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Introduction

Elections can be used to bring about positive 
changes to the political landscape on any given 
country or organization, as the above quote illus-
trates. The actualization of the election positiv-
ism mainly rest on the positive conduct of both 
the electorate and the contesting parties, espe-
cially with regard to the commitment to consoli-
date and advance the principles of accountability, 
good citizenry and democracy. On the other hand, 
there is a tendency for the electorate to fall victim 
to election candidates and parties which habour 
counter-democratic ideals, and are characterized 
by selfi sh interests. It could thus be posited that 
elections could thus be used as a vehicle for po-
litical gain and/or pain for the general population 
with effects extending to neighbouring countries 
and the rest of the world. 

Zimbabwe, formerly southern Rhodesia, at-
tained freedom in 1980 following the signing of 
the Lancaster Agreement in 1979. From then – at 
least until the late 1990s – Zimbabwe was hailed 
as “Africa’s bread basket” and a model for the 

holding of regular elections – a model of African 
democracy. The country’s contribution in the de-
mise of apartheid and the general economic and 
political integration of countries in the southern 
African region remained glaring, and that earned 
the country and its leadership accolades both 
from within and outside the continent. 

The economic recession of the late 1990s and 
the resultant political tension thus served to 
undermine the positive economic, political and 
international image of Zimbabwe. By the time of 
writing this policy brief, infl ation in Zimbabwe 
was standing above 1000 %, which is the worst 
and highest in the world. It coupled with con-
tinued decline human rights, and further ema-
nated in the rise of serious opposition party, the 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) and 
independent candidates that contested during 
recent elections.

The holding of elections in Zimbabwe – in-
cluding the 2008 elections – remained of interest 
to policy-makers, politicians, scholars and other 
professionals in and outside Africa. It was prem-
ised on the on-going economic recession, the 
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alleged occurrence of human rights violations, 
and unstable political environment.

This analysis seeks to explore how the 2008 
elections in Zimbabwe remained central in ad-
dressing and/or worsening the persisting politi-
cal and economic landscape in Zimbabwe and its 
impact on regional peace and security in southern 
Africa and the rest of the continent. That will be 
done in the context of continued tensions over 
political transition in Zimbabwe, especially in the 
aftermath of the 2002 and the 2008 elections. The 
controversies around the 2008 elections will be 
used to illustrate how the political governance and 
possible political transition in Zimbabwe had been 
converted to a matter of life and death for both the 
ruling party and the opposition and how that drew 
the attention of the international community.

Methodology

This study is based on both secondary and primary 
sources. Secondary sources were mainly used to 
provide brief background on the historicity of hu-
man security and political governance in Zimbabwe 
prior to the 2008 elections. Primary sources which 
included newspaper articles, media commentaries 
and offi cial documentations and speeches from 
various stakeholders in the Zimbabwean elections, 
were used to highlight varying perspectives and 
insights on state of the discourse on the subject. 
In addition, the author conducted interviews with 
various individuals who had fi rsthand experience 
with some of the events around the 2008 elections.

Immediate history on 
elections in Zimbabwe

The post-colonial presidential elections in Zim-
babwe have received suffi cient academic atten-
tion. The scholarship on the subject, however, 
became divided with one faction demonstrating 
how the post-colonial state managed to use the 
electoral process to advance the broad objective 
of the liberation movement – that is ensuring that 
the native communities are the rightful benefi ciar-
ies of the post-colonial government’s policies and 
governance agenda. 

On the opposing side there existed a paradigm 
that perceived the electoral process as a tool used 
for selective group and individual socio-economic 
and political gratifi cation. In line with this logic 
the electoral process in Zimbabwe became viewed 
as coined to benefi t the ruling Zimbabwe African 
National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), much 

to the disadvantage of opposition parties. Most 
notably, the outcome of the elections in Zimbabwe, 
at least since the rise of serious opposition, were 
received with mix feelings with most African ob-
server missions, including the Common Market for 
East and Southern Africa (COMESA), the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) and the 
African Union (AU) declaring the outcome as cred-
ible much to the contrary conclusion by observer 
missions from outside the continent, including the 
European Union (EU). 

