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				Youth and ZANU-PF socialist politics in post-independence Zimbabwe: The legacy of the youth brigades, c. 1980-1989

				ABSTRACT

				This paper presents a history of youth political participation in Zimbabwe during the first decade of their independence, using the example of the Zimbabwe Youth Brigades between 1980 and 1989, when Zimbabwe viewed itself as a socialist state. It provides important knowledge about the political (ab)-use of youths, suggesting that due to political paranoia, which animated Mugabe’s desire for a one-party state, Zimbabwe lost a golden opportunity to democratise. While ostensibly created to foster a nonpartisan, politically conscious youth and to advance socialist development goals, Youth Brigades at times worked closely with the ZANU Youth League (YL) in a way that made the Brigades an increasingly important resource for ZANU’s partisan and violent politics. With the tacit approval and protection of the state, the Youth Brigades and the ZANU Youth League (YL) created a violent political culture and instilled fear in ordinary people, consequently blocking possibilities for democratic transformation. 

				Keywords: Zimbabwe Youths, Zimbabwe Youth Brigades, ZANU-PF Youth League, political violence Zimbabwe, postcolonial Zimbabwe

				INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

				Drawing on oral testimonies, archival evidence, and press sources, this paper examines the emergence and operations of Youth Brigades in Zimbabwe. We view the Youth Brigades phenomenon not merely as the engine of the 
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				government’s socialist developmental idea, but also as an instrument of authoritarian statecraft, showing how socialist rhetoric functioned to discipline youth, secure political loyalty, and normalise surveillance and coercion. We also briefly allude to the continuities between the Youth brigades and later formations, such as the National Youth Service (NYS), showing that the Youth Brigades institutionalised a political culture in which violence and partisanship became accepted modes of political participation.

				On paper, Youth Brigades were formed as a non-partisan government programme to cultivate “politically conscious youth” committed to contributing to the development of the newly independent nation. However, in practice, the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) Youth League (YL) interfered in running Youth Brigades affairs, resulting in a lack of professional and political distance between the Zimbabwe African National Union - Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) party programs and those of the government-initiated Youth Brigades. Youth Brigades ended up functioning as if they were an extension of ZANU’s coercive political apparatus, thus undermining the possibility of becoming an engine of non-partisan youth empowerment.

				While the Youth Brigades appeared to be an innovation of the early 1980s, their ideological and structural foundations had roots in earlier traditions of state-managed youth service in the country. The concept drew on colonial precedents such as the Defence Acts of 1928 and 1955, which institutionalised youth training for white citizens in Southern Rhodesia.1 By 1979, the Zimbabwe-Rhodesia government had formalised a compulsory National Service Act for men aged 18 to 30, with a year-long commitment involving six months of military training, an additional six months of non-military training, and an unspecified post-service obligation.2 From 1980, the government retained this idea of youth service, recasting it as the engine of socialist-oriented development. The Zimbabwean Youth Brigades were thus part of a historical tradition in which the state sought to harness the energies of youths for national projects, albeit now under a new ideological banner.

				The state’s enthusiasm for youth mobilisation also reflected its fears that uncaptured youths might question the ruling party. During the liberation struggle, youth combatants played dynamic yet sometimes unpredictable roles, as evidenced by the 1974 - 1975 Nhari mutiny in Zambia and the 1976 

				
					
						1	W Graham, “Cap badges of the Rhodesian security forces”, Sabretache: The Journal of the Military Historical Society of Australia 41 (2), 2000, pp. 24-32; M Rupiya, Development of Southern Rhodesia armed forces from the 1926 Defence Act to the dissolution of federation in 1963 (PhD, University of Zimbabwe, 2002), pp. 156-165.

					
					
						2	C Legum and ME Doro, Africa contemporary record: Annual survey and documents 1988-89 (New York: Africana Publishing Company, 1992), p. 780. 
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				Vashandi rebellion in Mozambique.3 In the 1970s, ZANU youths were not always unconditionally obedient; in some instances, they questioned their leaders during times of crisis. Accordingly, the ZANU government sought to institutionalise youth participation through the Youth Brigades, channelling their energy into state-sanctioned activities under close control. Ernest Kadungure, then Minister of Youth, Sport, and Recreation and Secretary of the ZANU YL, justified the initiative to “address the psychological aftermath of war, instil discipline, counter delinquency, and foster loyalty and dedication among the youth through socialist-oriented political education.”4 This discourse presented the Youth Brigades initiative as a moral and ideological project for the new nation.

				Scholars have offered teleological observations on the contextual factors and considerations that led to the initiation of the Youth Brigades. To contextualise the emergence and development of the Youth Brigades, we need to understand the broader political environment in Zimbabwe in the 1980s. In 1979, it was understood that ZANU and the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) would contest elections as one party under the banner of the Patriotic Front (PF). This would have healed political tribal divisions and established parameters for national unity. Unfortunately, Robert Mugabe abandoned the PF, contested the 1980 election under ZANU, and won, betraying Joshua Nkomo of ZAPU, who strongly believed in the PF idea. Soon after, there was instability in Matabeleland, with the government finding reason to impose curfews and perpetrate many grotesque acts of violence in the region.5 There were many events leading to this violence. Former Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) guerrillas, expected to assemble at designated Assembly Points for integration into the national army, were reluctant to do so due to safety concerns. The same happened to ZANU’s own military men, some of whom did not come into assembly points. Those who assembled, for example, at Entumbane , faced abuse and clashes with ex-Zimbabwe National Liberation Army (ZANLA) guerrillas, prompting some to flee and engage in banditry across Matabeleland, the Midlands, and parts of Mashonaland.6 

				
					
						3	B Miles-Tendi, “Transnationalism, contingency and loyalty in African liberation armies: The case of ZANU’s 1974–1975 Nhari Mutiny”, Journal of Southern African Studies 43 (1), 2017, pp. 143–159; F Chung, Reliving the Second Chimurenga: Memories from the liberation struggle in Zimbabwe (Harare: Weaver Press, 2006), pp. 88-152. 

					
					
						4	“Ziana’s parliamentary services, youth ‘pillars of a new nation’ says Kadungure”, The Herald, 12 September 1981.

					
					
						5	E Msindo, Ethnicity in Zimbabwe: Transformations in Kalanga and Ndebele Relations, 1860-1990 (Rochester, Rochester University Press, 2012), pp. 211-228. 

					
					
						6	J Alexander et al., Violence and Memory: One hundred years in the ‘dark forests’ of Matabeleland, Zimbabwe (Oxford: Currey, 2000), p. 181.
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				In addition to this, there was apartheid South Africa, which was not happy with Zimbabwe becoming politically stable, as they supported the ANC of South Africa’s fight against apartheid. The apartheid regime therefore funded a dissident movement called “Super ZAPU”, which roamed in Matabeleland, causing several skirmishes and destabilising tourism and national infrastructure.7 Mugabe used this unrest to justify attacks on ZAPU, claiming ex-ZIPRA bandits were South African-sponsored insurgents and that ZAPU supported dissidents because its leader, Joshua Nkomo, had not accepted the results of the 1980 elections.8 However, these bandits posed little threat to the government, though they were a threat to tourism.9 Besides, Mugabe entered independence worried about his political future under the Lancaster House Constitution’s multiparty system. Mugabe therefore expected to establish a one-party state by crushing any opposition using state machinery, including the army, the intelligence services, the Youth Brigades and his party’s Youth League. As Ranger observed, these authoritarian impulses had roots in the liberation era, when ZANU demanded unquestioning loyalty from its supporters and punished dissent.10 Mugabe openly rejected multiparty democracy, declaring that multipartyism had, “[…] no place in Zimbabwe and that opposition politics was a luxury.”11 

				The ZANU YL was insufficient to enforce loyalty, so the Youth Brigades were created to organise and discipline young people during the volatile early years of independence.12 The movement mobilised youth at no financial and logistical cost to ZANU-PF, as Youth Brigades were paid for and directly organised by the government. Youth Brigades appealed to “national consciousness” and the defence of the nation’s “sovereignty” as rallying ideals.13 To achieve these objectives, the government established youth training centres which offered programmes that were oriented around the professional growth of young people who would volunteer to work, supposedly 

				
					
						7	CCJP, Breaking the silence: Building true peace: A report on the disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands1980–1988 (Harare: CCJP/LRF, 1997), p. 31.

