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Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk172028097]Zimbabwe held the second harmonized election in August 2023 after the toppling of the late former president Robert Mugabe in November 2017 through a military coup code-named Operation Restore Legacy. The election outcome was the first of its kind to be condemned and criticized by most observer missions. Since 1985, Zimbabwe used an electoral system known as ‘Single Member Plurality (SMP)’, ‘first-past-the-post’ (FPTP), ‘winner-takes-all’ (WTA), ‘simple majority’ or ‘relative majority’. This article is premised on the argument that the electoral system has led to increased political tension, immiseration of losing candidates, poor governance and a continuous culture of impunity by those in power. Though enshrined in the constitution of Zimbabwe, FPTP is undemocratic because the structure of government which it produces does not reflect the will of the people as shown in the voting pattern and outcome of the election. It is therefore the contribution of this article to suggest possible interventions that can be used to deal with problems emanating from disputed elections using the 2023 election as a peephole.
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Introduction
The August 2023 harmonized election in Zimbabwe produced the worst outcome in relation to legitimization of the Zimbabwe African National Union Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) as a party of choice. Observer missions who include Carter Centre, the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the African Union (AU), European Union (EU) and many more had major reservations on the conduct and outcome of the whole process. The election was considered to fall short of constitutional requirements, the Electoral Act, and international election standards such as SADC Principles and Guidelines Governing Democratic Elections.[footnoteRef:3] It was also the first time in history for Zimbabwe to receive a damning report from SADC. This article argues that at the heart of challenges facing Zimbabwe is the continuous use of FPTP in running elections because it entrenches the winner but intensifies tensions, lead to extremely unorthodox means of winning elections and above all produce a government which is not directly related to the voting pattern. Zimbabwe uses the “first past the post” system with single member constituencies where the candidate with the most votes wins a seat in the council, House of Assembly or Senate. While the system ensures accountability to constituents for those elected, the FPTP has, however, tended to create outright winners who care little about building bridges with contesting parties.  [3:  Human Right Watch: Human Rights Watch 2024, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/zimbabwe, retrieved 20 July 2024.] 

WTA politics connotes a "state capture" or the partisan monopolization of state resources, facilities and opportunities, as well as the exclusion of political opponents from national governance.[footnoteRef:4]  Opposition parties and independent candidates who may have performed well in elections but fell short of winning constituencies are totally excluded in cabinet posts. They are rendered powerless and the process of neutralizing or weakening them begins soon after elections. They find themselves with no recourse to justice because they to report to institutions which are presided over by ruling party stalwarts. As such, WTA does not represent voting patterns as reflected in those who capture power after the election. Losers of the election are branded as enemies by the victorious party. According to Gyambo, the effects of this anti-democratic political transition include compulsory retirements; dismissals; termination of appointments; cancellations and withholding of entitlements; forcible ejections from duty-post accommodation; wanton seizure of state vehicles and property in the care of political opponents by party apparatchiks without recourse to due process situations abrogation of contracts; and wanton persecution of certain real and perceived political opponents.[footnoteRef:5] The state of affairs is more prevalent in the politics of Ghana and many other African countries. WTA is therefore characteristic of bad governance. Using the case of Guinea Bissau, David O’Regan and Peter Thompson have pointed out that even after closely contested elections, which would ordinarily lead to some sort of power-sharing accommodation, victors have asserted sweeping authority by excluding opposition parties from government.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  R. E. Van. Gyampo, ‘Dealing with Ghana's Winner-Takes-All Politics: the case for an Independent Parliament’, The African Review: A Journal of African Politics, Development and International Affairs, Vol. 42, No. 2 (December 2015), p. 65.]  [5:  R. E. Van. Gyampo, ‘Dealing with Ghana's Winner-Takes-All Politics, ibid.]  [6:  D. O’Reagan and P. Thompson, ‘Winner takes all: advancing and reconciling Guinea Bissau; lessons from Africa’s first narco state’, Africa center for strategic studies, 2013, p.10.] 

