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Chapterr One 
Thee Matabeleland Conflict: An Introduction 

Thiss study is about power. Power to rule, power to change the course of a certain 
development,, and power to by violent means attempt to affect peoples' political 
choices.. The historical moment is the 1980s in the newly independent Zimbabwe, 
specificallyy focusing on Matabeleland. 

Todayy Zimbabwe is in a deep economic and political crisis. After 20 years of 
Zanu(PF)!! rule under Robert Mugabe, political power and its' legitimate use is 
debated,, questioned and contested. Just how fundamentally the ruling party's pow-
err base is under pressure became apparent in the recent national elections (June 
2000),, when the nine month old opposition party Movement for Democratic 
Changee (MDC) received 57 out of the 120 parliament seats2. Although the elec-
tionss were a loss for the opposition, the vote demonstrated a shift in the electorates' 
politicall  allegiance as Zanu (PF) lost its overwhelming dominance in Parliament 
forr the first time since 1980. 

Intensee political activity, mobilisation, as well as violence preceded the national 
elections.. The ruling party placed the land issue as a central question in the elec-
tionn campaign, and according to government discourse white landowners are an 
impedimentt to a democratic re-distribution of land. Subsequently, they must give 
upp their land to others who need it more. To press home this message so called 
'war-veterans'' began in the election run-up to occupy farms, harass and kill farm 
workerss and landowners. However, the message did not only include the land is-
sue.. Under this first layer of argumentation a second layer was evident: neither 
landownerss nor the labourers of the land were welcome to have a political opinion 
differentt than that of the government. Thus, beyond the land issue the question of 
governancee and leadership under democratic rule was clearly at stake. Thugs 
spreadd in the rural areas in many parts of the country, asking to see Zanu (PF) 
membershipp cards, and instilled through violence the need to vote Zanu(PF) in the 
elections.. Government opposition, assumed or real, was punished, silenced and 

11 Zanu (PF): Zimbabwe African National Union (Patriotic Front). 
22 Of the remaining seats Zanu (PF) received 62, and Zanu-N (lead by Ndabaninge Sithole) secured 
onee seat. In total the parliament has 150 seats. The 30 seats not contested in the elections are 
earmarkedd as follows: 12 seats for representatives nominated by the president; 10 seats for tradi-
tionaltional chiefs; and 8 seats for provincial governors (Mugabe vann, 2000). 
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sometimess eradicated. State authorities such as the army and the police, failed to 
intervenee to stop the violence, whilst power was used in an attempt to affect peo-
ple'ss political choices. Despite the political intimidation and violence the electorate 
demonstratedd a choice not necessarily affected by the government's pressure, sub-
sequendyy allowing for President Mugabe to rule only with a narrow majority in 
Parliamentt (Vald och terror, 2000). 

Forr actors and observers alike it is obvious diat a pattern is currently being repeat-
ed:: power is used as a means to ensure that a certain ruling group remains in the 
positionn of authority using violence. Where do patterns of this kind emerge from? 
Whatt lies in the historical experience that brings forth actions of this nature? How 
cann we understand political developments in Zimbabwe today? The topic of this 
studyy is not today's 'land' conflict, it is die Matabeleland conflict of 1980-1987. 
However,, as this study attempts to illuminate, the Matabeleland conflict was the 
resultt of a historical continuum played out in die political dynamics of the day. 
Similarly,, the political tensions of today can be closely linked to historical experi-
encess such as the Matabeleland conflict, and the subsequent political culture cur-
rentlyy prominent. Understanding events in a historical continuum is central to the 
analysiss in this study, where developments are seen as a. process and placed in the 
country'ss own historical context. Events continuously take place and add to die 
hugee weave of political development and human experience. No thread can be 
pulledd out or be explained illegitimate. One can only attempt to trace the threads 
andd try to distinguish the complex patterns that history produces. This is what this 
workk is aiming to do: map out die Matabeleland conflict in a context of institu-
tionaltional change and fluctuating political positionings seen in a historical context. 
Havingg done so, some patterns of political behaviour and context specific dynam-
icss are crystallised, which then may be a foundation for die understanding of new 
events.. Thus, having insight into die Matabeleland conflict may hopefully give a 
widerr scope of understanding to where Zimbabwe stands politically today, placing 
repeatedd patterns in a historical spectrum. 

Followingg a short syndiesis of the Matabeleland conflict, a review of selected litera-
turee is presented. This is followed by a debate on die dieoretical frameworks used, a 
presentationn of main findings, and finally how die research outcome is generalised. 

1.. The Matabeleland Conflict 1980-1987 

Inn the new independent state of Zimbabwe, 1980 marked the ending of fifteen 
yearss of civil warr between the black majority and the governing white minority. In 
theirr fight for independence from British colonial rule, die black majority was split 
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intoo two forces; Zanu (PF) and PF-Zapu, and their respective military wings Zanla 
andd Zipra.3 Having togedier (with common aims and goals) but separately (in dif-
ferentt organisations) brought independence to the country, the two parties contin-
uedd to operate after independence. In the 1980 general elections Zanu(PF) won an 
overwhelmingg victory, and PF-Zapu became a minority party in a coalition gov-
ernmentt with Zanu (PF). 