					
					
						8	CCJP, Breaking the silence, p. 39.

					
					
						9	D Mutanda, Post-colonial violence in Zimbabwe: Investigating the significance of peacebuilding programmes premised on civilian survival strategies, 1980-2015 (PhD, University of Johannesburg, 2019), p.70. 

					
					
						10	T Ranger, “Introduction to Volume Two”. In: T Ranger (ed.), The historical dimensions of democracy and human rights in Zimbabwe: Nationalism, democracy, and human rights, Vol. 2. (Harare: University of Zimbabwe Publications, 2003), pp. 1-2.

					
					
						11	“PM appeals for merger with ZAPU”, The Herald, 25 January 1982; “ZANU-PF and ZAPU to talk on one-party state plans”, The Herald, 18 January 1982.

					
					
						12	O Madondo, “The Problem of Youth in Mugabe’s Zimbabwe”, Africa Files, 15 September 2004, <http://www.africafiles.org/article.asp?ID=6498> , accessed 4 September 2023.

					
					
						13	T Munyarari, Youth, political violence and ZANU-PF politics in Zimbabwe, c.1950-2018 (PhD, Rhodes University, 2022), p. 118.
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				in the national interest. They aimed to build socialism by teaching technical skills, among others, farming, building, and plumbing, as well as offering strong ideological education.14 The model drew inspiration from socialist experiments such as Yugoslavia’s post-1945 youth brigades, which engaged young people in infrastructure projects like railway and road construction and the building of New Belgrade.15 Comparable initiatives were also found in the United States after the Civil War, including the 1887 bipartisan “industrial army” for youth training within a national service framework, and later under Roosevelt’s New Deal programmes. A common concern was to present them as national, and not partisan, projects susceptible to political exploitation. In Zimbabwe, however, Youth Brigades were co-opted by the ruling party to secure political control. 

				Kriger argued that the youth training centres were platforms for inculcating radical ideologies and making youth begrudge those with differing political perceptions.16 Ex-guerrillas were pivotal in recruiting and socialising youth within these centres. Admittedly, ZANU was popularly supported as a champion of independence, and socialism appealed as a socio-economic leveller in a country characterised by racial inequality. By 1984, this youth brigade programme had attracted about 400 000 youths.17 They were trained on various vocations, including agriculture, carpentry, welding, mechanics, domestic science, and first aid, but political indoctrination dominated. They were taught liberation history, socialist theory, obedience, and patriotism.18 The YL and youth brigades also underwent systematic instruction to support ZANU’s electoral campaigns. During campaigns, they performed toyi-toyi (a militaristic march characterised by semi-military drills and chanting party slogans) to intimidate opponents. They mobilised people for meetings and committed acts of violence in the 1985 election.19 Together with the Fifth Brigade (specialised army) and police, they unleashed brutal violence against 

				
					
						14	“Ziana’s parliamentary services, youth ‘pillars of a new nation’ says Kadungure”, The Herald, 12 September 1981.

					
					
						15	N Baković, “No one here is afraid of blisters or work! Social integration, mobilisation and cooperation iYugoslav Youth Brigades. The example of Čačak Region Brigades (1946-1952)”, The Hungarian Historical Review 4 (1), 2015, pp. 29-55.

					
					
						16	N Kriger, “ZANU(PF) strategies in general elections, 1980-2000: Discourse and coercion”, African Affairs 104 (414), 2005, p. 1.

					
					
						17	The Herald, 24 May 1984.

					
					
						18	TM Mashingaidze, “‘Guardians of the nation or unruly disciples?’ A critique of youth participation in postcolonial Zimbabwe’s contested political spaces”. In: R Bowd and AB Chikwanha-Dzenga (eds.), Understanding Africa’s contemporary conflicts: Origins, challenges and peacebuilding (Pretoria: Institute for Security Studies, 2010), pp. 121-124.

					
					
						19	AP Archive, “Zimbabwe: Dr Joshua Nkomo addressed more than 70 000 of his supporters in Bulawayo”, YouTube, 4 October 2018, available at: <https://youtu.be/jnbqen-9RnY\>, accessed 23 June 2020.
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				ZAPU and civilians in Matabeleland and the Midlands, killing more than 20 000 people.20 Nzongola-Ntalaja argued that ZANU, which initially anticipated establishing a “people’s state”, instead became a “social gendarme” that maintained order through repression rather than liberation.21 

				Below, we undertake a brief review of relevant literature and explain our methodological approach. Thereafter, we explore the formation of the Youth Brigades, its objectives and recruitment methods, before examining the brigade’s activities and their role in political violence. Towards the end of this paper, we discuss the dissolution of the Youth Brigades and the enduring legacies.

				LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODOLOGY 

				The Youth Brigades received limited scholarly attention during the first decade of independence. During that era, Youth Brigades were mistaken for a normal nation-building project, and there was significant international goodwill toward Zimbabwe, which might explain the lack of critical scholarly attention to this subject. Even the massacres in Matabeleland and Midlands did not receive scholarly attention until the 1997 Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace (CCJP) report.22 The post-2000 emergence of the National Youth Service in Zimbabwe, coupled with its excesses during election campaigns, which further battered Zimbabwe’s hitherto good name, sparked the need to research youths in Zimbabwe. Since then, we have emerging scholarly works such as those of Kriger, Mashingaidze, Mhike, Oosterom, and Gukurume, as well as the CCJP report, which all briefly discuss issues of youth and politics in Zimbabwe.23 These works have analysed the issues faced by youths in Zimbabwe largely within broader analyses of state violence or post-war reconstruction.

				
					
						20	CCJP, Report on the 1980s disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands, (Harare: CCPJ, 1997), p.18. <http://www.rhodesia.nl/Matabeleland%20Report.pdf>, accessed 4 June 2026. 

					
					
						21	G Nzongola-Ntalaja, Revolution and counter-revolution in Africa: Essays in contemporary politics (London: ZED Books, 1987), pp. 74-77.

					
					
						22	J Alexander, “The noisy silence of Gukurahundi: Truth, recognition and belonging”, Journal of Southern African Studies 47 (5), 2021, p. 773.

					
					
						23	N Kriger, “ZANU(PF) strategies in general elections, 1980-2000: Discourse and coercion”, African Affairs 104 (414), 2005, pp. 1-34; I Mhike, “Political violence in Zimbabwe’s National Youth Service, 2001–2007”. In: E Oinas et al. (eds.), What Politics: Youth and political engagement in Africa (Leiden: Brill, 2018), pp. 246-264; M Oosterom and S Gukurume, “Managing the born-free generation: Zimbabwe’s strategies for dealing with the youth” (Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute, CMI Working Paper, 2019), <https://www.cmi.no/publications/7000-managing-the-born-free-generation-zimbabwes-strategies-for-dealing-with-the-youth>, accessed 4 June 2026; Mashingaidze, “Guardians of the nation”, pp. 115-139; CCJP, Report on the 1980s disturbances, p.18. 
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				Discussing the ZANU YL, Jaji and Oosterom and Gukurume concur that the party follows a traditional and gerontocratic leadership model that emphasises youth obedience within party structures.24 Generally, ZANU-PF youths have limited decision-making roles and are expected to conform to gwara remusangano (party’s ideological line). Kriger and Ndlovu-Gatsheni have emphasised that the party’s authoritarian politics, rooted in liberation war socialist ideologies (Marxist-Leninist-Maoist), oppose pluralism and public criticism once decisions are made at the centre.25 It is within this context of hierarchical control and ideological discipline that the YL was established. Instead of promoting creative or liberating ideas among young people, the YL focused on enforcing obedience and loyalty to the party and its leaders.26 Interestingly, ZANU’s Secretary for Youth has traditionally been an elderly figure, usually more than 40 years old. For instance, Abraham Sikhosana, who died in 2020, continued to serve as the ZANU-PF youth leader when he was over 60 years old.27 The intention was to have an elder in charge of the younger members to control, if not curtail, their political ambitions through various means, including patronage politics. Although ZANU-PF is rhetorically heavy on youth empowerment, the party operates through a system of rewards and patronage that keeps the youth dependent on its leaders.28 Jobs in public service are handed out as favours, with youth leaders securing their positions by promising similar opportunities to those they control. Although Jaji and Oosterom and Gukurume’s works do not focus on the Youth Brigades and their operations or its legacies, they provide important insights into the relationship between ZANU-PF and the youth in general, including their agency and role in this dynamic.