This article begins by exploring the methodology deployed and proceeds to analyze the electoral system in Zimbabwe from the colonial era to date. The same system is also used in many countries in Africa and beyond. The merits of WTA are discussed though of course, I argue that the disadvantages far outweigh the advantages. Problems associated with WTA have prevented reconciliation with losers being seen as outright enemies. In fact, the electoral system has prevented winners from reaching out to losers and has greatly contributed to the failure of Zimbabwe to transition to democracy. The system has ensured that the opposition is robbed of its oversight role and the ruling party can always change the constitution at will. 
Methodology
This article is not only a product of research but that of personal experience with the electoral system in Zimbabwe. I relied on extensive use of observer missions’ election reports, media reports and secondary sources both published and unpublished. This qualitative research is a product of observations emanating from my close following of the election from preparation to uncertainty of what the prevailing system has to offer for Zimbabwe. As such it was possible to include knowledge obtained from these encounters to critically examine the WTA system as it was used in Zimbabwe. Two political scientists also shared their views through telephone interviews. These were chosen based on their widespread knowledge of electoral systems. Open-ended questions were administered to elicit for general opinions of WTA as well as its implications to the recent election in Zimbabwe. The 2023 was used as a classic test to WTA not so much because of the unfair advantage that it gave to ZANU-PF, but to the problems that it created for the legitimacy of the whole process and the disadvantages that it creates for losers.
Contextualizing FPTP/WTA electoral system
WTA/FPTP is not an entirely new system of running elections in the country. Rhodesia (Zimbabwe since 1980) used FPTP in elections which excluded the majority African population in 1970, 1974 and 1977.[footnoteRef:7] The system was succeeded by the Proportional Representation (PR) system in the 1979 and 1980 elections. Under PR, seats were allocated according to the number of votes a party attracted in each of the country’s eight provinces. This PR was abandoned in 985 and replaced with the Single Member District (SMD) or First-Past-the-Post, Winner Takes-All. This system has been used in all elections since then.[footnoteRef:8] Other names used for the same type of elections are ‘Single Member Plurality (SMP), ‘Simple Majority’ or ‘Relative Majority’.[footnoteRef:9] Accordingly, the winner is the candidate who receives a minimum of one more vote than each of the other candidates, and does not have to obtain more votes than all the others combined.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, a party that has less votes out of the total votes cast may be represented in  parliament while another which scored more votes collectively is left out if we use the FPTP system. For example, out of a total of 2,893,285 valid votes cast in the 1985 election, 77% went to Robert Mugabe's ZANU (PF), 19% to Joshua Nkomo's PF-ZAPU, and 1 % went to Sithole's ZANU. Despite, Abel Muzorewa's UANC polling 2.238% (almost double what Sithole's party won), he did not secure a single seat in parliament as opposed to Sithole who was a beneficiary of the electoral system.[footnoteRef:11] In the 1990 elections, a new political party, the Zimbabwe Unity Movement (ZUM), led by Edgar Tekere, former Secretary-General of ZANU-PF, got only two seats but 18% of the vote. According to Masipula Sithole and John Makumbe, this result was supposed to translate to about 20 seats in parliament, but the electoral system had no space for that.[footnoteRef:12] Again, the same system disadvantaged   Enock Dumbutshena in the 1995 election since he won 6% of the vote just like Ndabaningi Sithole. Sithole's ZANU (Ndonga) won 2 seats with 93,546 votes and Dumbutshena's FPZ polled 88,223 of the valid votes but the result did not translate into a single seat. ZANU (Ndonga) was the beneficiary of a constituency based SMD electoral system again.[footnoteRef:13] Since 2000, the same system has ensured that ZANU-PF either forms a government or has a huge stake in the government where it will always be the senior partner. The losing candidate(s) may become totally excluded from the constituency thus giving the winner a chance to be closer to the people and entrench himself/herself ahead of the next election. [7:  R. Southall, Opinion piece: The alternative vote for Zimbabwe? A Rhodesian Retrospective’, Journal of African elections, p. 4, retrieved, 19 July 2024. DOI: 10.20940/JAE/2023/v22i2a1]  [8:  M. Sithole and J. Makumbe, ‘Elections in Zimbabwe: The ZANU (PF) Hegemony and its Incipient Decline’, African Journal of Political Science / Revue Africaine de Science Politique, June 1997, Vol. 2, No. 1, Special Issue: Elections in Africa, June 1997, p. 124.]  [9:  D. K. Kadina, ‘Choosing an electoral system: Alternatives for the Post-war Democratic Republic Of Congo’, www.eisa.org/storage/2023/05/2003-journal-of-african-elections, retrieved 6 July 2024.]  [10:  Ibid]  [11:  M. Sithole and J. Makumbe, ‘Elections in Zimbabwe’, p.127.]  [12:  M. Sithole and J. Makumbe, ‘Elections in Zimbabwe’, p. 128.]  [13:  Ibid.] 