The emergent political mood after the 2002 
elections was characterized by a fi erce rivalry 
between ZANU-PF and the MDC. It caught the at-
tention of international stakeholders from both 
within and outside the continent – including the 
United Nations (UN), EU, AU, COMESA and the 
SADC. The SADC appointed Thabo Mbeki, presi-
dent of South Africa, to serve as its mediator in 
the ensued political impasse in Zimbabwe. South 
Africa’s intervention was premised on what has 
come to be known as ‘quiet diplomacy’ often held 
behind close doors, making it diffi cult for external 
actors to come up with comprehensive conclusions 
about the effectiveness or a lack thereof in the 
SADC mediation in the Zimbabwean crisis.

The SADC appointment of South Africa as 
its mediator emerged in the context of the sub-
regional organization’s principles of recognizing 
and respecting the autonomy of member states. 
According the SADC Treaty, such principles entail 
the following:

Sovereign equality of all member states ●

Solidarity, peace and security ●

Human rights, democracy, and the rule of law ●

Peaceful settlement of disputes. ● 2

The upholding of the above principles is grounded 
in the SADC adherence to the constitutional and 
legal framework which emphasizes:

The guarantee of fundamental freedoms and  ●

human rights 
The promotion of good governance and the val- ●

ues of political stability
The provision for mechanisms addressing con- ●

fl icts management during the electoral process
The adoption of legal intervention in address- ●

ing electoral disputes.3

South Africa continued to assert that there was 
substantial progress with its mediation while the 
human security of the ordinary citizens remained 
unstable. The current political confl ict sometimes 
resulted in arrests, intimidations and restricted 
freedom of expression. External forces, especially 
from the west, perceived the continued economic 
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and human insecurity as a refl ection of the op-
pressive nature of the ZANU-PF regime, and thus 
called for democratic reforms. SADC emphasized 
its role as ensuring sustainability in the holding of 
regular and peaceful elections that provide space 
for the recognition of the peoples’ will.4 South 
Africa’s mediation was further endorsed during 
the SADC Extra Ordinary Meeting of the Heads of 
State held in Lusaka, Zambia.

The MDC, supported by civil society and human 
rights organization from both within and outside 
Zimbabwe, saw the SADC mediation as a failure. 
They allege that SADC failed to put necessary pres-
sure for the results to be released and facilitated 
what it called ‘transition from the oppressive regime 
to a political order based on the principles of democ-
racy and peoples’ will.’ This faction perceived South 
Africa as unable to use its regional hegemonic posi-
tion to pressurize for positive political development 
in Zimbabwe. To this end South Africa’ efforts were 
deemed as insuffi cient in both her role as a country 
and as the SADC mediator in the crisis.

 The 2008 Elections

The MDC participated in the 2008 elections. 
However, it still alleged fraud over its loss in the 
previous elections, but remained confi dent about 
victory. Furthermore, the international community 
urged the ZANU-PF government and other contest-
ing parties to refrain from activities that could 
negate the credibility of the electoral process. That 
was further emphasized by the South Africa-led 
SADC mediation, which held a series of closed 
meetings with the contesting parties with the 
aim of getting assurance that parties will create 
enabling environment for free and fair elections. It 
also formed part of the SADC strategy, in an effort 
to ensure that the Zimbabwe elections dovetail 
with its principles of forging solidarity, peace and 
security; promotion of human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law; and peaceful resolution of dis-
putes.5 According to Eric Bost, the US Ambassador 
to South Africa, the mediation efforts, however:

were often viewed as ‘technical agreements on 

legislative changes,’ which, while small steps in 

the right direction, are piecemeal and have not 

yielded tangible results.6

In an interesting development, Simba Makoni, 
a former member of ZANU-PF, contested as an 
independent candidate for presidency. Many 
commentators viewed this move as a sign of 
growing disillusion with President Mugabe’s 

leadership within the ZANU-PF. This claim was 
however refuted by the ZANU-PF which argued 
that Makoni is an opportunist. The ruling party 
boldly declared it would win the elections amid 
the growing support for MDC and Makoni’s po-
tential to sway some of the party supporters to 
his side. Moshoeshoe Monare, a journalist for a 
South African-based newspaper, warned:

ZANU-PF, controversially at times has won all 

past general and presidential elections. Its violent 

track record is unnerving political observers …. 