				Mashingaidze discusses the activities of the Youth Brigades and notes that while the programme was established to instil civic virtue and work ethics, it soon became a coercive apparatus that blurred the line between state and party.29 He stated that the brigades were deployed to rally citizens to 

				
					
						24	R Jaji, “Youth masculinities in Zimbabwe’s congested gerontocratic political space”, Africa Development 45 (3), 2020, pp. 77–96; M Oosterom and S Gukurume, “Shades of party activism: Understanding ZANU-PF youth activists”, Critical African Studies, 2024, pp. 1–19. 

					
					
						25	N Kriger, Zimbabwe’s guerrilla war: Peasant voices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 116-168; S Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Do Zimbabweans exist? Trajectories of nationalism, national identity formation and crisis in a postcolonial state (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2009), pp. 189-230.

					
					
						26	Oosterom and Gukurume, “Shades of party activism”, pp.1–19. 

					
					
						27	The Zimeye, 16 May 2020, <https://www.zimeye.net/2020/05/16/sikhosana-was-a-loyal-and-dedicated-cadre-zanu-pf-on-late-former-youth-leader-mnangagwa-loved-dearly/>, accessed 6 December 2025. 

					
					
						28	M Oosterom and S Gukurume, “Ruling party patronage, brokerage, and contestations at urban markets in Harare”, African Affairs 121 (484), 2021, pp. 371–394.

					
					
						29	Mashingaidze, “Guardians of the nation”, pp. 121-122.
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				ZANU-PF gatherings, intimidate opponents, and take part in state-sponsored violence during the gukurahundi and the 1985 elections.30 Mashingaidze’s work reveals how the state used youth mobilisation to sustain ZANU’s political dominance under the guise of socialist nation-building. However, his analysis is largely descriptive, focusing on the Youth Brigades’ activities and excesses without interrogating its ideological role within ZANU-PF’s project of socialist statecraft. We build upon Mashingaidze’s work to situate the Youth Brigades phenomenon within the broader architecture of ZANU-PF’s socialist statecraft, marked by ideological production and political control. We show how, through the Youth Brigades and other state apparatus, authoritarian nationalism became embedded in Zimbabwe during its early post-independence years.

				Kriger observed that since 1980, ZANU-PF has been employing violent tactics against political opponents during elections.31 It abused the state institutions, especially the police and judiciary, to grant the perpetrators immunity.32 Building on Kriger’s work, Mhike stated that Youth Brigades and the later NYS were designed to manage youth ambitions, pressure them to support the ruling party and deploy them against opposition groups so that the latter would either acquiesce to ZANU-PF politics or retreat underground.33 We build on Kriger and Mhike’s works by providing a detailed analysis of Youth Brigades, exploring its operational dynamics and legacies. We argue that although some youths were victims of ZANU-PF indoctrination and the poverty that drove them to join Youth Brigades, some of them became willing agents who hoped to gain rewards from the patronage system and act as instruments of punishment for nonconformists. 

				We deploy aspects of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to understand this Youth Brigades phenomenon, but with some modifications. Gramsci argues that entities such as “commando units” or youth militias are activated during periods of perceived state vulnerability.34 These units engage in illicit activities while the state maintains a facade of legality, thereby aiding its reorganisation. Gramsci conceived the political party as the organisational nucleus through which a collective will is forged, arguing that parties transform social groups into “leaders and organisers” of society and exercise a directive and educative function over the masses.35 Hegemony, in this formulation, depends upon the 

				
					
						30	Mashingaidze, “Guardians of the nation”, pp. 121-122.

					
					
						31	Kriger, “ZANU(PF) Strategies in general elections”, pp. 1-34.

					
					
						32	Kriger, “ZANU(PF) Strategies in General Elections”, p. 1.

					
					
						33	Mhike, “Political violence in Zimbabwe”, pp. 246-264.

					
					
						34	Q Hoare and GN Smith, Selections from the prison notebooks of Antonio Gramsci (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971), pp. 210–211.

					
					
						35	Hoare and Smith, Selections from the prison notebooks, pp. 15–16.
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				party’s capacity to organise, discipline, and politically incorporate broad social groups into a coherent collective project.36 He underscores the necessity of coercion to assert state or party authority. There is no denying that ZANU-PF uses youth in its coercive politics, believing that coercion is the default magic bullet the populace requires to ensure political acquiescence. However, coercion alone does not fully explain youth participation. Some youths genuinely believe they have a responsibility to defend the state against political opponents. This is because the same youths are invested in the future of the party, as it is the hand that feeds and sustains them. Unemployed and perhaps unemployable youths saw opportunities in state programs to benefit and uplift themselves. 

				Our paper relies on qualitative data collected between July 2019 and March 2024, including oral interviews, newspapers, parliamentary debates, and other archival sources. One of the authors was old enough in the 1980s to have experienced the work of the Youth Brigades in his rural community. By saying this, we are not reducing our work to an autoethnographic undertaking, as it draws on more sources than that. The youth brigades’ involvement in gukurahundi and electoral violence makes the topic politically sensitive in Zimbabwe’s political context. We used snowball sampling because of the polarised nature of the population. Snowball sampling helped us to identify and access individuals who were either currently or formerly associated with ZANU-PF. Interviews were conducted in secluded locations chosen by participants. Pseudonyms were used and identifying details were removed from our evidence that we received from those youths who were not currently public figures and who wished to retain their anonymity. Audio recordings and notes were securely stored on encrypted devices. Twenty-one interviews were successfully conducted. 

				Participants were politically active individuals aged 50–84, including former ZANU-PF and ZAPU members, former Youth Brigades members, and civic representatives, who were old enough in the 1980s to provide meaningful data. Semi-structured interviews and a life history approach were used, with open-ended questions allowing participants to speak at length. To ensure analytical depth and reliability, we employed a three-tier triangulation approach (for data cross-validation), incorporating methodological, data, and theoretical triangulation. In the subsequent section, we discuss the origins of Youth Brigades.

				
					
						36	Hoare and Smith, Selections from the prison notebooks, pp. 129–132.
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				THE GENESIS OF THE YOUTH BRIGADES 

				3.1	Beginnings and aims

				The Youth Brigade programme was established in 1981 under the Ministry of Youth, Sport and Recreation as a national service endeavour to engage young citizens in socialist-oriented development. This programme, which was not unique to Zimbabwe, bore a resemblance to initiatives such as the Ghana Workers’ Brigades of 1957 (possibly influenced by Mugabe’s experiences in Ghana), Mali’s Civic Service Programme of the 1960s, and the Kenya Association of Youth Centres of 1966, among others.37 

				Debates captured in parliamentary reports (the Hansards) reveal that the government held strong views and had a clear basis for crafting a national youth policy as early as September 1980, from which the idea of the Youth Brigades emerged. For the new government, there was an urgent need to inculcate in youths the importance of voluntary service. Further, according to the Deputy Minister of Youth, Cephas Msipa, the Ministry intended to, “[…] organise all the youth for participation in national development […],” so as, “To meet the needs of Zimbabwe’s development, to uplift rural productivity and standards of living, to prevent underemployment and unemployment, [and] to teach our youth to earn their rights by meeting their responsibilities[…]” by means of, “[…] a national youth service for all school leavers together with other youth.”38 He continued, “All youths will be given training in a variety of skills and will perfect those skills in reconstruction and development projects for the people of Zimbabwe. They will learn discipline, physical fitness and service to the nation,” and in addition to this, the youths were to learn key vocational skills in an intensive learning environment to make them relevant as, “[…] educational, agricultural, industrial and construction workers for national development projects,” under the direction of the Ministry of Youth and in collaboration with other government ministries.39 In this way, it was believed that youths would supplement formal schooling with non-formal training and would have the necessary experience to work with the rest of the citizens on many initiatives to the benefit of the country.40

				
					
						37	D Szymkowski, Youth in development: Worker Brigade and the Young Pioneers of Ghana (MA, Michigan State University, 1972), p. 20; JS. Ahlman, Living with Nkrumahism: Nation, State, and Pan-Africanism in Ghana (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2017), pp. 84-114.