On an FPTP ballot, voters put an "X" beside the name of the candidate for whom they wish to vote in to office, and the candidate with the most votes is elected.[footnoteRef:14] CRU Policy Brief argued that in deeply divided societies with no proper checks and balances a ‘winner-takes-all’ outcome makes the entire state vulnerable to domination by one single (ethnic) group.[footnoteRef:15] The brief went on to add that as the state is generally the only source of employment, income and security, losing the elections means the losing party or parties paying a very high price, which greatly increases the risk of (ethnic) group rivalry and violence.[footnoteRef:16] The winner may thus get a total say of less than 30% in a constituency or at national level but becomes  the sole representative of the over 70% who did not vote for him/her. In Lesotho, the outcome of the 1998 election were mired by violence instigated by losing parties.[footnoteRef:17] The character of SMP or WTA is the notion that when power is achieved, all state machinery becomes the property of the ruling party.[footnoteRef:18] [14:  N. R. Miller, ‘The Alternative Vote and Coombs Rule versus First-Past-the-Post: a social choice analysis of simulated data based on English elections, 1992–2010, Public Choice, March 2014, Vol. 158, No. 3/4, Special Issue: Empirical Social Choice (March 2014), p. 400.  ]  [15:  J. E. Zeeuw, From ‘Winner-Takes–All’ to Sharing the Cake? Preventing Election Violence in Afghanistan, Sudan and Burundi’, CRU Policy Brief, Clingendael Institute (2009), p .2.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  P. Sekatle, ‘The Lesotho General Election of 1998’. The Lesotho Social Science Review 5(1), 1999, pp31-45.]  [18:  M. Adams, ‘Assessing the impact of winner takes all politics in Africa: the case of Ghana’, www.researchgate.net/publication, retrieved, 6 July 2024.] 

Of the 52 states in Africa (now 53), 18 which are mostly former British colonies use the First Past-the-Post electoral system. In the Southern African region this system is used by Botswana, the DRC, Lesotho, Malawi, Tanzania, Swaziland (now Eswatini), Zambia and Zimbabwe.[footnoteRef:19] Zimbabwe which has a bicameral legislature has 80 members in the upper house (senate) and 280 in the lower house (parliament). Of these 280 members, 210 are elected directly through FPTP elections while another 60 who should be women appointed by the president through proportional representation. In the August 2023 election, ZANU-PF led by Emmerson Mnangagwa won 56.11 percent of parliamentary seats, to Nelson Chamisa of Citizen Coalition for Change (CCC) which garnered 41.58 percent.[footnoteRef:20] In Zimbabwe, the presidential election must take place concurrently with every general election of members of parliament, provincial councils, and local authorities; thus, harmonised elections are held every five years.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  K. Matlosa, ‘Review of Electoral Systems and Democratization in Southern Africa’, Paper prepared for the International Roundtable on the South African Electoral System, Cape Town, 9-10 September 2002.]  [20:  Freedom in the world: Zimbabwe is not free, https://freedomhouse.org/country/zimbabwe/freedom-world/2024, retrieved 20 July 2024]  [21: European Union Election Observation Mission Zimbabwe 2023 Final Report: Harmonised Elections 23 August 2023, p. 8.] 