Att die time a great amount of enthusiasm for the future was the most obvious gen-
erall  expression, politically enveloped by the policy of reconciliation. However, ten-
sionn lingered. Independence would bring change which included hope for some 
andd uncertainty for others. For the black majority changes meant aspirations and 
prospectss for a better standard of life with all its different components, and for the 
whitee minority changes stood for (perceived) loss of security and privileges. The 
tensionn which later took shape in military confrontations and took Zimbabwe 
frightfullyy near a new civil war, did however not come from the white minority 
campp where observers feared it would originate. Instead it arose from political 
competitionn and lack of confidence between the two parties Zanu (PF) and PF-
Zapu,, and was most urgentiy felt in die military wings amongst die ex-combatants. 
Thee armed clashes widi additional related incidents, set off Zimbabwe's post-inde-
pendencee history in a direction which would direcdy affect die country's political, 
economicc and military situation for die coming seven years. It would culminate in, 
whatt the government called the 'anti-dissident campaign', or what odiers named 
'edinicc cleansing'. Here the dissident activities and the army intervention are 
termedd 'die Matabeleland conflict'.4 

Duringg 1980—1983 die tiiree contesting armies, Zanla, Zipra and the Rhodesian 
Securityy Forces, were amalgamated to form a new national army with a common 

33 Zanu (PF): Zimbabwe African National Union (Patriotic Front). Zanla: Zimbabwe African 
liberationn Army, Zanu's military wing. 
PF-Zapu:: Patriotic Front-Zimbabwe African People's Union. Zipra: Zimbabwe People's 
Revolutionaryy Army, Zapu's military wing. The addendum of PF to both party names is a remnant 
fromm 1979 when the two parties negotiated as a Patriotic Front at the Lancaster House Conference. 
Althoughh the unity only lasted as long as the Conference, the abbreviation remained in use until 
thee actual merger in 1987. For details on the Patriotic Front, see Dabengwa 1995:34-35. 
44 The question of defining a term to describe the dissident activities and the army intervention in 
Matabelelandd and Midlands has been a controversial issue. In die media and the literature, what 
transpiredd is termed differently according to who describes it. Examples are: civil war, dissident 
dilemma,, anti-dissident campaign, ethnic cleansing, tribal extermination and genocide. Choosing 
inn this study to term what occurred as 'the Matabeleland conflict', is an attempt to avoid connota-
tions.tions. Although the geographical are of Midlands is not included in this phrase, activities in 
Midlandss are inclusive in die term. 
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loyaltyy and single allegiance. Initially the three forces were located in separate 
camps,, where the processes of demobilisation and conversion of guerrillas into 
conventionall  soldiers took place. The mistrust between Zanu(PF) and PF-Zapu 
wass not a sentiment created in isolation by this particular historical moment, it was 
ann old feeling taking on new dimensions in the integration process. Since 1963 
whenn former Zapu members formed Zanu, the two parties with similar political 
programss remained rivals. Although the two parties were national in character, 
onee of the elements of difference between die two was ethnic support and identifi-
cation.. Zapu, led by Mr. Nkomo, was to a great extent supported by die Ndebele 
groupp of people (17 percent of the population), and that Zanu led by Mr. Mugabe, 
hadd the backing mainly of the Shona group of people (77 percent of die popula-
tion)) (Berens 1988:3). 

Duee to historical reasons linked to bodi political and ethnic concerns, the army 
integrationn process was a volatile procedure and two armed confrontations did 
takee place between the Zanla and Zipra forces. At the end of 1980 Zanla and 
Zipraa troops were transferred from their assembly points to housing schemes near 
Hararee and Bulawayo, in which die two forces came to be located next to each oth-
er.. Tension due to unsetded pre-independence differences flared and resulted in 
violencee (Alao 1995:109). Two clashes, in 1980 and 1981 respectively, left 222 sol-
dierss killed and hundreds wounded (Auret 1992:132). Concurrendy with these in-
cidentss reports of unofficial stockpiling of arms by die guerrilla armies circulated. 
Governmentt forces located many arms caches, but others went undiscovered. In 
19822 a stockpile of arms was unearthed on PF-Zapu property after which the gov-
ernmentt concluded diat PF-Zapu was planning a military coup. This led to the 
dismissall  of Mr. Nkomo and three of his colleagues from die coalition govern-
ment.. In addition, two key persons in die Zipra leadership, Dumiso Dabengwa 
andd Lookout Masuku, were arrested, and PF-Zapu property was confiscated. 

Thesee events provoked large-scale defections of former Zipra officers and combat-
antss from the assembly points (Auret 1992:147, Alao 1995:109). The defected sol-
diers,, named 'dissidents' by die government, returned to their home area Matabe-
lelandd North and Soum. For the ruling party's project of national unity and its 
positionn of hegemony, the dissidents were perceived as a threat. The dissidents 
themselves,, however, experienced tiieir desertion as necessary to avoid political 
andd edinic persecution, and to emphasise tiieir stance they resorted to acts of de-
structionn and violence. 

Inn addition to die former Zipra combatants, two other groups of 'dissidents' acted in 
Matabeleland.. These were firstly, bandits who took die opportunity to commit 
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crimess for personal gains in the name of the dissidents. Secondly, a small number of 
infiltratedd South African trained recruits, named 'Super Zapu' by the Zimbabweans 
(Hanlonn 1986:178). These three groups of dissidents were being tracked by the Fifth 
Brigade,, consisting of 7000 elite soldiers politically and militarily trained by North 
Koreans.. To motivate such a comprehensive military operation, the Matabeleland 
conflictt was given extensive propagandistic media coverage with the dissidents being 
portrayedd as a cohesive group, vast in numbers and political/ethnic enemies of the 
state.. The Fifth Brigade's task, capturing dissidents and their sympathisers, was 
translatedd into harsh operations perceived as ethnic persecution by many victims. In 
governmentt discourse the operations were justified by the threat to national unity 
andd security the dissidents were perceived to pose. However, on an operational level, 
militaryy activity was geared toward the elimination of Zapu structures executed 
throughh army counter-insurgency operations. The crisis was further complicated by 
thee external involvement of South African government. Some of the dissidents hav-
ingg political grievances such as the pace of the land reform, were considered an ex-
cellentt breeding ground for South African influence and control. However, the at-
temptt to infiltrate so-called Super-Zapu elements failed (Hanlon 1986:181). Never-
theless,, for the Zimbabwean government the external security threat allowed an ad-
ditionall  justification for a heavy security and military response. A State of Emergen-
cyy was renewed, and for the following three years major curfew and search opera-
tionss took place in Matabeleland. The deployment of the Fifth Brigade in Matabele-
land,, resulted in a military intervention in which thousands of Ndebele people were 
abducted,, tortured, raped and killed. 