					
					
						38	National Archives of Zimbabwe (NAZ; Harare), ZG2, Zimbabwe Parliamentary Debates, House of Assembly, 11 September 1980, p. 921.

					
					
						39	NAZ, ZG2, Zimbabwe Parliamentary Debates, House of Assembly, 11 September 1980, p. 922.

					
					
						40	NAZ, ZG2, Zimbabwe Parliamentary Debates, House of Assembly, 11 September 1980, p. 922-924. 
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				Responding to parliamentary inquiries about the programme in 1981, the then responsible Minister, Ernest Kadungure, outlined the objectives of the Youth Brigades. These were listed by the parliamentary arm of the Zimbabwe Inter African News Agency (ZIANA), and read as follows: 

				To change the attitude of youth from the psychology of the war to the spirit of reconciliation through socialistic-orientated political education. 

				To reorientate and foster socialistic ideological commitments to ensure total liberation from the forces of racism, capitalism, and imperialism. 

				To inculcate discipline, combat delinquency and all the concomitant ills of colonial and fascist rule, and foster loyalty and dedication in the service of the nation and state. 

				To promote international solidarity with progressive forces the world over and the oppressed people still struggling under the yoke of colonialism. 

				To provide a fundamental base for developing socialism by promoting the new concepts of technical culture, agrotechnical culture and national defence.41 

				As Minister Kadungure articulated in July 1981, youths were key to the process of reconstructing the country emerging from war, as well as in rehabilitating those who were displaced and wounded during the war. Youth training was also important as a part of the move to, “[…] unify the nation’s youth and to assist them in rediscovering and developing a high sense of patriotism”, said Minister Kadungure. He emphasised that such trained youth and ex-combatants were also envisaged to become an important resource to “[…] spearhead our socio-economic revolution.”42 Further, by training youths, the government sought to reduce the social ills such as drug and alcohol abuse, robbery, and prostitution, and help centre them in “[…] creating the Zimbabwe of the future.”43 

				For Kadungure, this multi-dimensional orientation of youths (that is, inculcating patriotism, reducing social ills, embedding lifelong skills, and developing a voluntarist mindset to serve the nation) would promote national identity, foster self-reliance, and create a cadre ready to defend the country 

				
					
						41	“Ziana’s parliamentary services, youth ‘pillars of a new nation’ says Kadungure”, The Herald, 12 September 1981.

					
					
						42	NAZ, ZG2, Zimbabwe Parliamentary Debates, House of Assembly, First Parliament, 21 July 1981, p. 726-27.

					
					
						43	NAZ, ZG2, Zimbabwe Parliamentary Debates, House of Assembly, First Parliament, 21 July 1981, p. 727.

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					12

				

				
					SJCH 50 (2) | 2025

				

			

		

		
			
				ideologically and militarily against perceived imperialist threats.44 Youths aged 12 to 30 years old were enlisted, with the main targets being ex-guerrillas, mujibhas and chimbwidos (male and female war collaborators respectively), and other youths whose education was disrupted by the war and who were unemployed.45 Framed as a tribute to the youth’s role in the liberation struggle, government youth policy aimed to instil socialist discipline, patriotism and a spirit of national service. As a part of their voluntarist civic duties, Youth Brigades and some youths who were not in Youth Training Centres (if they had the necessary skills and capacity) were expected to repair old and disabled people’s homes; repair public infrastructure such as clinics, roads, and others as well as fetch water and firewood for the old aged and the disabled, build bus stop shelters, and Blair toilets in rural areas, and so on.46 

				The youth ministry established the National Youth Council under the leadership of Tichaona Jokonya to implement the youth brigades programme.47 The Council collaborated with the ZANU YL (an ideological and organisational training ground for the party with cells and branches nationwide).48 This might be one of the reasons the program was criticised by some parliamentarians, chiefly Honourable Ruth Chinamano, as partisan and focusing mainly on training ZANU and Shona-speaking youths.49 The YL was modelled after the North Korean Socialist Youth League, whose duties entailed ideological indoctrination, societal monitoring, mobilising youths into labour brigades, and suppressing dissent.50 Kriger argued that the YL’s primary role was to recruit youth into brigades and facilitate their acclimatisation to assigned duties.51 During the 1985 International Youth Conference in Harare, Kadungure advocated for, “a socialist path to transfer national wealth and resource control to the people, with the YL spearheading the brigade movement to mobilise youths into cooperatives.”52 At the second Mashonaland West Provincial Youth Congress in Chinhoyi, Kadungure 
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				exhorted the ZANU YL members to join brigades and participate actively in youth-led development projects.53 

				Criticisms arose from ZAPU and United African National Council (UANC) members regarding the YL’s involvement in recruitment and political socialisation, criticising the Youth’s inordinate loyalty to Robert Mugabe and ZANU. During a question and answer session to the Minister of Youth regarding a perceived high budget vote for his Ministry, Member of Parliament, Ruth Chinamano, reported that during her visit to Gweru and Gokwe, she received complaints that, “[…] when these young girls and boys joined the brigades, they are told to bring ZANU-PF cards”, failure of which, “[…] they are sent away.”54 Further, during her travels to Nairobi, she was received by trained youths who spoke ChiShona, and no one among them could speak IsiNdebele, indicating that the brigades were largely drawn from Shona-speaking areas, a fact confirmed by the Minister’s own statistics.55 For these reasons, it was not too far-fetched for opposition politicians and other critics to view the Youth Brigades as paramilitary arms of ZANU.56 

				Excited at the coming of independence, youths, particularly former guerrillas and war collaborators, expected the ZANU-PF controlled government to fulfil its wartime promises of a better life in independent Zimbabwe. Conversely, ZANU-PF leadership sought unwavering youth loyalty. The government needed to institutionalise and contain the aspirations of elated and potentially dangerous youths whose energy and indiscipline could endanger the nascent state. The 1982 census revealed that nearly 60 per cent (over 4 million) of Zimbabwe’s 7,9 million population were below the age of 30.57 Each year, more than 80 000 school leavers could not secure employment in the cities, a trend that worsened due to increasing school enrolments and diminishing job opportunities in a small economy constrained by 15 years of war, international sanctions, and capital flight.58 The regime feared that unemployment, if left unchecked, could spark an insurrection. During this period, The Herald often reported cases of banditry, 
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				robberies, murders, and other crimes committed by ex-guerrillas in urban and rural areas.59 Concomitantly, the regime was worried about the potential recruitment of unemployed youths as “dissidents” that ZANU often linked to its opponent, ZAPU.60 

				Youth Brigades were a part of ZANU’s broader agenda to create a one-party socialist state. Within ZANU-PF, there existed a persistent sense of insecurity regarding the consolidation of political power, a condition tantamount to what Francis Nyamnjoh regards as incompleteness.61 Although the Lancaster House Constitution mandated multiparty democracy, ZANU-PF resisted it, striving instead for one-party dominance.62 Mugabe denounced multiparty politics as having “no place in Zimbabwe”, calling opposition a “luxury”.63 His speeches frequently advocated a one-party state, building strong party structures nationwide, providing military training for youths, and involving them in party organs.64 Given the YL’s influence in the Youth Brigades, the movement became susceptible to producing youths committed to defending the ZANU regime and disseminating party ideologies at the grassroots level. The goal was to consolidate power, solidify party hegemony and monopolise the state. As Raftopoulos argues, the post-independence state became concerned with consolidating ZANU-PF’s political dominance and marginalising opposition forces, often subordinating democratic governance to the imperatives of state control.65 The regime cared more about winning elections than fostering sustainable development. 