[Mugabe, on the other hand was poised] not to 

tolerate anarchy.7 

The other contesting party was the MDC faction, 
led by Arthur Muntabara.

The elections were held on the 29 March 2008 
amid concerns over possible manipulation of the 
electoral process by the ruling party, especially 
from the opposition party and most of the west-
ern governments and media,.8 On 1 April 2008 
the local government, cabinet and parliamentary 
results were made public. It became clear that the 
MDC was attaining substantial number of seats 
as compared to its performance in the previous 
elections. The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission 
(ZEC) announced that the Tsvangarai MDC had 
won the majority of the parliamentary seats. The 
announcement was later challenged by the ruling 
party which called for the recounting of votes. The 
recount further confi rmed that the Tsvangarai-
MDC had won the majority votes. Interestingly, 
both factions of the MDC agreed to reunite thus 
giving the MDC an outright majority in parliament. 
The results for the national assembly polls on the 
other hand ‘showed a neck-to-neck performance 
between the MDC and ZANU-PF.’9 

Delayed Presidential Polls

The MDC performance in the elections shocked the 
ruling party as for the fi rst time in its history the 
ZANU-PF received stiff challenge. Motivated by its 
success in the local, cabinet and parliamentary 
elections, the MDC went on to announce that it 
had won the presidential elections by 50.3% and 
as such there should be a peaceful hand over of 
power from the ZANU-PF to the MDC.10 The an-
nouncement was made prior to offi cial announce-
ment of the results by the ZEC. The MDC made the 
announcement despite the ZANU-PF pronounce-
ment that ‘premature victory claims amount to 
an attempted coup.’ The implication was that the 
MDC announcement could be treated as a coup 
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plot thus those found responsible for making the 
announcement could be imprisoned. 

However, no arrests were made except for some 
international journalists who were seen as hostile 
to the status qou. On 4 April 2008, the ZANU-PF 
called an urgent Politburo meeting. They decided 
that the president will be the ZANU-PF candidate 
when the country will be conducting the re-elec-
tion, commonly known as run-off for presidency. 
The ZANU-PF talked about a run-off assuming that 
none of the two leading presidential candidates – 
Morgan Tsvangarai and Robert Mugabe – received 
50 plus % to be declared the outright winner. The 
ZANU-PF ideas of a re-run were controversial, 
considering that the ZEC had not yet made the out-
come of the presidential elections public.

For more than a month, the ZEC remained 
quiet about what the election outcome was. That 
created fears that Zimbabweans may become im-
patient and resort to violence to pressurize for the 
announcement of the results. The MDC went on to 
unsuccessfully use the supreme court to speedy 
the announcement of the results. The MDC later 
threatened to embark on a mass stay away but 
decided to call that off. 

Tsvangarai lobbied the international commu-
nity including neighbouring countries, the SADC, 
the AU and the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
Moon, to pressurize ZEC to release the presidential 
results. These external actors, including the US 
and Britain, acknowledged that the delay in the re-
lease of results was a cause for concern but did not 
take any physical action to ensure that the results 
were released. At that stage Eleanor Sisulu, of 
the Zimbabwe Crisis Coalition (ZCC), argued that 
Zimbabwe’s national sovereignty prevailed above 
the international responsibility to protect the 
Zimbabweans from the protracted suffering and 
human insecurity waged by the Mugabe regime.11 

On the other hand COMESA, an economic re-
gional community to which Zimbabwe is affi liated, 
postponed its summit of Heads of State which was 
scheduled for Harare from the 1 – 15 May 2008. 
Zimbabwe was expected to take over the chairper-
sonship from Kenya at that summit. COMESA noti-
fi ed its members about the postponement and plans 
to announce a new date after the election crisis 
in Zimbabwe has been resolved. Again, COMESA 
like the AU and SADC could not use any pressure 
to fast track the announcement of the results, and 
that was seen as part of the ‘disappointing’ African 
soft approach to the Zimbabwean election impasse. 
They joined the international condemnation on the 
delay in the announcement of the presidential elec-
tion results. Such international condemnation was 
attested by the US Assistant Secretary of State, 

Jendayi Frazer, who during his visit in South Africa 
on the 24 April 2008, lamented:

We join with South Africa as well as with the 

SADC [and] the African Union in calling on the 

ZEC to release the results. We have serious con-

cern that even when the results are released there 

will be doubts about their credibility.12

Towards the Government 
of National (Dis)unity?