Thee Matabeleland conflict came to a conclusion in 1987 when Zanu (PF) and PF-
Zapuu signed a Unity Accord, and the two parties merged under the name 
Zanu(PF).. Once die document was signed and the merger made public, violence 
ceased.. An amnesty for the dissidents was declared, and a pardon was given to 
atrocities-convictedd army personnel. Politically Zimbabwe was on route to a one-
partyy state, a goal which Zanu (PF) had had in its program since the 1977 party 
congresss in Mozambique. 

2.. Review of Selected Literature 

Duringg the period between late 1980 and the end of 1987 very littl e information 
wass available to the Zimbabwean public regarding what in actual fact was happen-
ingg in Matabeleland and Midlands. During the worst violence, reporters or outside 
civilianss were not allowed to enter the crisis areas in Matabeleland North and 
Soutii.. When a government enquiry did take place, its results were not made 
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publicc (Auret 1992:156). Local press and media controlled by die government, of-
feredd a one-sided view of what did and had occurred. Subsequendy, at the time, an 
in-depthh analysis was difficult to make due to lack of reliable data as well as the 
extremee political sensitivity surrounding the issue. 

Afterr the 1987 Unity Accord the general political atmosphere shifted, as Zanu and 
Zapuu merged. However, seven years of heavy political and security pressure and the 
fraill  unity between the historical party opponents, did not grant any surfacing of 
data.. The Matabeleland conflict remained too sensitive and painful to touch. Yet in 
generall  the political space began to widen, although not without resistance from the 
governmentt and the ruling party. In the late 1980s student demonstrations against 
governmentt corruption encouraged and initiated other organisations in civil society 
too act on their stands and beliefs. Most opposition was met with heavy criticism from 
thee government and its ruling party, and in some cases (such as the student demon-
strations)) with state violence (Sachikonye 1995:147-152). In the late 1980s the wid-
enedd political space was not yet considerable enough to safely publicise information 
onn the fierce activities leading up to the signature of the Unity Accord. 

Yett information on the Matabeleland conflict published outside Zimbabwe did exist, 
howeverr it seemingly did not make an extensive impact on the Zimbabwean public. 
Thee US Lawyers Committee for Human Rights published a lengthy report on the 
conflictt in Matabeleland (Berkely 1986), Amnesty International published on the cri-
siss through its yearly updates, and a report on torture in Zimbabwe (Amnesty 1986), 
andd Africa Watch published a report on human rights and political unity in Zimba-
bwee (Carver 1989). Research on South Africa's destabilisation activities in the region 
alsoo covered parts of the Matabeleland conflict (Hanlon 1986). 

Graduallyy in the 1990s information regarding the government's actions during the 
Matabelelandd started circulating locally, mainly in the independent press. At first 
scatteredd clippings appeared mentioning the (above) human rights reports, as well 
ass accounts by relatives of missing people protesting about undisclosed disappear-
ancess of civilians in Matabeleland. However, it wass not until the 1992 discovery of 
masss graves in a number of mine shafts in Matabeleland and Midlands that a 
fiercefierce media debate ignited (Kunene 1992; Tragedy at, 1992; Ndlovu 1992; Moyo 
1992;; Ncube 1992; Latham 1992; Human Remains, 1992; Makamure 1992). Sur-
vivorss claimed that the human remains were victims of the Fifth Brigade massa-
cres,, who allegedly had after torture been put alive in 50kg corn sacks and thrown 
intoo the disused mines (Kunene 1992). Following the mine exposure, reports on 
humann remains linked to army atrocities throughout the Matabeleland province 
begann to be filed (Grisly discovery, 1992; More Bodies, 1992; Mambo 1993). In 
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thee debate following these reports, the government's stand remained un-rocked. It 
admittedd innocent people had been killed in the Matabeleland conflict, but as in 
anyy war situation no compensation could be granted to the relatives of the victims 
(Lathamm 1992). Furthermore, die probing of the Fifth Brigade atrocities was 'irre-
sponsiblee in the name of reconciliation' according to the dien Minister of De-
fence,, Moven Mahachi (Moyo 1992). This view was echoed in articles where the 
revealerss of die mass graves where accused of 'tribalism' and 'regionalism' (Play-
ingg me, 1992; Dr. Jonathan, 1992). Although the independent press did publish 
informationn about the Matabeleland conflict and a (media) debate occurred, the 
disclosuree did not have a fundamental impact on government legitimacy. President 
Mugabee rode the storm losing neither face nor power. 

