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Abstract

This article analyses the African Union’s 
response to the November 2017 coup 
d’etat which toppled Zimbabwe’s 
former president, Robert Mugabe. 
Applying the democratic coup theory 
as espoused by Ozan Varol, the article 
argues that despite the African Union’s 
(AU) sound anti-coup framework, the 
organisation’s indifference to Mugabe’s 
forced removal was influenced by hopes 
that the coup would aid democratisation 
in the country. Because international 
organisations are creatures of politics, 
the article argues that there is an inherent 
conflict between law and politics, and 
whenever an organisation is called upon 
to act, there is no guarantee that law 
will always supersede politics. Because 
the determination of whether a coup 
was a democratic coup is an exercise 
in retrospect, strict adherence to Varol’s 
seven attributes of a democratic coup is 
unnecessary when determining how to 
respond to the military’s announcement 
of a takeover. In conclusion, the article 
argues that the misdiagnosis of the 
coup as simply a military operation or 
a military-assisted transition was wilful 
and designed to aid a preferred outcome.  
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1 INTRODUCTION

On the morning of 15 November 2017, General Sibusiso Moyo, speaking on behalf of the 
Zimbabwe Defense Forces (ZDF) appeared on national television to announce that the army 
had decided to undertake an operation targeting “criminals” around former President Robert 
Mugabe. This early ante meridies statement was preceded the previous day by deployments of 
army vehicles and soldiers at various key points in the capital, Harare. In his message, General 
Moyo assured the nation and the world that President Mugabe and his family were safe and 
that the situation would return to normalcy once they had achieved their objectives.1 While 
warning that “provocation would be met with the appropriate response”, General Moyo added 
that the army was not staging a coup, but was in fact, interested in re-establishing order in 
the country.2 The denial that the army had set out to usurp executive authority achieved its 
desired result. As media outlets scrambled to report on the unfolding events, some called it a 
coup, while others simply called it a military operation, cautious not to call it what it was not. 
Similarly, diplomats and other African leaders called the operation everything but a coup, a 
move that emboldened the army and left President Robert Mugabe out in the cold. Curiously, 
the African Union (AU)3 adopted the same attitude, unwilling to condemn the army and the 
apparent subversion of the country’s constitutional order. Eventually, Robert Mugabe relented 
and his long-time protégé now turned nemesis, Emmerson Mnangagwa, was sworn in as the 
new President. Upon his ascendancy, Mnangagwa rewarded the man who had led the coup, 
General Constantino Chiwenga, with an appointment as his deputy. 
More than three years after the toppling of Robert Mugabe, the events leading to his demise have 
correctly been termed a coup d’état.4 Although arguments to the contrary have been proffered, 
these are few and far between and are in principle, academically unsustainable. In light of this 
unanimous conclusion that Robert Mugabe’s ouster was unconstitutional, this article endeavors 
to explain the African Union’s (AU) passive response to this affront to its normative framework 
and established community practices. 
The AU’s stance on unconstitutional changes of government has attracted vast academic 
attention, often with praise.5 For this reason, the organisation’s response to the coup in Zimbabwe 
can be described as indecisive and out of character when juxtaposed with how the AU has 
reacted to similar violations of its norms on democracy and changes of government. It is this 
uncharacteristic response that forms the basis of this inquiry. Applying Varol’s democratic-coup 
theory,6 the article argues that because former president Robert Mugabe had long been labelled 
a dictator, the relevant voices within the AU considered his exit a positive development for 
the possible democratisation of the country. The article also adds that although international 
organisations operate within stated legal frameworks, often, politics trump law. For purposes 
of this article, a coup is defined as “the illegal seizure of power by the military or other elites 

1 The General appeared on the State broadcaster, The Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation to make the 
announcement to the country and the world. The visuals were shared by various news agencies. See for 
example The Zimbabwe Financial Gazette “Zimbabwe Crisis: Army Seizes Broadcaster but Denies Coup” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQyV2IVqKsI (accessed 08-12-2020).

2 Ibid. 
3 The African Union is a 56-member international organisation of African states. See the Constitutive Act of 

African Union, adopted on 11 July 2000, in Lomé, Togo.
4 See for example Phakathi “An Analysis of the Responses of the African Union to the Coup in Burkina Faso (2015) 

and Zimbabwe (2017)” 2018 Journal of African Union Studies 129; Tendi “The Motivations and Dynamics of 
Zimbabwe’s 2017 Military Coup” 2019 African Affairs 39; Magaisa “Zimbabwe: An Opportunity Lost” 
2019 Journal of Democracy 1.