Merits and problems of WTA
FPTP or WTA produces winners who are representatives of a defined geographical area. Members voted are directly accountable to their constituencies.[footnoteRef:22] Voters are aware of the candidate whom they are voting for. These candidates stand on their own and campaign accordingly although they are supported by their political parties materially, financially or otherwise. Voters may thus make a conscious decision to vote for candidates from alternative political parties at council, parliamentary and presidential elections. At constituency level, such a voting pattern is particularly possible and is acceptable in a political system which respects divergence of opinions in the same election. In the just-ended election in Zimbabwe, the leader of the opposition, Citizen Coalition for Change (CCC), Nelson Chamisa, was challenged by an imposter over his leadership of the party. The imposter, Sengezo Tshabangu, claimed to be the Secretary-General of the party. He began a process of recalling victorious candidates from CCC and calling for by-elections. Through this action, he reduced the opposition’s seats in local government and the House of Assembly[footnoteRef:23] and enabled the ruling ZANU-PF to get a two-thirds majority which it had been denied in the August elections. Ultimately, the legitimate leader of CCC had no choice but to resign in January 2024, leaving the country with no major opposition in the strict sense of the word. It is therefore safe to conclude that by-elections called by Tshabangu were a coup to the ballot which produced MPs and councilors who were loyal to ZANU-PF elites rather than the people because they were aware that after all, people in these constituencies did not like them. That FPTP produces representatives who are answerable to their constituencies was brought to question by this gerrymandering process. In the December 2023 by-elections, 22 recalled CCC members were prevented from participating through a court order. [22:  R. Southall, Opinion piece: The alternative vote for Zimbabwe? A Rhodesian Retrospective’, Journal of African elections, retrieved, 19 July 2024. DOI: 10.20940/JAE/2023/v22i2a1 ]  [23:  Freedom in the world: Zimbabwe is not free, https://freedomhouse.org/country/zimbabwe/freedom-world/2024, retrieved 20 July 2024.] 

The other advantage of FPTP is that it is said to produce cabinets from one political party, which means that decision-making is not as contested as would be the cases if office bearers include members from opposition parties. Decisions are made quickly and there is no time wasting. The 2023 election in Zimbabwe produced an exclusively ZANU-PF cabinet. This leads to a high possibility of decisions being a product of rubber-stamping from a cohort of ministers who are thrilled by their appointment to those positions and therefore would do everything in their ability to please the appointing authority. The cabinet which followed the elections can be said to be constituted of bootlickers whose livelihood is sustained by total allegiance to president Emmerson Mnangagwa who is the appointing authority. It is therefore possible in the absence of checks and balances for such a cabinet to collude against people, which again is some kind of another coup. FPTP therefore produced an absolute ruler if the 2023 election is used as a barometer.
Opposition candidates in parliament can lead portfolio committees meaning that they are involved in issues of governance. For example, Leslie Mhangwa, Member of Parliament for Chinhoyi Constituency is chairperson of the Energy Portfolio Committee. He belongs to CCC and is one of those who were not recalled. In practice however, his party has been decapitated by recalls initiated by Senegezo Tshababngu and therefore cannot in any meaningful way be defined as an authentic opposition capable of fully challenging ZANU-PF decisions. With less than a third of representation in parliament, the party cannot resist change of constitution and in this case make binding decision if they do not have the buy-in of the ruling party. 
There is also a thinking that FPTP reduces ethnic tensions through deliberate deployment of candidates who belong to specific groups as may be popular with the electorate. The system is considered as good for producing accountability especially at local level and voters have an MP or councillor who has been elected by them.[footnoteRef:24] Voters can go beyond parties and choose independent whom they think fulfill their dreams or can advance their ethnic expectations. Minority ethnic groups have specific demands which they think can be advanced by one of their own. Increasingly therefore, this makes MPs not so different from traditional chiefs because they are rooted to a specific geographical area. Increasingly therefore, FTTP villagizes politics and excludes outsiders. [24:  50/50 Policy Brief, March 2018 Zimbabwe] 