Sociall  science literature inclusive of die Matabeleland conflict began to appear in 
thee late 1980s and early 1990s. The years of violence in Matabeleland, character-
isedd by many as far more traumatic man any experience in die liberation war 
(Werbnerr 1991:155,166—167), are covered in die literature, albeit in a limited 
mannerr (Herbst 1990, Stoneman 1988, Mandaza 1991, Mungazi 1992, 
Sachikonyee 1995). The issue of the conflict is often presented mainly as a 'rift ' be-
tweenn die two parties and the years of political and military terror are down-
played.. The etiinic component is omitted or mentioned as a minor historical fringe 
factorr (Banana 1989, Shamuyarira 1989, Mnangagwa 1989, Ghiwewe 1989). 

Thee single most important text regarding the violence taking place in Matabele-
landd and Midlands during the 1980s is a report by the Catholic Commission for 
Justicee and Peace and die Legal Resources Foundation entided 'Breaking the Silence, 
BuildingBuilding True Peace: A Report on the Disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands 1980-

1988'1988' (March 1997)5. In this detailed report, consisting of background, case stud-
iess and recommendations, atrocities of die Matabeleland conflict are systematical-
lyy disclosed. Expected to bring uproar in the country and forcing president Mu-
gabee to address the dark past, the report caused international alarm and national 
debate.. However, after die dust had settled, Mugabe's power position remained 
unaffected.. The content of die report is nevertiieless invaluable as a documenta-
tiontion particularly of how the state military machinery at die time conducted low 
intensityy warfare in die diree provinces6. The report being an ambitious project 
widii  a compilation of pain stainkenly given and collected narratives and files, it 
doess however lack placement of the conflict in a wider perspective, both historical-

55 After a period of controversy over its availability to the public, the report was published by the 
MailMail  and Guardian on the Internet in May 1997 (Nkiwane 1998:97). 
66 Matabeleland North, South, and Midlands Provinces. 
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lyy and in the wider political context at the time. Not being part of the report's ob-
jectives,, lacking a broader view causes nevertheless the conflict description to be 
leftt in a vacuum, and omits a historical understanding of how ethnic concerns be-
camee central in the conflict. 

Thee most recent description of dissident activity and the Fifth Brigade interven-
tionn is given in Alexander/McGregor/Ranger (2000)7, as part of a history descrip-
tionn of the Shangani Reserve8 covering a time span of one hundred years. An im-
portantt contribution of this text is the civilian perspective and how the conflict in 
thee 1980s affected the work of local councils in the area.9 However, being a de-
tailedd study of a particular area, the chapters on dissident and military activity in 
thee 1980s give only a partial picture of the Matabeleland conflict as a whole. Fur-
thermore,, the description neglects the crucial component of government dis-
course,, and its effect on the conflict both locally and nationally. Another decisive 
componentt not analysed is the active role of ethnicity in the conflict, although the 
authorss conclude that 'many Zimbabweans' saw the conflict in terms of 'tribal-
ism',, and 'as the inevitable result of deep rooted animosities between the Shona 
andd the Ndebele' (Alexander et al, 2000:9). Thus, in the context of the authors' 
ambitiouss study of a remote region which has been relatively neglected in the 
country'ss history annals, the described conflict of the 1980s constitutes an impor-
tantt continuum. However, from the perspective of the Matabeleland conflict, the 
descriptionn has limitations in that the crucial impact of the government's national 
policyy and discourse interventions are scarcely mentioned, and that the role of eth-
nicityy as a central phenomenon in the conflict, is not examined. 

Subsequently,, to date a gap exists in the literature with regard to a detailed exami-
nationn of the Matabeleland conflict. Despite a number of publications regarding 
thiss time period, no comprehensive study of the conflict, examining it from a his-
toricall  perspective and addressing power and ethnicity as interdependent factors in 
thee past and the present, has been published. This study is an attempt to partly fil l 
thiss gap, and to crystallise issues pertinent for the further understanding of today's 
powerr relations in Zimbabwe. This is done in several ways. Firstly, the empirical 
chapterr consists of a detailed mapping of events, from the demilitarisation phase 
(Decemberr 1979) to the signature of the Zanu-Zapu Unity Accord (December 
1987).. Certain events are central to this lengthy description, for example the de-

77 Hereafter identified as Alexander et al. 
88 This area comprises of Nkayi and Lupane districts, Matabeleland North. 
99 See chapter three, pp. 241-242. 
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tailedd review of the events surrounding the recovered war material stockpiled on 
Zapuu property, based on High Court records. Another crucial part is the descrip-
tionn of the Fifth Brigade, including training, strategy, decision-makings, opera-
tions,, and ethnic stance, much based on primary sources hitherto not published. 
Secondly,, the study attempts to grasp events as they dialectically evolved through 
analysingg developmentss by various actors in an interrelated fashion. Thus, govern-
mentt interventions, divided into military, policy, and discourse interventions, are 
examinedd in conjuncture to ongoing dissident activities and ex-Zipra dissident per-
spectivess of the conflict. To this is added a description of the ongoing Zanu-Zapu 
discoursee exchange and civilian perspectives of the conflict. Finally, this study at-
temptss to contribute to the understanding of the Matabeleland conflict through 
allowingg actors to express themselves through including 'Voices' after each histori-
call  section in the empirical chapter, allowing for the vast number of positionings 
andd perceptions of the conflict come to the fore. Thus, by combining an examina-
tionn of actors' perceptions and policies, actions and reactions, the study attempts 
too give a more comprehensive picture of what occurred in the Matabeleland con-
flict .. The empirical material is subsequently analysed based on a historical per-
spective,, relating developments to the pre-independence context of Shona-Ndebe-
lee relations, the colonial mode of local and central rule, the development of na-
tionalistt organisations, the liberation war, and Zanu-Zapu power competition at 
differentt historical moments. Through this exercise, power relations at pre- and 
post-independencee can be crystallised, including ethnic identity, allowing for a 
moree in-depth understanding of the emergence and development of the Matabe-
lelandd conflict. 