5 See McGowan “African Military Coups d’état, 1956–2001: Frequency, Trends and Distribution” 2003 
Journal of Modern African Studies 339. 

6 Varol “The Democratic Coup d’état” 2012 Harvard International Law Journal 292. 
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within the state followed by the holding of power for at least seven days”.7

The article is presented in six parts. After the introduction, part two provides a contextual 
background to the 2017 coup. In doing so, it sketches Robert Mugabe’s leadership and failures, 
casting the spotlight on his abuse of power and violations of human rights. Part three outlines the 
AU’s response to the military take-over and further highlights the AU’s normative framework 
vis-à-vis unconstitutional changes of government. Part four discusses the democratic coup 
theory. In part five the article applies the democratic coup theory to the 2017 coup in Zimbabwe. 
Part six is the conclusion.

2 ROBERT MUGABE’S FORCED REMOVAL: A CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND

2 1  Post-Independence Zimbabwe

Between 10 September and 15 December 1979, representatives of various political groups in 
then Southern Rhodesia met in London at the invitation of the British government to discuss an 
independence constitution. After forty-seven plenary sessions, the conference agreed on what 
was to be known as the Lancaster House Agreement, a document that also included terms of a 
ceasefire.8 The Lancaster House Agreement paved the way for the country’s independence and 
with it a change of name to Zimbabwe. When the first democratic elections were held in 1980, 
the Zimbabwe African National Union Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) won 57 of the 100 contested 
parliamentary seats, and its leader, Robert Mugabe, became Prime Minister. Its main rival, the 
Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) only managed 20 seats. 
Sadly, it was not long after independence that the dream of a perfect Zimbabwe was shattered. 
Because the war of liberation had been waged by two distinct groupings, namely, ZAPU’s 
armed wing, the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA), and ZANU’s 
Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA), distrust between these armed groupings 
and their leaders soon plunged the country into a genocide. After arms were allegedly found 
on properties owned by members of ZAPU in 1982, Robert Mugabe accused ZAPU’s leader, 
Joshua Nkomo, of planning to overthrow his government, sentiments that triggered reprisals. As 
Nkomo fled into exile, Mugabe unleashed a North Korean trained army unit, the fifth brigade, on 
the Matabeleland and Midlands provinces in an operation designed to flush out what he termed 
dissidents. Dubbed Gukurahundi, this operation led to the massacre of an estimated 20 000 
civilians,9 a genocide which remains a divisive topic in the country to this day. The violence 
meted out during this period was of unimaginable proportions. In their assessment, Alexander 
and his colleagues remark that “the deployment of the Fifth Brigade in early 1983 introduced 
terror and hardship on a scale civilians had known neither in the mounting insecurity of the 
1980s nor at the height of the guerrilla war”.10 A similar observation is shared by Alois Mlambo 
who notes that, “the Fifth Brigade introduced a qualitatively new and more horrific kind of 
war [and] for those civilians who bore its brunt, all preceding armies paled in comparison”.11 
That this “black-on-black” violence was comparatively worse than the brutality of the colonial 
government sent a strong message to Mugabe’s opponents – the man was prepared to kill 

7 Powell and Thyne “Global Instances of Coups from 1950 to 2010: A New Dataset” 2011 Journal of Peace 
Research 262.

8 The Lancaster House Agreement (1979) https://sasspace.sas.ac.uk/5847/5/1979_Lancaster_House_
Agreement.pdf (accessed 15-12-2020). 

9 Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace/Legal Resources Foundation Breaking the Silence, Building True 
Peace: A Report on the Disturbances in Matebeleland and the Midlands, 1980 to 1998(1999).

10 Alexander et al. Violence and Memory: One Hundred Years in the ‘Dark Forests’ of Matabeleland (2000) 
217.

11 Mlambo A History of Zimbabwe (2014) 198.
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to preserve his place on the throne. Desperate to halt the massacre, ZAPU’s Joshua Nkomo 
eventually consented to a unity pact with Mugabe. Signed in 1987, this agreement effectively 
turned the country into a one-party State, led by Robert Mugabe. The independence constitution 
was also amended to provide for an executive president, while Nkomo became a second vice-
president. 
The Gukurahundi genocide established Mugabe’s reputation as a ruthless leader who would 
do anything for power. With his only real threat neutralised in 1987, he set out to consolidate 
power within both ZANU-PF and the country, something that he achieved through intimidation, 
patronage, and the abuse of State security agents. By the 1990s, Mugabe and ZANU PF’s grip 
on the country were absolute. However, the late 1990s into the new millennium presented 
Mugabe and his government with a different challenge. In his work A History of Zimbabwe, 
Alois Mlambo correctly refers to this period (2000 to 2008) as the “crisis years”.12 For Brian 
Raftopoulos, the crisis years are in fact the decade between 1998 and 2008.13 As the country’s 
economy plunged following ill-advised lump-sum payments to veterans of the country’s 
liberation struggle in 1997, Zimbabweans took to the streets in what is now commonly referred 
to as the “1998 food riots”.14 In typical Mugabe style, the response was brutal. Eight people 
were killed, hundreds arrested and many more assaulted and tortured by security agents.15