Smaller parties can be excluded regardless of the percentage of votes which they attract in an election. Some may even ultimately die. Another issue is that with FPTP, smaller parties may be fronted by the ruling party to deny the opposition a majority in a constituency. Independent candidates may serve the same purpose. Vote splitting may happen where the same party fields 2 candidates allowing for the less popular competitor from the other party to win. CCC was a victim of the fielding of more than one candidate in a single constituency. The aspiring imposters were almost always supported by the courts to stand for the election even if their so-called party did not endorse them. The scenario above was a product of political engineering where the ruling party would deploy all sorts of tactics because in this kind of election, the winner takes all. In fact, the ruling party is always more than excited because for cases relating to elections to be referred to courts because they have already captured the courts hence decisions are predetermined.
Ethnic minorities may not be represented in the WTA electoral system. Ethnic groups such as the Doma, Sotho, Hlengwe, San, Shangaan or Tsonga and Venda were either not represented or underrepresented in the 2023 election. They were just lumped together with the rest, yet they have peculiar issues which speak to their position. Just like previous elections, the August 2023 election was largely favorable to Shona, Ndebele and English speakers. The rest of minority communities suffered exclusion of some sort. The situation emanates from the importance of numbers in creating an outright majority which acts as an assurance to a parliamentary seat. Voting and electoral rights of minority groups may be criticized for encouraging a voting system based on clans but with no appeal to national issues or hostile to adjoining groups. However, in the absence of solutions or an ear to their challenges, the FPTP does not benefit such groups. The greatest weakness of SMP/FPTP is that it allows a disproportionate representation of parties. In the case of 1998 election in Lesotho, opposition parties had garnered 40% of the vote but found themselves excluded[footnoteRef:25] culminating in military style violence. The violence was only ended after military intervention of SADC troops.[footnoteRef:26] Generally, SMP is exclusionary and thus a recipe for instability. The situation in Africa is worsened by ethnicity where the new ruling clique may end up being drawn from a specific tribe thereby dividing the nation further. The current cabinet posts in Zimbabwe and other senior appointments are tilted in favor of the Karanga ethnic group. The Zezuru ethnic group which enjoyed a privileged status during the Robert Mugabe era are suffering exclusion of some sort. FPTP therefore threatens ethnic balance. [25:  D. K. Kadina, ‘Choosing an electoral system: Alternatives for the Post-war Democratic Republic Of Congo’, www.eisa.org/storage/2023/05/2003-journal-of-african-elections, retrieved 6 July 2024.]  [26:  J. Chakawa, ‘Military and civilian matrix in Lesotho since 2012’ The Dyke [Journal of The Midlands State University]”. Vol.13 No. 1 of 2019.] 

Certain provinces in Zimbabwe were considered no go areas for the opposition during the 2023 election. That scenario could potentially create regional fiefdoms where a certain area or province can violently belong to a single political party. The result would again be the exclusion of minorities in that area because FPTP is a game of numbers. There problems can be traced back to FPTP system. Ostallos Siziba, the deputy spokesperson for CCC complained that ZANU-PF declared that rural areas are no-go zones for the opposition, and the ruling party caused violence any time the opposition tried to venture into the rural areas.”[footnoteRef:27] It cannot be denied therefore that coercion played a major role in producing results favorable to ZANU-PF and that force cannot be divorced from the importance of numbers in winning a highly contested election. [27:  ‘Zimbabwe: Repression, Violence Loom over August Election Abusive Laws, Partisan Government Agencies Undermine Free, Fair Vote’, Human Rights Watch, August 3, 2023.
] 

