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HUMAN RIGHTS IN ZIMBABWE

EVER SINCE the return of Joshua
Nkomo to Harare from his self-
imposed exile in London, there has
been no dearth of apologists for
the Zimbabwean regime. Con-
stantly at pains to convince the
world of Prime Minister Robert
Mugabe’s democratic credentials—
even in the face of mounting evi-
dence to the contrary—these apo-
logists succeeded in scoring a minor
talking point when, contrary to
Western apprehensions, Mugabe
not only ensured a safe return for
his political opponent but even
allowed him to reoccupy his seat
in the Zimbabwean parliament.

The timing of Nkomo’s return
could not, of course, have been
more favourable to Mugabe and his
propaganda machine. Barely had
Nkomo set foot on his native soil
when the news came of the das-
tardly attack on Benigno Aquino,
whose position in the Philippines
was remarkably similar to that
of Nkomo’s in Zimbabwe. Sure
enough, Mugabe’s lackeys lost no
time in capitalising on this entirely
fortuitous incident, with gains that
were politically not inconsider-
able.

This spell of favourable publi-
city, however, came to an abrupt
end when, in what is easily one of
his most shocking acts as Prime
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Minister, Mugabe ordered the re-
arrest of six white Air Force officers
immediately after they were acquit-
ted by the Harare High Court of
charges of sabotage and complicity
with South Africa. These officers,
who had spent over a year in deten-
tion, had complained at their trial
that they had been brutally tortur-
ed before “confessions” were ex-
tracted from them—a complaint
which the presiding judge, himself
a prominent black African who had
played a leading part in Zimbabwe’s
fight for independence, upheld.

And as if it were not enough,
Mugabe was reported to have
shamelessly justified his action by
describing the British rule of evi-
dence which disallows “confessions”
obtained under torture as ‘a stupid
ass’. “It’s one of those principles
born out of the stupidity of some
of the procedures of colonial
times,” Mugabe was quoted as say-
ing.

Predictably, Mugabe’s action,
revealing as it did a cynical disre-
gard for the rule of law, elicited a
swift reaction both at home and
abroad. Besides provoking a rash
of resignations in the Zimbabwean
Air Force the incident drew sharp
protests in the international media.
Said The Times (London): “There
are occasions when an executive

might be justified in continuing to
detain acquitted men: at times of
severe civil emergency, for instance,
and if there is a real and evident
danger that the detainees might in-
stigate disorder if they were at
liberty. This is emphatically not
the position in the present case. The
Air Force officers are being detain-
ed for crimes of which they have
been acquitted. Mr. Mugabe’s gov-
ernment substitutes its writ for the
courts and is scornful of ‘legal
technicalities’. Thus the protection
all Zimbabwean citizens deserve
from arbitrary arrest and imprison-
ment without due process disap-
pears; liberty depends on the whim
of one individual.”

The sordid episode, which inci-
dentally, is neither unprecedented
nor extraordinary by the standards
obtaining in most of the newly-
liberated African states, raises
issues which transcend considera-
tions of injustice to merely a few
individuals. Indeed, it brings into
question the rationale behind deco-
lonisation itself. The easy non-
chalance with which constitutional
niceties are given a go-by, and the
utter contempt with which the
barest essentials of due process are
brushed aside should make every
right-thinking person sit up and re-~
flect on the larger question as to
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