Neither the ruling ZANU-PF nor the opposition 
MDC showed willingness to accept defeat while all 
that happened, causing concerns about potential 
explosion of the situation into full-blown vio-
lence. The Zimbabweans and the rest of the world 
remained puzzled as to whether the outcome of 
the elections would bring about lasting peace and 
economic recovery.

The political impasse emerging out of the 2008 
elections called for options to restore law and or-
der and effective running of the state machinery. 
One of the options put forward was the creation of 
the unity government which, as earlier mentioned, 
was refuted by the ZANU-PF. The option was fea-
sible considering the stand-off. The MDC appeared 
to consider such an option, but with the condition 
that Mugabe should step down as the president. 
According to most commentaries, the continued 
presence of Mugabe in the presidential race is a 
major stumbling block to any move to create politi-
cal and economic stability in Zimbabwe, and as a 
result he should be advised to retire from politics.13

The MDC sent its high powered delegation to 
meet with Raila Odinga, whose party had alleg-
edly been robbed by the ruling party during recent 
elections in Kenya, and following continued post-
election violence both parties agreed to form the 
government of national unity.14 The prospect of a 
unifi ed government remained among negotiation 
points as SADC and the international commu-
nity started to exert pressure on both the MDC and 
ZANU-PF to fi nd a peaceful solution to the 2008 
election impasse.

Recommendations

The elections in Zimbabwe were expected to il-
lustrate and defend the country’s adherence to the 
use of elections as one of the tools to legitimize 
political leadership, and confi rm the mandate 
needed for advancing the socio-economic develop-
ment of the country. Instead, the 2008 elections 
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in Zimbabwe became a talking point on the con-
tested political terrain, which often included inter-
national actors. Based on the delay in announcing 
the results and the continued polarized political 
relations, the brief submits that the responsibil-
ity of restoring democracy and socio-economic 
development in Zimbabwe lies in the hands of the 
Zimbabwean political parties, ZEC and other inter-
national organizations and actors. Therefore, the 
following recommendations are submitted:

The challenge posed by the opposition party in  ●

recent elections showed that there is a need for 
the party to review its political strategies and 
its leadership style 
ZANU-PF should use the outcome of the elec- ●

tions to regroup and develop membership re-
tention drive based on policies and programs 
intended to uplift the socio-economic wellbe-
ing of all the Zimbabweans 
ZANU-PF should avoid using militarized poli- ●

tics as a tool to contain dissenting views
ZANU-PF should use its gains from the elec- ●

tions to facilitate the emergence of competitive 
politics in Zimbabwe. The premise should be 
premised to address the socio-economic chal-
lenges facing ordinary Zimbabweans as com-
pared to waging political challenge that could 
instigate violence and militarized politics 
The controversies surrounding the elections  ●

centered around the credibility of the electoral 
commission, and to this end there is a need to 
enact a clause that specifi es the amount of time 
to be taken before the announcement of results 
The principle of the impartiality of the electoral  ●

commission should be practiced to the fullest
The international community and other exter- ●

nal parties to the Zimbabwe election process 
should wait for the offi cial announcement of 
the elections before making any offi cial state-
ment about the outcome. The pre-announce-
ment statement could be used as a trigger for 
violence by the contesting parties.

Conclusion

The 2008 elections in Zimbabwe served as a 
litmus test for the countries election credibility. 

The elections illustrated challenges facing most 
African states, especially with regard to election 
management. In this case, failure to provide elec-
tion results within reasonable time and reported 
cases of election irregularities by the electoral 
offi cial made the credibility of the electoral com-
mission questionable. This occurred hardly four 
months after a similar situation in Kenya.

The election illustrated the lack of coordinat-
ed effort by the international community in deal-
ing with election challenges in Africa. Opposing 
views with regard to how the process was han-
dled emerged and was highlighted in the context 
of opposing perspectives between the Africa and 
the western states and organizations. In some 
cases the elections refl ected on an individual 
African state’s contrasting views with regard to 
the electoral process and its envisaged outcomes.
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