and highly sexualized 

violence against women, thereby reinforcing 

patriarchal prejudices based on culture and 

religion” that women routinely face in the political 

space. Joice Mujuru, who ran for president against 

Emmerson Mnangagwa, was also repeatedly 

mocked about her age, although at 62 years old, 

she is more than a decade younger than President 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. Prominent philanthropist 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa was forced to shut down her social 

media accounts after excessive cyberbullying from 

individuals who disagreed with her. Any woman 

who chooses to be vocal on social media is 

automatically targeted for bullying. Zimbabwe 

does not currently have clear laws on cyberbullying, 

and thus, women are left with no protections or 

recourse in such events. Online violence forces 

women to exit the political space and denies them 

their right to participate in politics.

Younger women tend to be targeted for online 

abuse more than any other demographic. In 2018, 

then independent candidate Fadzayi Mahere’s 

campaign posters were routinely defiled. Offenders 

would circulate on social media doctored images of 

her posters with her last name changed to hure the 

Shona word for prostitute. The use of the term has 

deeper implications- it was used to suggest that 

she was unclean and could not be trusted. The term 

is a popular weapon in both online and offline 

spaces.

Women whose politics do not align with the 

traditional pro-MDC-Chamisa  positions like 

Thokozani Khupe,  Linda Masarira, popular  

journalist Haru Mutasa of Aljazeera and radio 

personality MissRed are  also popular targets of 

attack especially from pro-Chamisa social media 

activists. 

An increasingly polarized 
political space 

It is not news that Zimbabwean politics is deeply 

polarized.  Social media has further deepened 

those divisions. As there are no referees, what could 

have been a useful space for citizen engagement is 

a verbal war zone. While men are unlikely to get 

rape threats, prominent men who speak out on 

social media have not been spared from hate 

speech. Attacks on men tend to use homophobic 

language, especially when the victim's marital 

status is unknown. Opposition male party leaders, 

especially Nelson Chamisa, are routinely attacked 

for their party's LGBTQI rights position. While the 

MDC has never come out and openly supported 

LGBTQI rights, pro-ZANU PF factions have used 

their general support for human rights to suggest 

that they are against cultural norms. The word 

Ngochani – a term used broadly for all LGBTQI 

persons is often thrown around on social media to 

attack the masculinity of the victim.

 

Popular journalist, Hopewell Chin'ono, who spent 

nearly a month in jail for reporting corruption 

routinely, receives death threats on Twitter. Most of 

the threats are led by the dual accounts of 

Matigari, an anonymous account with a large 

following, and Jamwanda, an account that is 

believed to belong to government official, George 

Charamba. Mr. Magaisa, the popular blog owner, of 

the Big Saturday Read and former advisor to the 

Prime Minister, was also attacked viciously online 

after he released a publication on corruption. The 

attacks on these men significantly increased when 

their names were mentioned in the state-run 

media. Mr. Magaisa, in an interview for this piece, 

said he believes that much of the hate speech used 

on social media is a reflection of how people have 

been socialized to react to political discourse. 

Politics is considered threatening, and any 

dissenting opinions must be silenced at all costs. 

The culture of online hate speech is very 

complicated and requires deeper analysis beyond 

this report's scope.

 Conclusion
The politics of violence that have shaped 

Zimbabwean engagement since independence 

has become amplified online. 

 

There is no room for objectivity or neutrality in the 

Zimbabwean online spaces. Each side of the 

political aisle views the other as enemies. The 

pro-government side accuses anyone who speaks 

up against ZANU PF as treasonous traitors. The 

other side views anyone who is not in complete 

support of the Chamisa faction as being aligned 

with the government they blame for their personal  

economic hardship. The opposition is particularly 

protective of the online space because they argue 

that there is no room for dissension in the 

traditional media outlets.

  

 The ZANU PF government is unlikely to shut down 

the internet completely, but they will continue to 

seek ways to make the online exchange more 

violent for their opponents. The government will 

criminalize free speech and continue their attempt 

to restrict access for those they deem the state's 

opponents. The latest proposal to criminalise  

unpatriotic behavior,  as well as the leaked JOC 

report are evidence for this. 
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