In the context of the 1998 food riots and other social injustices by the government, various 
civil society organisations and the country’s largest labour union, the Zimbabwe Congress of 
Trade Unions (ZCTU) met in Bulawayo, the country’s second largest city, where a decision 
was adopted to form a political party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). Launched 
in September 1999 and led by the ZCTU’s former Secretary-General, Morgan Tsvangirai, the 
MDC soon demonstrated its appeal to the masses whose dissatisfaction with ZANU-PF was 
all too obvious. Within a few months of its existence, the party successfully opposed a ZANU-
PF-backed constitution in a referendum. Rattled by this defeat, Mugabe unleashed veterans 
of the liberation war on white farmers and “unpatriotic blacks” in a drive to take back the 
land.16 The so-called land reform programme, also code-named Hondo Yeminda,17 soon became 
a programme of punishment and retribution as opposed to redistribution. Several white farmers 
were murdered, while others were brutally assaulted.18 The State’s complicity in these criminal 
activities soon became obvious when no arrests or prosecutions followed. 
With the army on board and war veterans on the rampage, ZANU-PF targeted the judiciary, 
where judges suspected of opposing the State’s policies were accused of abetting racism.19  As 
noted by Raftopoulos, some judges were forced out, while those who remained “reorganised to 
comply with the dictates of ZANU PF”.20 Although there were a few cases that still went against 
the government, the resultant court orders were simply ignored.21

After the 2008 elections, the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) simply did not release 

12 Ibid. Chapter 9.
13 Raftopoulos “The Crisis in Zimbabwe, 1998-2008” in Raftopoulos and Mlambo Becoming Zimbabwe: A 

History from the Pre-colonial Period to 2008 (2009) 201.
14 See Cornwell “Zimbabwe: Mugabe’s Choice?” 1998 African Security Review 73–74; and Zimbabwe Human 

Rights NGO Forum “Consolidated Report on the Food Riots 19 — 23 January 1998” (1998). http://www.
hrforumzim.org/publications/reports-on-political-violence/food-riots-jan-1998/ (accessed 15-12-2020).

15 Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum 1998 4.
16 Sithole “Zimbabwe: History and Politics” in Middleton (ed.) The New Encyclopaedia of Africa (2007) 338.
17 “Hondo Yeminda” is a Shona phrase that loosely translates to, “the struggle for land”.
18 Godwin When a Crocodile Eats the Sun: A Memoir of Africa (2006) 81.
19 Martin “The Rule of Law in Zimbabwe” 2006 Round Table 251.
20 Raftopoulos “The Crisis in Zimbabwe, 1998-2008” 213.
21 Ibid.
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the results, waiting for more than a month to eventually announce that the MDC’s Morgan 
Tsvangirai had received 47.9 per cent of the votes, while Mugabe had only managed 43.2 per 
cent, a result which called for a re-run, in accordance with the country’s laws. As campaigning 
for this second round of voting which was to take place on 27 June 2008 began, it became clear 
that the calm that had characterised the pre-election period in the first round was nothing but the 
calm before the storm. Clearly shaken by Tsvangirai’s win and the party’s loss of parliamentary 
majority for the first time since 1980, ZANU-PF reverted to its tried and tested modus operandi, 
unleashing its violent machinery on the citizenry, particularly rural voters. Mlambo’s description 
of the violence which followed puts things into perspective. He observes that: 

the unmitigated violence unleashed by ZANU-PF supporters against the opposition in a bid 
to intimidate them from voting in the June 2008 run-off elections was on a scale hitherto 
unknown except by people of Matebeleland in the 1980s.22

