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This book examines Zimbabwe’s post-independence history through a central and enduring tension: the relationship between individual rights and the claims of the broader community. Since 1980, Zimbabwe has been shaped by competing visions of justice—one grounded in liberal individualism, and another rooted in collective belonging, historical redress, and political authority.

In peri-urban and rural contexts, this tension is especially visible. Informal governance systems—traditional leaders, kinship networks, and community recognition—often operate alongside, and sometimes in opposition to, formal state law. In such contexts, legitimacy is not derived solely from statutory authority but is socially negotiated through shared norms, histories, and power relations.

Independence in 1980 promised a new era of equality, dignity, and self-determination. Early reforms expanded access to education, enfranchised the black majority, and aimed to restructure an economy shaped by colonial exclusion. Yet the decades that followed reveal a more complex story—one marked by conflict, compromise, and contradiction.

This book argues that the Zimbabwean state has repeatedly invoked the idea of “community” as both a moral justification and a political instrument. While collective claims have been central to redressing historical injustices, they have also been used to legitimize coercion, suppress dissent, and consolidate power. Nowhere is this more evident than in the politics of land reform, where the language of restitution often masked processes that undermined individual rights and institutional stability.

By tracing these dynamics across history, politics, and everyday life, this work seeks to illuminate how power operates through competing notions of belonging, justice, and legitimacy in Zimbabwe.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION — RIGHTS, COMMUNITY, AND HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS
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1.1 Framing the Central Question

At the core of Zimbabwe’s post-independence trajectory lies a persistent and unresolved tension: how should a society balance the rights of individuals with the claims of the broader community? This question is neither uniquely Zimbabwean nor merely theoretical. It is foundational to modern political life. Yet in Zimbabwe, it has acquired a distinctive intensity, shaped by the country’s particular historical experience.

The language of “community,” which once served as a powerful instrument of anti-colonial mobilisation, has in the post-independence period assumed a more ambivalent role. It has been invoked not only to justify redistributive policies and national cohesion, but also—at critical junctures—to legitimise political control and constrain dissent. What emerged as a unifying force during the liberation struggle has, over time, become a site of contestation.

At independence in 1980, Zimbabwe appeared poised for transformation. After a protracted liberation war and years of international isolation, the new state was imbued with a profound sense of collective purpose. The struggle had forged solidarities across regions, classes, and, to a limited extent, ethnic divisions. Political discourse was dominated by themes of reconciliation, reconstruction, and shared destiny.

Yet embedded within this moment of optimism were the seeds of future tension. The postcolonial state inherited not only the institutional architecture of colonial governance but also the structural inequalities and social fractures it had produced. Efforts to redress these injustices were frequently articulated in the language of collective entitlement—what was owed to “the people” as a historical and political community. In this process, however, the protection of individual rights was at times subordinated to broader claims of social justice.

This book advances the argument that Zimbabwe’s political evolution since 1980 can be understood as a continuous negotiation between two competing, yet interrelated, logics:


	
A rights-based logic, grounded in constitutionalism, the rule of law, and the protection of individual freedoms


	
A community-based logic, rooted in historical experience, collective identity, and claims to share resources




Rather than existing in stable equilibrium, these logics have frequently come into tension, shaping patterns of governance, economic policy, and everyday social relations.

1.2 Understanding “Community” in the Zimbabwean Context

The notion of “community” is often invoked as if it were self-evident. In practice, however, it is a deeply contested and politically constructed concept. In Zimbabwe, it operates simultaneously at multiple levels, each shaped by historical and institutional forces.

At the local level, community is embedded in social structures such as kinship networks, village systems, and traditional authority. Particularly in rural areas, belonging is mediated through these frameworks. Access to land, mechanisms of dispute resolution, and forms of social recognition frequently depend less on formal legal status than on acceptance within these communal arrangements.

At the national level, community is articulated through a broader political narrative. Successive governments have appealed to the idea of a unified Zimbabwean people, bound together by a shared history of colonial dispossession and liberation struggle. This imagined national community is often framed as possessing collective rights—most notably, the right to reclaim land and resources appropriated under colonial rule.

However, community is neither neutral nor fixed. It is shaped by relations of power. Political actors play a central role in defining its boundaries, determining who is included and who is excluded, and mobilising it for specific ends. As such, appeals to community must be understood not simply as expressions of social solidarity, but as interventions within ongoing struggles over authority and legitimacy.

The critical question, therefore, is not whether community matters—it clearly does—but who defines it, through what mechanisms, and to what effect.

1.3 Colonial Legacies: The Unequal Foundations of Rights

The persistence of tension between rights and community in Zimbabwe cannot be understood without reference to the colonial foundations of the state. Colonial rule established a system in which rights were neither universal nor evenly distributed but instead structured along racial lines.

From the late nineteenth century, colonial governance systematically privileged a white settler minority. Land became the central axis of this system. Through legal instruments such as the Land Apportionment Act of 1930, fertile agricultural land was reserved for white settlers, while African populations were confined to overcrowded and economically marginal reserves.