3.. Research Methodology 

Thee research methodology used for data collection for this study has to a great 
extentt been influenced by the political sensitivity of the topic, and the subsequent 
scarcityy of available documentation. Extensive time was allocated to examining 
newss media and any other available information which related to political power 
competitionn between Zanu and Zapu during 1980-1987.10 Important documen-
tationn has been court records and the accessibility to Zapu files through a Zapu 
members'' private collection. However, as material on the conflict was scarce, col-
lectionn of primary data became crucial for the study. 

100 Collection of Zimbabwean primary and secondary data took place 1990-1994, during the 
author'ss residence in the country. 
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Thee method of collecting primary data was based on in-depth interviews, and short-
err 'fact-collection' interviews. The interviews were divided into three areas: 1) per-
sonss affiliated with die pre-independence political mode of diinking; 2) actors and 
organisationss in die then current Zimbabwean political culture; and 3) individuals 
andd organisations having experience or association witi i die Matabeleland conflict. 

Thee research regarding pre-independence mode of political thinking took place 
throughh conducting a number of in-depth case studies of actors with a role within 
aa group. The interviews were focused on perceptions of historical accounts, politi-
call  values and fundamental beliefs, foci of identification and loyalty, and political 
knowledgee and expectations. Regarding actors and organisations representing the 
politicall  culture of the 1990s, three mediods were used: field studies where a sam-
plee of representatives of interest and political organisations were interviewed; case 
studies,, sampling single actors witli influential positions or other leverage; and col-
lectionn of secondary data. 

Finally,, attempting to interview actors which had first hand experience of or were 
associatedd widi die Matabeleland conflict, proved to be difficult, as the conflict was a 
sensitivee issue to research. However, dirough organisations such as the Catholic 
Commissionn for Justice and Peace (CCJP), ZimRights, Bulawayo Legal Projects 
Centre,, and the local NGO 'Zimbabwe Project' sources and interviewees were locat-
ed,, and fieldwork in Bulawayo and Tsholotsho district, (Matabeleland North) were 
organised.. This included visits to the two ex-Zipra dissident co-operatives Green 
Lightt and Sebantubanye. Interviewing people turned out be an experience in facing 
hostility,, disappointment, and great pain. Government and Zanu(PF) representatives 
wheree in general reluctant to discuss the topic, or were negative to the research, and 
sometimess aggressive. Ex-Zipra dissidents shared their experiences without much 
reluctance,, but often witi i the added emphasis of their disappointment as to their 
currentt status.'' At the otiier end of the spectrum, die responses by victims and oth-
erss affected by die conflict, varied. Many were scared or uncomfortable with a tape 
recorder,, others seemingly relieved to express what they had experienced, and some 
weree determined to share tiieir information to make the atrocities known. 

Duee to the sensitivity of the topic, it was not possible to pre-designn methods, estab-
lishh numbers of samples and select a specific number of institutions or interview-
ees.. Instead, the scope of the primary material collected was based, in each singu-

''' Having become dissidents, the ex-Zipra dissidents lost dieir right to demobilisation money. The 
ex-Zipraa dissidents were also promised government support after the Unity Accord and the 
declarationn of Amnesty, however this promise was not honoured. For details, see chapter three, pp. 
268. . 
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larr case, on the rapport established with the interviewee. Through different chan-
nels,, particularly in co-operation with the above mentioned organisations, inter-
viewss were conducted with a variety of persons, such as journalists, lawyers, clergy, 
politicians,, academics, military, NGO workers, former dissidents, and local peas-
antss in the affected rural areas. 

4.. History and Empirical Chapters 

Howw developments in Matabeleland evolved 1980-1987 is contested, and numerous 
interpretationss of events exist. The description of the conflict offered above is one 
interpretationn of events. Each actor carries his or her 'truth', giving events a meaning 
appropriatee for that person's particular experience, and subsequently describes 
eventss differently. The notion that there are a vast number of interpretations of the 
Matabelelandd conflict, - why it occurred, how it developed, and the political and 
militaryy choices made, - is central to this study. The fact that die perceived meaning 
off  the conflict differs, is of interest as actors' perceptions laid the basis for their deci-
sion-making.. Thus, the discrepancy in views and interpretations came to have a cru-
ciall  impact on the way in which the Matabeleland conflict developed. To capture 
andd crystallise perceptions of difference, views and interpretations are analytically 
groupedd into two collections: firstly, perceptions tied to a Shona and Ndebele dichot-
omy,, and secondly, perceptions linked to Zanu-Zapu power competition. The foun-
dationn for this analytical distinction is made in the historical chapter, and follows in 
thee empirical chapter where the Matabeleland conflict is described in detail. 