Under WTA or FPTP, the main opposition presidential candidate was not given any responsibility commensurate with the number of votes attracted during the election because of the nature of the election. Rather, a system of purging followed. In the results announced by ZEC on 26 August 2023, Emmerson D. Mnangagwa of the ruling ZANU-PF polled 2,350,711 votes (52.6%), while the leading opposition candidate Nelson Chamisa of the CCC received 1,967.343 votes (44%).[footnoteRef:28] The massive votes that Chamisa received did not translate any form of representation because according to FPTP, ‘the winner takes all’. The main opposition leader, Nelson Chamisa found himself branded somehow illegal to his position and just resigned from politics. Tshabangu who gave himself the position of Secretary-General of the Citizen Coalition for Change (CCC) was supported by the courts to embark on a process of recalling candidates and organizing by-elections. That way, the use of courts to overturn the ballot would pass the electoral process in Zimbabwe as a precursor to autocracy. It is way safer to conclude that under the current situation in Zimbabwe, there is no opposition. The remaining members of CCC in parliament are there at the discretion of ZANU-PF and the election itself was dealt a coup through recalls. [28:   Carter Centre Preliminary Statement on Zimbabwe’s 2023 Harmonized Elections, August 31, 2023.] 

FPTP is subject to political gerrymandering or malapportionment. Constituency boundaries are continuously re-drawn to facilitate victory of the ruling party. Ordinarily, the re-drawing of constituency boundaries in Zimbabwe should be done after ten years which by extension means after every census. In the 2023 elections, the re-drawing moved some people from their constituencies and a number found out that on the day of voting. These changes were not fully understood by the electorate and was interpreted as some kind of rigging.[footnoteRef:29] The delimitation must be completed at least six months before the election day and the constituencies must have roughly the same number of voters.[footnoteRef:30] Proportional numbers were found wanting in several constituencies because of the need by the ruling party to become victorious by delimiting constituencies to suit its requirements. European Union Observer Mission noted that voter registration data from February 2023, showed that 56 of the 210 constituencies showed a discrepancy higher than 20 percent from the average; among these, eight showed a discrepancy higher than 30 percent and three, higher than 40 percent.[footnoteRef:31] The report went on to point that 97 of 210 where the deviation was higher than 15 percent, which not only undermine the constitutional principle of equality of the vote, but works against international standards and good practices. In short, the size of constituencies as measured by population distribution was found to be highly disproportionate. Gerrymandering is also extended to Election Management Bodies. In Zimbabwe, popular sentiments are that the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) is a captured body whose appointees are an extension of the ruling ZANU-PF party. This can be viewed in their almost known in advance decisions on election disputes which always favors ZANU-PF. SADC and EU observers noted that challenges to these elections included delayed access to voting materials, intimidation of voters on polling day, ZEC’s refusal to release finalized voter rolls, disputed changes to constituency boundaries, names missing from the voter rolls, contested postal voting, and the denial of the diaspora’s right to vote.[footnoteRef:32] These problems are linked to FPTP because of its potential to facilitate victory of those who are already hold prior to elections. [29:  ZHRC: Report on 2023 Harmonised Elections in Zimbabwe]  [30:  Constitution of Zimbabwe, section 161(3) “the boundaries of constituencies must be such that, so far as possible, at the time of delimitation equal numbers of voters are registered in each constituency ...”]  [31:  European Union Election Observation Mission Zimbabwe 2023 Final Report: Harmonized elections August 23, 2023.]  [32:  Freedom in the world: Zimbabwe is not free, https://freedomhouse.org/country/zimbabwe/freedom-world/2024, retrieved 20 July 2024.] 

Candidates particularly from the opposition can be compromised ahead of elections. This can be done through buying or incriminating them, targeted violence or making campaigning impossible. There were cases of opposition party members originally from the Movement of Democratic Change (MDC) moving out to start another splinter opposition. The relationship between such splinter groups and the ruling ZANU-PF was suspicious. The main breakaway led by Douglas Mwonzora was suspected of being supported and bankrolled by the ruling ZANU-PF. On the eve of elections, Douglas Mwonzora withdrew from the presidential election citing several irregularities. The purpose of his behavior served to point to the confusion of opposition parties which would ordinarily work to the advantage of the ruling party whose political engineering of the whole process cannot be entirely doubted. 
FPTP tends to fail in the proposed task of healing political wounds.[footnoteRef:33] Everyone in Zimbabwe has the right to vote. That right, however, has serious loopholes. To start with, Zimbabweans outside the country (except those working at embassies) do not enjoy that right. Section 67 of the constitution of Zimbabwe indicates that every voter has a right to vote in secret but developments during elections often violate that. The need for an outright victory compelled the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission to bar those outside the country from exercising the right to vote. Diasporas are generally seen as enemies of ZANU-PF and thus the party through its control of the electoral process does not extend the vote to them. [33:  Zim needs an electoral system capable of healing political wounds, www.zesn.org.zw, retrieved 3 July 2024.] 