This was not merely a matter of economic dispossession; it was a reconfiguration of the very meaning of rights. Within colonial Rhodesia:


	White settlers enjoyed extensive property rights, political representation, and legal protections

	Black Africans faced restrictions on movement, employment, and political participation



Rights, in this context, were racially stratified rather than universally guaranteed. The result was a deeply unequal society in which legal and political institutions reinforced structural injustice.

At the same time, these conditions reshaped the significance of community for African populations. In the face of exclusion from formal political and economic systems, communal structures became essential sites of survival. Rural areas, though economically marginalised, functioned as spaces in which social cohesion, cultural identity, and forms of resistance could be sustained.

1.4 From Grievance to Mobilisation

The injustices of colonial rule generated widespread grievance, but resistance did not emerge as a unified movement from the outset. Early forms of opposition were often fragmented, localised, and constrained by repression. Over time, however, these disparate grievances coalesced into broader nationalist mobilisation.

By the mid-twentieth century, political leaders began to articulate a vision of collective liberation that resonated across diverse constituencies. This vision drew upon shared experiences of dispossession and exclusion, transforming them into a unifying political narrative.

Community mobilisation became the driving force of this transformation. It operated through multiple, interconnected channels:


	Trade unions organising urban workers

	Rural networks supporting guerrilla movements

	Churches and educational institutions fostering political awareness



Participation extended beyond formal political engagement. Ordinary individuals contributed through everyday acts—providing food, shelter, information, and moral support. Women played indispensable roles, not only as supporters but also as active participants in the struggle.

Through this process, the meaning of political agency was fundamentally transformed. Individuals who had been marginalised within the colonial order became active participants in a collective project of liberation. Community, in this context, evolved from a social structure into a powerful political instrument.

1.5 Liberation and Its Contradictions

The liberation struggle culminated in independence in 1980, marking a moment of profound historical significance. It represented not only the end of colonial rule but also the promise of a more just and equitable society.

Yet the very dynamics that enabled liberation also generated new contradictions. The emphasis on unity, discipline, and collective purpose—essential during the struggle—did not easily translate into the pluralism required for democratic governance.

In the early years of independence, the state pursued a policy of reconciliation, seeking to integrate diverse populations into a cohesive national framework. However, tensions soon emerged. The imperatives of political consolidation and state-building often took precedence over the protection of individual rights.

Within this context, the language of community—expressed through notions of national unity, collective security, and historical justice—acquired renewed significance. It became a central resource through which authority was asserted and contested.

1.6 Community as a Tool of Governance

A central contention of this book is that, in post-independence Zimbabwe, the concept of community has functioned not only as a source of solidarity but also as a mechanism of governance.

This dynamic is evident across several domains:


	
Political authority: Dissent has at times been framed as a threat to national unity, thereby delegitimising opposition


	
Economic policy: Land redistribution has been justified in terms of collective ownership and historical redress


	
Legal practice: Informal and customary systems have been employed to regulate access to resources and social belonging




In each of these cases, appeals to community have served to legitimise forms of action and authority. This does not imply that such actions lack justification. Rather, it underscores the importance of critically interrogating how the language of community is deployed, and whose interests it ultimately serves.

1.7 Summary: An Ongoing Negotiation

Zimbabwe’s post-independence history resists simple characterisation. It is neither a linear narrative of success nor a story of unmitigated failure. Rather, it is best understood as an ongoing negotiation—between past and present, justice and power, and the rights of individuals and the claims of communities.

This negotiation remains unresolved. Yet it is precisely through examining its tensions and contradictions that deeper insights can be gained—not only into Zimbabwe’s political landscape, but also into broader questions of governance, development, and human rights in postcolonial societies.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PATH TO INDEPENDENCE — MIGRATION, IDENTITY, AND RESISTANCE
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2.1 Introduction: Rethinking Origins and Belonging

Zimbabwe’s path to independence is often presented as a linear progression from colonial domination to nationalist liberation. While analytically convenient, such a narrative obscures the deeper historical processes through which identities, political authority, and forms of belonging were constructed. Beneath the anti-colonial struggle lay long-standing dynamics of migration, state formation, cultural exchange, and conflict that profoundly influenced how communities understood themselves and their relationships to others.

This chapter adopts a theoretically informed approach, drawing on the concept of nations as “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1983) and analyses of the colonial state as structurally bifurcated (Mamdani, 1996). From this perspective, “community” is not treated as a natural or self-evident entity, but as a historically contingent construct shaped by power, institutions, and political struggle.

In Zimbabwe, community has been repeatedly redefined: from fluid pre-colonial networks of belonging to rigid ethnic categories under colonial rule, to politicised national identity during the liberation struggle. These transformations structured access to land, authority, and rights. The tensions between individual rights and collective claims must therefore be understood as historically produced rather than emerging solely in the post-independence period.
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