Thee objective of the history chapter is to trace developments in the Rhodesian his-
toryy facilitating an understanding of the emergence and evolution of the Matabe-
lelandd conflict. In order to do so the description goes back to the pre-colonial peri-
od,, describing Shona and Ndebele communities. Colonial penetration had a sig-
nificantt impact on social and political relations, and is therefore brought to the 
fore.. The emphasis of the chapter is however on the period of nationalist politics 
(1957—1979),, as the Matabeleland conflict is closely linked to the two nationalist 
partiess Zapu and Zanu and their interrelationship. The period of nationalist poli-
ticss include a narrative of the liberation war 1965-1979, which is of great impor-
tancee for an analysis of post war politics in Zimbabwe. Perceptions of difference 
andd die Shona-Ndebele dichotomy are traceable to the pre-colonial period, and 
coincidee later in historical development with the cleavage of political power com-
petitionn between Zanu and Zapu. Arriving at the historical moment where Zanu 
andd Zapu operate simultaneously the focus is on differences perceived internally 
andd those induced by external forces. The narrative also includes views that the 

11 1 



twoo nationalist parties had of themselves and each other, both in terms of ethnicity 
andd as two political forces. Moreover, perceptions on ethnicity and politics held by 
settlers,, the minority government, and its security forces are also noted. It is con-
cludedd that a content rich mixture of security disinformation, political propagan-
daa and ideology, ethnic identification, religious beliefs, and social values and tradi-
tions,tions, amalgamated and created perceptions of power and ethnicity. The historical 
chapterr closes with the long civil war coming to an end and independence being a 
reality.. Zanu and Zapu prepared for new political developments, however, unity 
betweenn the two as a Patriotic Front derailed. Instead Zanu-Zapu power competi-
tionn switched into a higher gear in the wake of an open measure of political alle-
giancee — the country's first-ever general elections. 

Inn the empirical chapter, one of the primary objectives is to record main conflict 
eventss over the time period 1980-1987. What has often been labelled the 'dissi-
dentt dilemma' or 'Matabeleland disturbances' are here placed in a wider political 
andd historical context. By linking political occurrences, perceptions, and govern-
mentt strategy, the scope of the conflict is expanded, allowing for a more complex 
picturee to emerge. The chapter includes a detailed account of events leading up to 
formerr Zipra guerrilla's defection from the national army and the formation of 
'dissident'' groups, and the subsequent increase in military activity culminating in 
thee deployment of the Fifth Brigade. The chapter attempts to contribute by outlin-
ingg the three dissident groups and positionings within them, as well as by gaining 
insightt into government activity and strategy during the conflict. Regarding gov-
ernmentt activity, an analytical distinction is made between military, policy and dis-
coursee interventions, so as to crystallise government intention. The chapter further 
describess a shift in government military strategy before the 1985 general elections, 
thee politics of unity negotiations, the subsequent Unity Accord in 1987, and the 
amnestyy granted for dissidents. 

Besidess recording events, another objective of the empirical chapter is to bring out 
differentt perceptions of the Matabeleland conflict. This is attempted through the 
insertionn of 'Voices' after each descriptive section of the chapter, and consists of 
actorss in their own words perceiving, explaining, remembering, and stating what 
thee events discussed meant personally, in their view, or to Zimbabwe at large. The 
purposee of highlighting peoples' interpretation as the conflict developed, is to 
showw how perceptions influenced the course of the conflict. Subsequently, the 
'Voices'' constitute an important part for the arguments presented in the chapter. 

Thee central argument put forward in the empirical chapter is that the ruling party 
Zanuu (PF) pursued a position of hegemony with the ambition to legislate for a one-
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partyy state. It is argued that a consistent pattern of opposition party (Zapu/Zipra) 
persecutionn developed soon after independence in 1980, leading to defections 
fromm the national army. Defected ex-Zipra soldiers established the core of the larg-
estt dissident group, counteracting persecution by violent means. It is put forward 
thatt ex-Zipra destabilisation was an opportunity which Zanu(PF) took (and partly 
created)) as a tool for manipulation in their pursuit to immobilise Zapu, the opposi-
tionn party being a political threat to a one-party state. Subsequendy, it is argued 
thatt dissident destabilisation was a side event of the conflict, although presented as 
diee main cause of die Matabeleland conflict. Widi dissident activity as a justifica-
tion,tion, military operations took place 1980-1987 in order to eradicate political op-
position.. It is noted that the Matabeleland civilians, subjected to extreme state vio-
lencee (particularly by die Fifth Brigade) due to political and ethnic identity, carried 
ultimatelyy the cost of the ruling party's quest for hegemony. Subordinating state 
administrationn and national interests to that of party politics, it is argued that the 
governmentt manipulated witi i public opinion to create consent for its actions. 

5.. Theoretical Framework 

Thee Matabeleland conflict was a complex conflict with many actors involved. 
Theree is no one outstanding explanation as to why the conflict emerged, or an ev-
identt answer as to why it developed in such a violent way. Actors had a diversity of 
objectivess and goals, and reacted to developments as they took place, carrying 
eventss forward in a dialectical manner. In tiiis fluid process of actions and reac-
tionss three diemes were continuously present and inter-linked: power, ethnicity and 
violence.violence. To gain insight into the background and die development of die conflict, 
thee concluding chapter attempts to examine die diemes and their interrelation-
ship.. Overarching the above themes is the study's reoccurring notion of perceptions 
ofof difference. Actors attached meaning to developments. Meaning was constructed 
diroughh memory, socialisation and personal predisposition, thus fusing complex 
patternss of reactions to historical contradictions, played out against contemporary 
events.. Conceptualising die conflict in tiiis way, die dieoretical tools required cover 
relatedd history of power relations, ethnicity and violence, and explanatory mecha-
nismss of perceptions particularly those of memory. 

Too analyse die background of die Matabeleland conflict, pre-independence power 
relationss are examined using Mamdani's research (1996) on die legacy of late co-
lonialismm in Africa. In this theoretical framework attention is on the mode of dom-
ination,, mapping out locations and manifestations of power. Applying Mamdani's 
frameworkk to die Rhodesian experience, an essential finding for die study is how 
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powerr and ethnicity from the start of colonial penetration, became interconnect-
ed.. Governance of the rural areas was equal to control of natives, in a framework 
inn which ethnic identity and separation was dynamically enforced politically. Re-
sistingg colonial rule resulted in a struggle in which ethnicity was the starting point, 
andd violence was inherendy part of the understanding of the governance and the 
methodd of solution. Thus, perceptions of differentiation fostered through the colo-
niall  experience, were linked to tribal belonging and its definition in power and 
governance. . 