				Youth and ZANLA guerrillas had played a decisive role in rallying support during the 1980 election. With the assimilation of the ZANLA guerrillas into the national army as professional soldiers under British tutelage, there was a desperate need for a youth militia to use in subsequent elections.66 Youth Brigades became the ideal vehicle for disseminating ZANU ideology and rallying support for the 1985 elections. The Herald revealed that ZANU officials consistently urged brigades to collaborate with provincial members and mobilise new supporters.67 Simbarashe Makoni (who became the Minister 
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				of Youth, Sport and Recreation in 1983) instructed the brigades to, “study the foundational texts of Zimbabwean ideology alongside academic literature.” After training, participants were expected to return to their districts and be equipped with the necessary knowledge to teach others in their branches, wards, and cells.68 Youth training was more than merely ideological, as evidence suggests that as early as 1982, the Youth Training Centres were already serving the purpose of political indoctrination, with ZANU-PF slogans such as Pamberi neZANU (Forward with ZANU) being chanted during youth training sessions. This was experienced as offensive and alienating by the already few youths from Matabeleland, then a largely ZAPU-supporting area, who had joined the Brigades. Consequently, most of these youths chose not to return to the Training Centres after going home for holidays.69 

				To make matters worse, and despite Youth Minister Kadungure’s attempts in 1982 to deny that youths committed atrocities, he, however, conceded that some youths received limited semi-military training from the army; that some were in fact armed, and that it was difficult, “[…] to control millions and millions of youths […].”70 In response, an opposition (UANC party) Member of Parliament, Titus Mukarati, put it to the Minister of Youths, Sports and Recreation that he knew of, “[…] instances where some people have died from being beaten by Youth Brigades.”71 So, on paper, Youth Brigades sought to cultivate politically conscious youths for national development, ostensibly without requiring formal party membership. However, it evolved into a body that closely resembled the YL, which served as a defender of ZANU against the opposition. The coming section discusses the recruitment and training of the youth brigades.

				3.2	Recruitment and training 

				The Youth Brigades programme commenced in September 1981, aiming to recruit, according to Kadungure, an initial stream of approximately 5 000 steadfast youths who would initiate a few archetypal self-help projects and promote Youth Brigade activities before attracting a broader youth membership. These youths were dressed in uniforms comprising bright red or green shirts and khaki trousers. However, the response exceeded 
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				expectations as the number rapidly increased from 6 000 in December 1981 to 48 000 in January 1982, then to 136 000 in March 1982, and by 15 July 1982, the Minister reported in parliament that the figure had grown to over 250 000 registered youths.72 The state-controlled Herald newspaper, as expected, reported (probably an exaggerated figure) that over 272 000 youths had joined Youth Brigades by July 1982.73 By May 1984, the Minister claimed that the numbers reached 400 000 out of an estimated youth population of four million, which was ten percent of the youth populace.74 However, some youths resisted joining, with perceptions varying across different population segments. White Zimbabweans generally shunned the programme, viewing it as catering exclusively for blacks. Some white Members of Parliament were critical of the Youth Brigades. Donald Goddard characterised the youth trainers as men of bad character, alleging that, “They all look like they are suffering from hangovers”, and further, in response to the invitation from the Minister of Youth to visit and observe the successes of these training centres, declaring that, “You promise we will not be brainwashed when we get there?”75 

				Another Member of Parliament, Richard Cartwright, wondered why the Ministry should exist and whether it should not rather be joined to the Ministry of Women Affairs, as it was unclear whether the Ministry of Youth was breaking even on its business projects or costing the state too much money.76 Lastly, former Minister of Information during the Smith regime, Van Der Byl, who was still an Member of Parliament in 1982, wondered why the Minister was refusing to answer the question, “At what age does a person cease to be a youth within the terms of the responsibility of the Ministry”, wondering why government reduced the age of majority from 21 to 18, and averring that, “[…] if you continue with the full title of youth until you are 30. It is unbelievable.”77 The latter was a very sensitive issue to ZANU-PF, considering that they have always deployed elderly people to serve in youth affairs to control the young since their wartime years. The issues raised by the white Members of Parliament represent the thinking of some of the white population, as none of the white children joined youth brigades. The same applies to Coloured 
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				and Indian children. Educated African youths saw the Youth Brigades as tailored for the uneducated, while employed youths perceived it as a program to empower the unemployed. Some considered it to be an exclusive arm of ZANU.78 

				In 1982, Youth Minister Kadungure admitted that, while the programme had considerable successes in terms of development projects in many provinces, including some in Matabeleland, and that while the national enrolment for the program stood at 272 049 by 16 September 1982, only 4 662 and 2 015 of these youths were from Matabeleland North and Matabeleland South respectively, showing a very low uptake of the Youth Brigade program from the two Matabeleland provinces.79 Many of those from Matabeleland who enrolled for the Youth Brigade training reportedly withdrew before they completed their training. Kandungure explained this low uptake and the withdrawals by claiming that Matabeleland youths often deserted the youth service after a few months of training because they were told by their parents to do so to show their displeasure against the government’s gukurahundi violence that affected Matabeleland provinces. He also said that some of the youths left because they were intimidated by opposition ZAPU party officials and were also allegedly threatened and beaten up by dissidents if they tried to travel back to the training centres. 

				In at least one instance, the Minister of Youth revealed to parliament that one district youth training officer in Lupane, Chris Matambo, was reportedly kidnapped while on duty, tied up to his government vehicle which was then set on fire by, “[…] people in our country who are against government programmes designed to help our youths recover from the ravages of war and prepare them so that they take part in the development of their country.”80 Our knowledge of the fragile political situation in Matabeleland during this period leads us to assume that there is at least some truth in the Minister of Youth’s statement. However, we have already demonstrated the concerns raised in parliament about indoctrination and the ZANU-fication of the Youth Brigades. Moreover, if the Youth Brigades were a professionally run government project, free of nefarious political influence, then the government probably did not do enough to demonstrate that it was an innocuous national program. Even in areas with strong ZANU-PF support, there was occasional resentment 
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				towards the youth brigade.81 Nobert Mafukidze noted that, “apprehension toward ex-guerrillas in the Youth Brigade was prevalent due to their violent acts.”82 

				Youth training centres such as Kaguvi in Gweru, Chaminuka in Mount Darwin and Pangani in Filabusi were opened between 1982 and 1983.83 They introduced youths to the concept of cooperatives by engaging them in small-scale projects.84 Over two years, the curriculum emphasised hands-on instruction in carpentry, building, agriculture, dressmaking, motor mechanics, welding, and secretarial courses.85 The goal was to rehabilitate youths affected by war by equipping them with basic skills for self-reliance.86 Mashavave, one of our interviewees said, “The training aimed to prepare youths for rural development projects, thereby mitigating rural-urban migration and urban unemployment.”87 Graduates were expected to establish cooperatives in their home areas.88 This initiative was envisioned to prevent urban civil unrest, reduce municipal service pressure, curb youth delinquency, and address rural workforce shortages, drawing lessons from youth unemployment crises in post-independence Ghana, Kenya, and Mali.89 The Zimbabwean Youth Brigade centres were supposed to provide a cost-effective pool of labour and align youth activities with state-approved developmental plans. Most importantly, the government sought to secure ex-guerrilla support and bolster its legitimacy by deploying them into cooperatives as a symbol of socialist economic transformation. This noble program was abused for political ends whenever ZANU-PF wished. 

				Bester Magwizi, a war-veteran and former spokesperson of the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) Veterans Association stated that, “these Youth Brigade centres were ZANU’s indoctrination platforms to foster loyalty to the party.” They conveyed a biased historical narrative that valorised ZANU figures, especially Mugabe, to cultivate political and 
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				ideological support for the party.”90 This was parallel to Ghana’s Workers’ Brigades and Young Pioneers, who were indoctrinated in Nkrumah-ism to ensure loyalty to Kwame Nkrumah’s leadership and the Convention People’s Party (CPP).91 The ZANU regime envisioned using partisan indoctrination to mould youths from all population segments into guardians of party ideology to solidify its influence from an early age and at the grassroots level. Youth Brigades served as the starting point. It was followed by the establishment of the 21st February Movement in 1986, which targeted kindergarten and primary school children, and the proposed but unrealised launch of the Cadet Corps in 1988, a compulsory national service for secondary school youths.92 The 21st February Movement was launched by the ZANU Youth League on Robert Mugabe’s 62 birthday. It aimed to inculcate the ideas of “patriotism” into Zimbabwean children and youths. These children spent most of their time learning the history of Robert Mugabe and other ZANU-PF liberation heroes and praising Mugabe’s leadership. It was not a formal government program.