The election was marred by many imposter candidates. CCC went to court arguing that there were multiple ‘impostor’ candidates which had not been put forward by the party. Backed by the court, these candidates were nonetheless able to register in the CCC name with the aim of splitting the vote. Imposters were claimed in some constituencies such as Harare (15), Bulawayo (3), Mashonaland East (1) and Mashonaland West (1).[footnoteRef:34] Twelve aspiring CCC MPs from Bulawayo had to be cleared by the Supreme Court to be allowed to contest.[footnoteRef:35] After the election, the self-imposed CCC secretary general Sengezo Tshabangu went on to recall 12 MPs whom he subsequently barred from contesting in the by-elections.[footnoteRef:36] These behaviours suggest tensions brought by FPTP system, how it creates voter apathy which will ultimately advantage the ruling party.  [34:  European Union Election Observation Mission Zimbabwe 2023 Final Report: Harmonised Elections 23 August 2023, p.17.]  [35:  ‘12 CCC aspiring MPs reinstated’, The Herald, August 3, 2023.]  [36:  ‘Court bars 22 recalled legislators from the polls’, The Herald, December 8, 2023.] 

There are further challenges which emanate from FPTP. Since ruling party leaders capture the whole state apparatus, they do as they wish once they are in power because no one can restrain them. The system as depicted in the 2023 removed all checks and balances leaving the president with absolute power. Babayo Sule defined this situation as immature politics or imagined democracy which produces a leadership which is not people-centred because the interests of ruling individuals are bigger than the nation.[footnoteRef:37] At the same time, he went on to explain that fear of the unknown forces rulers to hang on to power with FPTP being the main instrument. In the case of Zimbabwe, such fears include being imprisoned, selling away the revolution and that the country may end up being ruled by unpatriotic citizens. Those fears culminate in stomach infrastructure politics where the ruling party use food resources to buy votes. ZANU-PF is an expert in that game. In the 2023 election, this kind of politics was widely deployed by ZANU-PF particularly in rural areas. [37:  Author telephone interview with Professor Babayo Sule, Federal University of Kashere, Nigeria, 22 July 2024.] 

Recommendations
In brainstorming what the future holds for Zimbabwe’s electoral system, there are certain political realities that we should deal with. As far as African politics is concerned, the major preoccupation is to win power by any means necessary and FPTP is an accomplice. Electoral politics in Africa (Zimbabwe included) takes opposition as outright enemies. Elections are thus about annihilating the enemy. The politics is yet to be sanitized. Professor Chigora added that using all sorts of dirty tactics to win an election is neither right nor wrong. Rather, it defines what politics is and when you win 50 + 1, you cannot share it with your enemies.[footnoteRef:38] It is this exclusionary and greedy mentality which tend to define the Zimbabwean political terrain. FPTP succeeds in producing rulers who do not care about the people but are ready to submit to the whims of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. At the same time, Africa and Zimbabwe cannot surrender to its negative fate. It is possible to suggest solutions that can reduce the unwanted results of FPTP. [38:  Author telephone interview with Professor Percyslage Chigora, Midlands State University, Zimbabwe, 22 July 2024.] 