Mamdani'ss framework is understood as being focused on power relations looking 
att the institutional framework. Key for understanding the analytical usage of Mamda-
ni'ss framework in this way is the dichotomy of rulers and ruled as mirrored from 
thee colonial period, and the methods of control involved. Hence, the study takes a 
long-termm perspective on the cementation of power-relations, noting the role of 
structuress in relation to power. However, structures comprise only one part of 
powerr relations. Perceptions, values and beliefs constitute another component. To 
examinee perceptions, consciousness, and memory additional tools are needed. 
Synthesisingg theories related to perceptions, a mental framework is defined, focusing 
onn memory as a device in the socialisation process and the moulding of percep-
tions.. The main conclusion applying theories used under the umbrella of the 
'mentall  framework' is that the colonial differentiation process, intrinsically encom-
passingg all social relations, inescapably became part of actors' understanding of 
thee world, internalised into an unconscious level of functioning, conditioning per-
ceptionss and collective memory. Combining the 'institutional' and 'mental' frame-
workss gives insight into how perceptions of governance and rule may have 
formed.. Africans were ruled locally by way of central direction, therefore, follow-
ingg Mamdani's understanding, conformity to rule took place on two levels: con-
formityy to racial ruling (centrally) and tribal ruling (locally). However, ninety years 
off  colonial oppression did not only cause conformity. Memory and socialisation 
causedd values of the rulers to internalise. Using fragmentation and differentiation 
ass a tool, colonial rulers were able to enforce the historical dichotomy between the 
Shonaa and Ndebele groups of people. Over time internalisation of difference ce-
mented.. Thus, a conclusion put forward is that in the Rhodesian experience mem-
oryy of institutional structures of rule over time and actors conformity to rule over 
time,time, formed actors' perceptions in relation to race, ethnicity and violence. Con-
formityy to racial and tribal ruling had the content of internalised ethnic difference. 
Thus,, perceptions of governance and rule formed over time carried the content of 
fragmentationn and differentiation inherently. 
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Consequently,, the theoretical section concludes by noting that the crucial points 
forr analysis of the Matabeleland conflict is firstly, the conceptual understanding of 
powerr relations, the reality under which people functioned. Secondly, the link or 
relationn to power relations made through memory work and socialisation, often 
unconsciouss or non-conceptualised, but nevertheless present in perceptions. Lastly, 
thee fact that perceptions are the basis for decision-making and actions taken. Thus, 
thee analysis of the Matabeleland conflict begins with the dual understanding of 
coloniall  power relations: one institutional framework and one mental framework. 
Bothh which as minimal communal starting point have that the Matabeleland con-
flictt could not have taken place without the historical baggage of colonial power 
relations,, and particularly that of ethnic fragmentation and differentiation. 

6.. Analysis and Findings 

Thee concluding chapter consists of an analysis of the empirical material using the 
institutionall  and mental frameworks, focusing on Zipra dissident activity, military 
interventionn by the Fifth Brigade, government discourse, and the unity process. An 
importantt foundation for all findings in the analysis is the conclusion that in the 
newlyy independent Zimbabwe the way in which power was structurally organised 
hadd not considerably changed. Centrally and locally power was executed much as 
inn the late colonial period, although there were government ambitions for transi-
tion.tion. What was crucially different, as compared to pre-independence, was however 
thee power relations between the two main actors, Zanu and Zapu. Whilst ex-Zipra 
dissidentss and Matabeleland civilians were treated as the former colonial 'sub-
jects',, in accordance to Mamdani's conceptualisation, the ruling party Zanu was 
actingg as the 'citizens' of yesterday's colonial rule. Thus, whilst power relations 
hadd changed, perceptions of power had not changed. The new rulers took partly on the 
mentall  framework from their predecessors, reproducing colonial power relations. 
Hence,, the change of circumstances shifted power relations, whilst operating per-
ceptionss were closely linked to previous social relations and identity. History re-
peatedd both in terms of mirroring patterns of absolute rule, but also in terms of 
responsee to those patterns. 

AA central discussion in the section regarding ex-Zipra dissidents is the role of 'trib-
alism'.. Noting that Zanu and Zapu were parties in political power competition, 
andd that each party had followers divided to a great extent based on ethnic identity, 
doess however not explain why ethnic concerns became central in the conflict. The 
discussionn dissects the difference of 'tribalism' conceptualised asan effect of coloni-
alismm as opposed to tribalism being an inherent component of the same. Concluding 
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thatt the latter is applicable to the Rhodesian experience and subsequently the con-
flict ,, the discussion turns to the functioning of tribalism as a policy and the behav-
iourall  affects of denial and blame it caused in both pre- and post-independent 
Zimbabwe. . 