				Authur Sadomba recalled that, “During training […] trainees gathered at regular parades, singing liberation war (Chimurenga) songs and chanting slogans that vilified opposition figures, especially Joshua Nkomo.”93 Elizabeth Madzimure said, “We were told that political opponents, especially Abel Muzorewa, Ndabaningi Sithole and Joshua Nkomo, were economic saboteurs who could do all they could to ruin the economy and disturb people.”94 This political indoctrination was important to ZANU-PF’s one-party agenda, which depended on the annihilation of political opposition. Like in Russia and North Korea, youth tutors used ideology and agitative propaganda to promulgate socialist ideals, to reshape the mindset, and to stifle democracy.95 The resulting strong patriotic sentiments often turn the youths into fervent supporters and potentially volatile reserve forces for the ruling party. 
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				The Youth Brigades curriculum included military training, a component facilitated by hired North Korean military experts.96 To this, the journalist Edward Girardet, who attended the country’s sixth Independence Day celebration at Rufaro Stadium in 1986, later wrote, “Red flags flew. Youth brigades clasping wooden Kalashnikov rifles performed paramilitary displays, and their North Korean advisers madly waved signals to the cardholders flashing party slogans: “Long live ZANU-PF”, “Socialist ideology”, and “Crush dissidents!”97 Analogously, Sadomba detailed the daily routine of trainees, which included physical exercises such as mountain climbing, push-ups, jogging, and firearm drills.98 In the village where one of the authors grew up, youth brigades used to demonstrate their military and other martial skills at agricultural shows, or at well-attended events where government ministers and other important dignitaries were in attendance. They usually showcased martial skills, such as breaking concrete blocks with their bare hands and climbing high walls; they also displayed other acrobatic skills and many more. These youths looked very fit and fierce. They appeared like an inspiration to the younger generation, who did not know their other nefarious activities. Ngoni Pawadyira (then Mashonaland Central Provincial Officer in the Ministry of Youth, Sport and Recreation) affirmed the mandatory nature of physical education and paramilitary training.99 

				Even Robert Mugabe justified the military training, stating that, “the youth brigades were responsible for defending their localities from potential infiltrators.”100 Kadungure similarly said the brigades were “vigilantes who guard against internal sabotage (sponsored by ZAPU) and external attacks (caused by the Apartheid South Africa).”101 Conversely, critics contended that the ostensibly rehabilitative purpose of the training centres was compromised, as they appeared to remilitarise rather than demilitarise the youth. This was a direct outcome of the political agenda, with ZANU’s intent to deploy the youth as political stormtroopers in the 1985 election against ZAPU and its supporters. The following section examines how the youth brigades operated. 
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				FROM GUNS TO HOES? THE OPERATIONS OF YOUTH BRIGADES

				4.1	Youth Brigades and socialist development goals 

				As Minister of Youth, Kadungure described the Youth Brigades program as a youth transition platform from war to constructive civic engagement, characterised by the swapping of guns for agricultural implements.102 They had some notable successes in many places. At Chaminuka Youth Centre, youth participated in various community projects, including building a library and laboratory at the Bradley Institute (a Salvation Army school in Shamva District). Don Chipango, the then Principal at Chaminuka Youth Centre, said these projects were voluntary and integral to the youth service course.103 In Highfield, the Karigamombe Cooperative, comprising ten youths in New Canaan, focused on farming and selling vegetables, chicken, and other goods.104 In Murewa District, the Uzumba Maramba Pfungwe (UMP)’s Zvataida Youth Brigade, a building brigade trained by the building contractor, John Sisk and Sons, was contracted by the UMP Rural District Council to build five blocks of classrooms at Uzumba Secondary School. The brigade also engaged in piggery and poultry projects.105 In Chiweshe, the Dzimwe Youth Brigade constructed roads, clinics, and schools in the Nzvimbo area and worked with the Danish organisation Development Aid from People to People (DAPP) to build a clinic at Mushumbi Pools. The brigade also pursued agricultural activities, including horticulture and afforestation.106 These were vital contributions to community development in line with the government’s espoused socialist ideas. 

				In 1982, youth construction brigades in Marondera achieved notable accomplishments, including the construction of 65 low-cost houses and eight standard houses. They also expanded the Dombotombo clinic, refurbished two schools, and established a new play centre for around 100 children.107 These brigades likely drew inspiration from those in Eastern Europe (they had an opportunity to tour some of the countries, especially Romania and Serbia), where similar brigades were involved in the construction of 
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				New Belgrade in the late 1940s.108 Similarly, Poland utilised its brigades in developing Nowa Huta in the 1950s.109 Recognising Marondera’s success, the government urged other town councils to establish similar construction brigades to develop local infrastructure.110 Brigade involvement in public projects proved economically advantageous, as labour costs were covered through the state-funded youth ministry brigade fund. It was an opportunity to reduce youth unemployment and to effect significant infrastructure development. Sadomba observed that select individuals, such as Asomani Phiri and Fidelis Chimombe, who graduated from brigade centres, capitalised on their expertise to establish a building brigade that adhered to socialist regimentation principles. They evolved into a company that constructed numerous houses in Harare’s upmarket suburbs.111 

				The brigades also contributed to community service by assisting the elderly and infirm in hospitals, cleaning public institutions, and improving hygiene standards.112 Like Ghana’s Workers’ Brigades, which provided emergency relief to flood victims, Zimbabwe’s youth brigades responded promptly to disasters. For instance, they helped people during the Dande River bridge catastrophe and the Chipuriro bus disaster in Guruve.113 They also maintained order (and directed meeting delegates to their seats) during national events like Independence Day, Heroes Day, and music concerts.114 The brigades could have achieved more with adequate support from various government ministries. The government’s minimal investment in the initiatives led by youth brigade graduates was evident; by 1987, the youth ministry had only received a mere $500 000 in loans since its establishment in 1980, notwithstanding that youth constitute approximately 60 per cent of the total population.115 The funds could not meet the demands of the growing number of school leavers and marginalised youths. 

				Despite the government’s huge expenditure on training, many brigade graduates failed to secure employment. Some of them ended up wandering the urban streets, and others returned to rural areas without 
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				the resources to start projects, while others returned to rural areas without the urban streets.116 Their certificates from their training centres were not recognised by other government departments, such as the Ministry of Labour, Manpower Planning, and Social Welfare, which set educational and aptitude requirements for apprenticeship programmes, hindering their employment prospects.117 Similarly, the Ministry of Lands, Agriculture, and Rural Resettlement excluded them from resettlement schemes as resettlement policy targeted married adults. These exclusionary bureaucratic practices reflect what Honwana describe as the systemic production of youth precarity, even within programmes ostensibly designed to empower them.118 Moreover, the excessive politicisation of Youth Brigades undermined its developmental mission and eroded its socialist developmental objectives. 