The starting point is changing the electoral system for one which is more representative of the electoral outcome where posts are allocated according to the percentage of votes cast. For that to happen, civil society organizations need to take the lead in making citizens aware of irreconcilable differences which are being produced by FPTP. There is need for massive civic education which in turn which lead people to demand certain changes because they are now aware. Intellectual mobilization cannot be ruled out again. The success of these mobilizations is however dependent on the level of tolerance by the ZANU-PF regime. However, there are no radical religious and ethnic differences among the people of Zimbabwe and therefore, unity of purpose looks possible.
Flawed electoral processes in Zimbabwe have always been endorsed by regional peers thus legitimizing the outcome. The case of the August 2023 election was unique in that it was condemned by the SADC Observer Mission (SEOM). The report by SEOM was found to be damning by the ruling ZANU-PF party and to date, there are tensions between the ruling political elites of Zambia and Zimbabwe. It is recommended that SADC should go beyond just producing a report but that all member states should equally condemn unfair electoral systems. This would go a long way in coming up with solutions to problems of legitimacy of questionable elections in southern Africa. Zimbabwe’s flawed electoral processes have had far reaching negative impacts on the populace with millions being forced out of the country to live as economic refugees in neighboring countries. The electoral system used in any country is entirely its domestic decision. Thus, while regional bodies and other international organizations may condemn the outcome, at this juncture, it is important for various stakeholders to engage and debate with each other on the best practice. From 1985, ‘winner takes all’ has served the interests of ZANU-PF so well that it has managed to cling on to power but this does not mean that it is fair. The system has polarized the country and turned elections into a fierce battleground whose result has always legitimized the ruling party. As a nation, Zimbabweans should introspect and if need be, change the electoral system for one which does not waste votes.
The support which political parties garner should translate into seats, but this is not always the case with FPTP. Proportional Representation (PR) is therefore recommended because it produces a government which represents most voters even in a two-party system contest despite breaking direct link between voters and their representative.[footnoteRef:39] PR is capable of radically reducing violence that has always been a marker of Zimbabwean politics for four decades. It is the best system to reconcile Zimbabwe because it will ensure fairness. That Nelson Chamisa of the CCC polled nearly two million votes translating to 44% of the vote which then then are wasted by lack of representation makes the whole election process unfair. Despite creating a danger where MPs become accountable to party leaders and not people who voted them into office, with proper checks and the imminence of future elections, this system looks best poised to deal with electoral challenges in Zimbabwe. [39:  R. Southall, Opinion piece: The alternative vote for Zimbabwe? A Rhodesian Retrospective’, Journal of African elections, p. 3, retrieved, 19 July 2024. DOI: 10.20940/JAE/2023/v22i2a1] 

FPTP has defined Zimbabwean elections as lacking in transparency and inclusivity. The process of printing ballot papers is top secret which help to increase suspicions that the ruling party is using it to its own ends. Secrecy and silence over the matter would make the whole election process suspicious before elections are held. There is need of transparency on which companies have been contracted to supply ballot paper, citizens should be free to do background checks for such companies to rule out any conflict of interests. Interested stakeholders must be included or at least appraised on the goings on to rule out suspicions. This is worth trying though protestations from the ruling party cannot be ruled out since transparency and inclusivity may be seen as voting themselves out of power. However, staying in power as a pariah state is also not good enough.
Conclusion
This article has argued that problems which were experienced in the August 2023 harmonized election are rooted in a flawed electoral system, specifically the ‘winner takes all’. This system was used in Rhodesia between 1970 and 1977 and in independent Zimbabwe as from 1985. The total exclusion of losers in the outcome of elections has ensured that elections are highly contested at all levels and violence is not exceptional. While FPTP has some advantages, the Zimbabwean experience as seen from the 2023 election points to the darker side. FPTP has increased tension, polarization, violence, election irregularities, exclusivity and isolation of Zimbabwe. Minority groups were not beneficiaries of this recent election process. The need to get a 50 + 1 majority has led to the exclusion of Zimbabweans in the diaspora from accessing the right to vote on suspicions that because they are disgruntled, they are most likely to vote for the opposition. It is also clear that through recalls and by-elections, ZANU-PF regained its two-thirds majority thereby dealing the 2023 election redundant and reducing Zimbabwe to a pariah state. Given that the 2023 election done under FPTP was the first of its kind to receive widespread condemnation, the article has suggested that it is high time to move to PR which would promote cooperation, peace and reconciliation at all levels ranging from local government to the presidium. PR is also the best approach to reducing wastage of votes while at the same time promoting inclusivity.
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