Thee actions of the Fifth Brigade have brought horror and disbelief to those affect-
edd as well as to observers. Analysing the Brigade with the two mentioned frame-
works,, it is evident that both in terms of actions and perceptions the Brigade repro-
ducedd historical experience. Despite the formation of a Zimbabwean Army (ZNA) 
whichh was to be non-political, the Fifth Brigade reverted into the liberation war 
modee both in terms of orientation and method. Assuming that dissidents operated 
interchangeablyy as civilians/guerrillas and that dissidents were supported by local 
Zapuu structures, pinpointed the Ndebele civilians as justified army targets. Fur-
thermore,, the Fifth Brigade had another objective; to politically reorient 'undesir-
ablee ideas' among the Matabeleland civilians and demand loyalty to the ruling 
Zanu(PF).. These military and political missions were enveloped by the Brigade's 
ethnicc stance. A conclusion made is that the Fifth Brigade was driven by an inter-
nall  ethnic coherence, legitimising its acts of violence through historical events -
'settlingg old scores'. Added to this historical component, the Brigade's operational 
attitudee was connected to ethnicity through the enemy identification given in the 
armyy and the ethnic mobilisation carried out by the government. Therefore it is 
notedd that both Brigade members and those giving army orders, carried the insti-
tutionall  and mental frameworks into the conflict. Thus, the Fifth Brigade's arrival 
att simply turning 'ethnic', as put by its Commander, can be seen as a complex 
processs of past and present operating simultaneously, in the context of war result-
ingg in a crude and unsophisticated formula of ethnic violence. Matabeleland sub-
sequentlyy became an arena in which historical experiences were released, relived 
andd reformatted for current use. 

Thee analysis goes on to ask how the public responded to the ongoing horrors. Ex-
aminingg government discourse and propaganda, the conclusion is that the public 
couldd only have a limited reaction, as it was denied vital information regarding the 
conflict.. A blanket censorship rested over massacres, executions and rapes, instead 
aa partisan narrative disseminating values of the government was broadcast. Sup-
pression,, simplification, distortion and context displacement were methods used in 
thee attempt to manage and mould public opinion, in order to mobilise bias and 
manufacturee consent for a government specific purpose. It is noted that one stand-
pointt was particularly emphasised, that which stipulated that government military 
interventionn was legitimate, and the use of violence on civilians was justified. 
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Thee signature of the Unity Accord brought the conflict to an end, but before this 
historicall  settlement lengthy negotiations had taken place. Although the merger 
beingg a matter between two parties, the unity process is analysed as a government 
interventionn in the Matabeleland conflict. The discussion brings forth Zanu's and 
Zapu'ss separate but related power interests: examining why both parties chose to 
keepp the government coalition intact, and underlying reasons for the party merger 
too take place. 

7.. Lessons from the Matabeleland Conflict 

Followingg a synthesis of various components of the study, in the final section an 
attemptt is made to generalise from the findings and to identify possible lessons to 
bee learned. The discussion is focused on an important difference between pre- and 
post-independentt Zimbabwe: that of citizens' democratic right to practice and 
registerr a political choice. Thus, the possibility to choose political allegiance. 

Itt is noted that through the liberation war a struggle took place for the right to in-
stalll  democratic institutions and practice, and at post-independence political choice 
forr all citizens was made legal. However, the newly elected government was chal-
lengedd by dissidents, who were primarily seen as an organised military Zapu oppo-
sitionn to the ruling party. Furthermore, irrespective of a dissident link or not, the 
vibrantt opposition party was seen as a threat to the envisaged one-party state sys-
tem.. Thus, citizens' multiple political party choice became a hindrance to the he-
gemonicc plans of the ruling party. To address this, it is argued, the ruling party 
neededd to limi t choice both in terms of discourse space and in the selection of po-
liticall  allegiance. Subsequently, in the context of on-going dissident activity, gov-
ernmentt rhetoric stressed that no choice other than that of military intervention in 
thee conflict was open to the rulers, in order to find the 'final solution' to the 'dissi-
dentt dilemma'. Furthermore, it was emphasised that the ruling party's position 
wass the politically correct choice both in terms of security and national unity. Nar-
rowingg the selection of options to the minimum to solve the conflict situation 
pavedd the way for public acceptance of the government's presented solution to 
militaril yy curb opposition. However, the citizens of Matabeleland were not easy to 
convincee and quell, as the 1985 election results proved. Political choice for the op-
positionn party Zapu was exercised through the ballot despite state terror, as were 
manyy other types of political choices made in opposition to the government along 
thee route of the conflict. 

Thee option exercised by the Matabeleland civilians despite extreme pressure is cen-
trall  for the way in which findings of the study are conclusively conceptualised. The 
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optionn available is seen as a space of choice assumed and practised by citizens to exer-
cisee free political thought and democratic rights. However, it is argued that this space 
off  choice was contested, as the ruling party intended to implement a one-party state 
andd strengthen the party's power position. The contestation of this space where citi-
zenss select their political allegiance is concluded to be die site of struggle in the conflict. 
Inn line with this argument it is clear that in the Matabeleland conflict the subjects of 
thee struggle were not the dissidents. They were a side event of the conflict. The sub-
jectss of the conflict were the citizens of Matabeleland North, South and Midlands 
whoo had a different political allegiance than the ruling Zanu (PF). The content of the 
strugglee was thus on the one hand, to influence, shift or instil a political choice made 
byy the ruling party in order to alter opposition values and beliefs, and on the other 
hand,, the right for citizens to exercise free political choice. 

Thee final discussion goes on to view the implications of the above reasoning re-
gardingg the space of choice, focusing on perceptions and the fact that perceptions 
cannott be controlled. It is noted that to the detriment of political developments in 
thee newly independent Zimbabwe, transitions of institutions remained partial as 
perceptionss remained linked to the former colonial power structures and forms of 
rule.. Democratic practice and the emergence of a democratic culture were re-
strictedd as force was practised as a method to shift perspectives in a direction fa-
vouredd by the ruling party. Thus, a conclusion from the Matabeleland conflict is 
thatt democracy is not guaranteed through institutional reform. Change of institu-
tionss does not necessarily take place if not followed by a democratisation of per-
spectives. . 

18 8 