				4.2	Youth Brigades, political violence and ZANU-PF politics 

				The pursuit of socialist development goals was commendable, but the concurrent rise in political violence tainted the Youth Brigades activities. Reports of public harassment emerged in Harare, notably during the All-Africa heavyweight boxing championship contest at Rufaro Stadium in 1982. The youth brigades were tasked with serving as marshals for about 20 000 people during the boxing tournament. The Herald reporter saw two brigade members holding a man while a third repeatedly beat him with a knobkerrie. As he beat him, he shouted, “So you think you can argue with the youth brigade?” Some people alleged that they heard brigade members claim they received their instructions from ZANU and that they were above the law.119 In 1982, complaints emerged in Mashonaland East regarding youth brigades enforcing political allegiance in rural areas through beatings and burnings of houses of non-ZANU members.120 During a parliamentary session, Kadungure acknowledged discipline issues within the brigades, attributing the challenge to controlling thousands of them across various locations.121 Robson Manyika, then Mashonaland East Provincial Officer for the youth ministry, called for disciplinary action against those who mistreated the public. Manyika also declared, “To be a member of the youth brigade is a privilege; we cannot allow a few rotten apples to taint the reputation of the majority. The youth ministry 
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				should trace the offending members since they were attached to units, and duties were assigned according to units.”122 Despite promises of action, little was done, cementing the belief that ex-guerrillas in the Youth Brigades had brought war tactics into independent Zimbabwe, as argued by Kriger.123 

				When the People’s Militia was launched in 1982 to combat alleged ZAPU dissidents, some youth brigades joined the militia, and others helped to recruit youths from their communities. Mugabe, on 9 May 1982, at Zimunya township, said, 

				Young people will be armed to fight dissidents and bandits in the country. You need to be vigilant; you will be taught how to use guns to provide immediate protection to your community. Do not rely on the army and police alone for security, but you, the people, must learn to defend yourselves against bandits and dissidents. The army might take too long to come to your aid as they must prepare first, and by the time they arrive, the dissident would have disappeared. 124 

				Mugabe prompted the youth brigades and the ZANU YL to join the Fifth Brigade in the gukurahundi massacres, which claimed nearly 20 000 people in Matabeleland and Midlands.125 These youths engaged in torture, arson and murder targeting ZAPU supporters. Msindo noted that in Matabeleland, the gukurahundi violence is remembered more than the violence of the colonial regime.126 The conduct of the youth brigades thus reflects a post-liberation regime that replaced colonial despotism with a potent and doctrinaire postcolonial authoritarianism. 

				The CCJP documented electoral violence starting in 1984, attributed to the youth brigades and YL.127 They violently disrupted opposition rallies and campaigns.128 Kadungure constantly exhorted them to defend the party and ensure its victory in the 1985 elections, emphasising their role in, “combatting malcontents among themselves and their communities.”129 These youths destroyed ZAPU offices in Harare and parts of the Mashonaland province, as well as intimidating and coercing ZAPU and the UANC supporters in areas like Highfields and Mbare.130 The prevailing political climate prompted The Herald commentator to write, “Political hooliganism and political violence are 
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				occurring too frequently in our midst [...] The competition should be political, through the ballot box, and not the bullet or stone-throwing. If it is our young people who are perpetrating this cynical violence, then their elders should crack the whip.”131 

				Despite such appeals, incidents of youth violence persisted. Elisha Maunga witnessed the forceful eviction of a UANC member from his residence in Cherima, Highfield, orchestrated by the brigades. This happened after UANC supporters held a meeting at this house, during which they spoke derogatorily about the then Prime Minister, Robert Mugabe, and his government. The youth brigades, incensed by the remarks, removed Maunga’s belongings from the premises, locked them out, and went away with the keys.132 Facing this prevailing Youth Brigades orchestrated violence, the UANC and ZAPU youths at times retaliated, leading to violent clashes that destroyed properties.133 Tragically, also, some youth brigade members became targets of violence, such as in Mberengwa, where ZAPU youths allegedly killed six of Youth Brigade members.134 

				In some areas, brigades forced people onto buses to attend ZANU rallies. In the run-up to the 1985 elections, Joshua Nkomo complained, “The youth brigades are forcing people to join ZANU-PF. They cannot have a rally without these army elements […] [they] carry them around in military trucks forcing people to go to rallies.”135 They even forced school-going children to attend pungwes (night functions), sometimes assaulting and injuring them. This prompted Morris Nyagumbo, a ZANU politician and Member of Parliament, to say, “School-going children are busy with their homework and should not be forced to attend party activities like singing at political gatherings. It is not a party policy that school-going children should be made to attend night party functions.”136 This appeared to be a publicity stunt, as the party could not enforce meaningful disciplinary action. It underscores the persistent militarisation of Youth Brigades, with ex-guerrillas in the youth brigade maintaining their wartime coercive approach that conflated guns and elections as Siamese twins. The deployment of wartime intimidation tactics during campaigns mirrored practices observed during the 1980 election.137 
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				The CCJP compared the brigades to China’s Red Guards, noting similarities in their coercive tactics to consolidate political power, akin to Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution.138

				Together with formal ZANU political structures that operated at village and district levels, the Youth Brigades and ZANU YL engaged in surveillance duties (serving as the eyes and ears of the ZANU government) to monitor people’s whereabouts, what they said at village and other meetings, and to identify perceived sell-outs in their communities. At a rally in 1985, Nkomo said, 

				The people in Mashonaland are living in great fear. When you talk to them, they will look around to see who is there because they know there is a chairperson, there is a commissar, there is youth, and there is the youth brigade. All these groups want to see who they are talking to and why.139 

				Narrative of this kind of youth orchestrated violence and surveillance are not new in Zimbabwe. Nonetheless, in Murewa, one of our interviews, Muzumba maintained that the brigades refrained from physical violence, they focused on selling ZANU-PF cards and organising party events. She, however, said that it was, “the village committees that functioned as surveillance mechanisms […] they created an environment in which it was difficult to exercise opposition politics in the area. They intimidated people threatening them that if they supported figures like Nkomo, Muzorewa or Sithole, the country would go to war again.”140 

				After the elections of 1985, violence persisted, spurred by Mugabe’s inflammatory speeches. During a rally in Chitungwiza, he metaphorically urged supporters to, “strike the bushes with clubs” and remove perceived adversaries and portrayed Nkomo and ZAPU as “enemies of the state” deserving punishment.141 Sadomba confirmed that youth brigades and other ZANU-PF structures, notably the Women’s League, perpetrated violence in Mbare and Highfields that resulted in injuries, displacements and fatalities.142 The Law Committee for Human Rights reported that ZAPU candidates were brutally attacked, some fatally with axes, resulting in dozens of deaths 
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				in Harare, including two pregnant women.143 The police did not intervene to arrest perpetrators and to restore order until the third day of violence, suggesting tacit approval from ZANU-PF officials and law enforcement.144 The CCJP report documented widespread displacement and fatalities, estimating up to 2 000 individuals affected in Harare, Matabeleland, and Midlands during this election-related violence.145 The pervasive violence prompted Abel Muzorewa to say, “ZANU doesn’t believe in God […] there is only the party and the party card.”146 

				The youth brigades collaborated closely with state security forces, a collusion affirmed by Joshua Nkomo, stating that, “the police, influenced by senior ZANU-PF members, turned away victims seeking assistance”.147 They were mandated to punish and neutralise perceived threats to ZANU-PF hegemony, and thus, the brigades perpetrated numerous atrocities with impunity. The perpetrators of political violence often faced nominal imprisonment and were freed through Presidential Amnesty (outlined in Clemency Order No.1 of 1988).148 This amnesty pardoned numerous youths involved in political atrocities during the gukurahundi and the 1985 election. This indicates a culture of impunity stemming from events of the 1980s, and the country has continued to suffer from it.

				Youth Brigades failed to achieve many of its original goals, especially in addressing youth unemployment. First, it required significant financial investment to feed and train these numerous youths who joined Youth Brigades at a time when the economic situation of the country had not developed well enough, and state subsidies were becoming more burdensome. Secondly, the successes of Youth Brigades depended on the integrity of political institutions and the depoliticisation of youth labour. However, ZANU-PF’s political logic frequently undermined these developmental objectives. The history of ZANU-PF suggests a party that prioritises power consolidation and electoral victories over public welfare. In this milieu, the youth brigades were streamlined to function as custodians of ZANU-PF’s interests, predominantly focusing on securing electoral victories and weakening opposition. With the Youth Brigades contributing to the violence in Matabeleland, ZAPU ended up surrendering, culminating in the signing of the Unity Accord on 22 December 1987 and its subsequent assimilation into ZANU-PF. Youth Brigades were 
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				also becoming financially burdensome, and with the pressure to adopt the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank’s structural adjustment program, socialist orientated programs and many state-subsidised programs had to stop. Having explored this trajectory, we now turn to the legacies of the Youth Brigades.

				LEGACIES OF THE YOUTH BRIGADES

				Youth Brigades were disbanded after the gukurahundi turmoil was resolved through the 1987 Unity Accord (which merged ZANU and ZAPU). The Accord obliged the government to dissolve these Youth Brigades, the People’s Militia, and the Fifth Brigade for their participation in the Matabeleland massacres. However, ZANU-PF had a plan, though unrealised, to establish the compulsory Cadet Corps in 1988, targeting school leavers. Besides, the Youth Brigades stemmed from socialist internationalism during the Cold War, with developing nations adopting socialism and benefiting from Soviet aid packages. The global decline of socialism after 1989 withered funding for socialist policies and youth movements, leading to the abandonment of even the planned Cadet Corp. Disbanding Youth Brigades allowed the government to present a façade of democracy aligned with the changing post-Socialist order. The economic recession of the late 1980s compelled the government to embrace the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in 1991, which demanded reductions in public spending and the cessation of welfarist and socialist initiatives. This made the establishment of any youth movement in the 1990s unfeasible. Nevertheless, the brigades set an unsettling precedent by embedding a culture of youth violence in post-colonial Zimbabwe. 

				The quest for power and electoral victories compelled ZANU-PF to employ youth violence throughout the 1990s relentlessly especially against the Zimbabwe Unity Movement party. The disbandment of Youth Brigades left the ZANU-PF YL with the responsibility to mobilise party supporters, using its nationwide organisational structures to grow its ideological influence and enforce loyalty through surveillance and punishment of dissent. The YL’s roles prompted Kriger to describe these youths as, “committed revolutionaries” and “defenders of the revolution.”149 This violent culture persisted in the post-2000 period, notably during farm invasions, with ZANU-PF youths and war veterans targeting white commercial farmers and their black workers. This period saw the emergence of the NYS and later, local, rag-tag, largely urban based vigilante groups such as Chipangano in Mbare and Top Six in Chinhoyi 
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				(who targeted opposition parties, controlled market stalls, and collected bus terminus ranking fees), and others such as MaShurugwi and Al-Shabaab in Midlands Province (who harassed artisanal gold miners with impunity and operated small gold mining syndicates). These groups largely depended on ZANU-PF’s support and patronage. In some cases, they became personal militias answerable to powerful regional political lords. ZANU-PF affiliated groups like Al-Shabab in Kwekwe and Chipangano in Mbare engaged in quasi-political activities, including usurping local state duties and extracting protection fees from citizens. They were also rewarded with access to loans, land, residential stands, agricultural inputs, and other benefits. 

				Youth violence peaked during the 2008 Presidential election run-off election, ending only after Morgan Tsvangirai’s boycott. This culture of violence had a contagion effect. It extended to the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), which formed youth groups like Democratic Resistance Committees (DRCs) and the paramilitary Vanguard to organise retaliatory violence. Instances of youth violence during and after elections have remained pervasive.150 Mwonzora and Helliker conceptualise the 2008 electoral violence as a process of reciprocal escalation in which youth militancy became both a strategic and socially learned form of political engagement.151 

				The activities of Youth Brigades sparked questions about the integrity of youth service as a programme that truly meets youth needs. The NYS, later inaugurated in 2001, also engaged in political violence against the MDC supporters, raising questions about the desirability of these youth programmes in Zimbabwe. The NYS was worse than the Youth Brigades program in that it did not engage in any known development projects. It aimed to institutionalise and control the aspirations of the “born-frees” (youths born after independence who largely supported the opposition) and to counter MDC influence in urban and rural areas.152 The NYS functioned as an instrument of social control that directly benefited the ruling party. Its curriculum was developed within party structures and never presented before parliament, heightening the risk of youth indoctrination for partisan ends. Like the Youth Brigades, the NYS, which was a government programme, evolved into a party programme. It assumed roles beyond youth development, including enforcing price controls, organising political gatherings, and quelling strikes. These youths were implicated in violence during elections, farm invasions, and Operation Murambatsvina (destroying people’s houses 
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				that were supposedly built without Council approval). Although it was finally disbanded in 2007, many NYS graduates remained on the government payroll and continued serving party interests. With Nelson Chamisa’s rise as the face of the opposition, there were calls within ZANU-PF to reintroduce the NYS to counter the rising youth support for the opposition. In May 2024, President Emmerson Mnangagwa relaunched the programme (albeit informally) under the new name, Youth Service in Zimbabwe (YSZ).153 Training began the same year at Dadaya and Vumba centres, and thousands of youths have already graduated. The government aims to train and graduate about 100 000 youths by 2030.154

				ZANU-PF has consistently used patronage to secure youth allegiance since independence. Youth were enticed to join Youth Brigades with promises of jobs in the police, military, and civil service, as well as access to empowerment funding schemes. Magwizi noted that after the disbandment of Youth Brigades, some of its members seamlessly joined the security services.155 Similarly, the NYS graduates received certificates that enabled them to enter public service, especially in state security.156 Those unable to secure formal employment were nonetheless absorbed into government payrolls to maintain loyalty. Likewise, the Mnangagwa regime has promised YSZ graduates some jobs in the uniformed forces and state enterprises, as well as priority access to empowerment loans from the Empower Bank.157

				When the Youth Brigades collapsed, perpetrators of violence escaped accountability through the 1988 Clemency Order, which exonerated members of armed forces and youth militias from repercussions for their involvement in the violence by considering their actions as “bona fide.”158 The adoption of blanket amnesties echoes the Rhodesian government’s 1975 Indemnity and Compensation Act, which retroactively and prospectively acquitted security personnel for committed offences.159 The pattern repeated with the 2000 Clemency Order and continues today as ZANU-PF-affiliated 
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				groups enjoy immunity. This reveals a long-standing culture of impunity in Zimbabwean politics.

				Somehow, the operations of Youth Brigades blurred the line between victim and perpetrator in youth experiences. While the brigades formed part of the repressive apparatus alongside the police, army, war veterans, and the YL, these youths, in Honwana’s phrasing, were appropriated tools that functioned as either victims or perpetrators.160 While they exercised agency, widespread poverty and unemployment transformed them into instruments of political violence. This pattern extends to successive youth groups, especially the NYS and vigilante groups. Yet many victims of political violence were also youths themselves, subjected to torture, abduction, assault, or death.

				CONCLUSION

				Theory does not always translate into reality. Established as a noble program to absorb a mass of youths who had, for years of war, found no opportunity to advance themselves and could not therefore participate in the national economy, and as a program to inculcate personal discipline, the spirit of volunteerism and to serve the nation, the Youth Brigades program did not survive the underlying political motives that did not always appear on paper where the program had to be justified. If the Youth Brigades program had been properly and professionally implemented as it was expressed on paper, it could have emancipated youths from the legacies of racism, capitalism, and imperialism. The programme could have inspired genuine patriotism, built an innovative and skilled workforce, instilled discipline, and promoted a knowledge-based economy. Its focus on technical and agrotechnical training could have equipped the youths with practical and research skills to drive economic growth, reduce poverty, and improve social mobility. However, ZANU’s pursuit of absolute power and a one-party state subverted these ideals. A program that began as an educational and developmental initiative metamorphosed into a vehicle of political indoctrination and state-sponsored violence. 

				The Youth Brigades program set an undesirable precedent and left a culture of youth violence in the country. Since its demise, there has been a discernible pattern of youth violence in every election. In the post-2000 era, Zimbabwe witnessed instances of youths collaborating with war veterans in violent land-grabbing targeting white commercial farmers. The NYS, a 
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				successor to the Youth Brigades and a long-standing plan for compulsory national service, emerged amidst the rise of robust MDC opposition politics. Again, it lost its original purpose due to ZANU-PF’s conflation of party and state interest, transforming it into another partisan militia. From the Youth Brigades era onward, a consistent pattern of ZANU-PF patronage and impunity to sustain youth groups has persisted, continuing to the present day. Consequently, youths vie for prominence within their terror outfits and communities to secure patronage and impunity or recognition by the party. ZANU-PF seems to recognise and endorse youths with a violent history, for instance, individuals like Jim Kunaka, Border Gezi, and Saviour Kasukuwere. Within ZANU-PF, youths are confined to violent structures, only brought to the forefront when the party seeks to enforce violence upon perceived undesirables. This study shows that the ruling party views national youth service as a strategic tool to weaken opposition parties and to control the youth. A major result of this has been the embedding of the victim-perpetrator dichotomy in the lived experiences of the youth.
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