That parallels could be drawn between Gukurahundi and the electoral violence is astounding. 
Mugabe had subdued his rivals through violence before, and he was doing it again. Rape, 
murder, abductions, assaults and torture were reported as ZANU-PF sought to “punish” those 
who sided with the opposition. On 22 June 2008, Tsvangirai pulled out of the election, citing 
the need to protect his supporters. However, the election went ahead as scheduled and Mugabe, 
the only candidate in the race, was declared the winner. With the economic crisis deepening 
and his legitimacy questioned, Mugabe eventually agreed to negotiations for a coalition 
government. Led by South Africa’s Thabo Mbeki and endorsed by the regional body, the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), the negotiations yielded an agreement 
through which Mugabe remained president, while Morgan Tsvangirai became Prime Minister. 
As he had done with Joshua Nkomo and ZAPU in 1987, Mugabe had once again beaten his 
adversary into submission. In the resulting Government of National Unity (GNU), Mugabe 
emerged the winner, retaining the presidency and key ministries, while the MDC settled for the 
newly created position of Prime Minister as well as a few ministries. As the dust settled, it was 
reported that there had been more than a hundred murders, 137 abductions, and numerous cases 
of assault and forced displacement.23 Through violence, Mugabe and his party had once again 
emerged victorious. After Gukurahundi, the violent land reform programme, oppressive laws, 
and the electoral violence in 2008, Mugabe cemented his reputation as a ruthless dictator. The 
opposition knew it and so did those within his party. 

2 2  The November Coup

In addition to the account in the previous section, to understand the events of November 2017, 
one has to step back at least three years to 2014 when ZANU-PF’s then Vice-President, Joice 
Mujuru, was fired from both the party and government. As Robert Mugabe’s cult status within 
his party became entrenched, it became clear that he was not going to cede power through an 
election, both within ZANU-PF – where challenging him was unthinkable – and as head of 
State, where elections were repeatedly manipulated in his favour. However, as Mugabe grew 
older and reports of ill-health surfaced, it became clear that eventually, he would either die in 
office or quit the presidency due to incapacity. Consequently, elements within his party who 
harbored presidential ambitions began to position themselves for a takeover, a phenomenon 
that caused massive divisions despite the fact that none of these ambitions were ever publicly 

22 Mlambo A History of Zimbabwe 235.
23 Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum “Political Violence Report: December 2008” (2008) 2. http://www.

hrforumzim.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/200812MPVR.pdf (accessed 12-12-2020).
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communicated.24 It soon became an open secret that there were two main factions vying to 
replace Mugabe, one led by Joice Mujuru, who was the Vice-President at the time, and the other 
led by Emmerson Mnangagwa who was the Minister of Justice. In the period leading to ZANU-
PF’s congress in December 2014, attacks led by Mugabe’s wife, Grace, against Joice Mujuru, 
became an everyday phenomenon as the latter was accused of plotting to topple Mugabe. Despite 
spirited denials, Mujuru’s career in ZANU-PF and government was in serious jeopardy, and the 
signal of her imminent expulsion soon came when Mugabe himself publicly acknowledged that 
he believed she was plotting against him.25 When the congress eventually kicked off, Mujuru 
did not bother attending as the writing was on the wall. As expected, she was stripped of her 
position in ZANU-PF and also lost the vice presidency a few days later. Her positions in both 
the party and government were taken over by her rival, Emmerson Mnangagwa.
Mnangagwa’s ascendancy was not well received by some members of ZANU-PF. Within 
two years, he found himself faced with the same script which had forced Mujuru out, again 
spearheaded by Mugabe’s wife. Grace Mugabe, now the head of the Women’s League and 
by virtue of that position a member of the party’s powerful decision-making body – the 
Politburo – had quickly established herself as a powerful force within ZANU-PF. Backed by 
some ministers, Grace made no effort to dissociate herself from claims she was vying for the 
presidency, something which made her attacks on Mnangagwa seem more calculated. Reading 
from the same hymnbook as she had done with Mujuru, Grace accused her husband’s deputy 
of plotting to wrestle power from the only leader the country had known since independence. 
Public rallies and the State media became battlegrounds as Grace assumed the role of aggressor, 
while Mnangagwa played the victim and refrained from confronting the President’s wife. 
However, on 6 November, Mugabe finally fired his deputy, noting that he had “consistently and 
persistently exhibited traits of disloyalty, disrespect, deceitfulness and unreliability”.26 This set 
the coup in motion.
Immediately after his dismissal, Mnangagwa fled to South Africa from where he wrote an open 
letter to Mugabe, this time sounding defiant, contrary to the submissive posture that he had 
previously adopted. In this letter, Mnangagwa warned Mugabe that the party and the State were 
not his personal property and vowed that:

…as I leave this post for now I encourage all loyal members of the party to remain in the party 
to register to vote as we will very soon control the levers of power in our beautiful Party and 
country. Let not your hearts be troubled for peace, love, unity, development and prosperity 
are around the corner. I will be communicating with you soon and shall return to Zimbabwe 
to lead you.27

His threat to “very soon control the levers of powers” made it clear that behind the scenes, 
extra-constitutional measures were being considered to unseat his former principal. This was by 
all accounts a point-of-no-return; Mugabe and his personal assistant turned deputy were never 
going to see eye-to-eye again. As the former vice president sought refuge outside the country, 
the army addressed the media on 13 November, where then army chief, Constantino Chiwenga, 

24 If anything, everyone who was accused of having presidential ambitions was quick to publicly refute such 
allegations. A phenomenon that was often followed by a declaration of allegiance to Robert Mugabe.

25 See “Robert Mugabe Accuses Joice Mujuru of Plot to Unseat Him” 3 December 2014. https://www.telegraph.
co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/zimbabwe/11270202/Robert-Mugabe-accuses-Joice-Mujuru-
of-plot-to-unseat-him.html (accessed 15-12-2020).

26 See statement on the dismissal of Mnangagwa as vice-president. https://news.pindula.co.zw/2017/11/06/full-
statement-firing-emmerson-mnangagwa-vice-president/ (accessed 15-12-2020).

27 See “Full statement: ‘I’m not going anywhere... Zanu-PF is not your personal property,’ Mnangagwa tells 
Mugabe” https://www.news24.com/Africa/Zimbabwe/full-statement-im-not-going-anywhere-zanu-pf-is-
not-your-personal-property-mnangagwa-tells-mugabe-20171108 (accessed 12-12-2020).
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pleaded with Mugabe to put an end to the purges within ZANU-PF, adding that the military had 
a mandate to safeguard the gains of the liberation struggle.28 More tellingly, Chiwenga warned 
those behind what he termed “treacherous shenanigans” that when it came to protecting the 
revolution, the military would not hesitate to step in. As a show of force, 90 other senior army 
generals flanked him as he issued this warning.29

While there were indeed divisions within ZANU-PF, the army had clearly chosen a side, and 
was sending a message to Mugabe that it sided with his erstwhile deputy. The dismissal of 
Joice Mujuru three years earlier had presented ZANU-PF with a similar challenge but because 
the military was not sympathetic to her cause, it remained silent. With Mugabe seemingly not 
interested in reappointing his former deputy, who by now had also been expelled from the 
party, the military set the coup in motion. On 14 November, military vehicles were deployed on 
various streets in Harare and soldiers occupied the State broadcaster. In the evening of the same 
day, ZANU-PF, through its spokesperson, accused General Chiwenga of treason and inciting 
insurrection. However, this did little to deter the military. On 15 November 2017, at 5 am, 
General Sibusiso Moyo appeared on national television announcing what he termed “operation 
restore legacy”. This military operation, according to its architects, was designed to flush out 
criminals around the president. As the military tightened its control, members of the so-called 
Generation40 (G40), a faction within ZANU-PF, which was publicly opposed to Mnangagwa’s 
ascendancy were being rounded up, beaten, and detained.30 In an attempt to corroborate the 
narrative that its conduct did not constitute a coup, the army allowed Mugabe, who was by now 
under house arrest, to attend a graduation ceremony at the Zimbabwe Open University in the 
capital. This scripted appearance was however unable to mask the fact that the army generals 
were now the de facto leaders of the country. 
In yet another attempt to mask the coup, the army moved to disguise Mugabe’s imminent 
removal as a consequence of a popular uprising, something the BBC correctly called an act 
“choreographed to lend some legitimacy to the transition”.31 Taking advantage of Mugabe’s 
unpopularity in major towns and cities, a faction of war veterans aligned with Mnangagwa 
called for demonstrations against the president. This call was widely received and prominent 
figures within the opposition, together with officials from ZANU-PF addressed a gathering 
in the capital calling on the president to step down. To increase the pressure on Mugabe, the 
army permitted some protesters to assemble at the gate to his residence, thereby sending a 
message that without their protection, he was a dead man. On 19 November, the party recalled 
Mugabe as its leader while his wife and 20 other members of the now vanquished G40 were 
summarily expelled. The party also issued the president with an ultimatum to resign by noon 
the following day. That evening, Mugabe summoned the public broadcaster to his residence 
for a televised address to the nation in which he was widely expected to resign. To everyone’s 
shock and disbelief, he struck a conciliatory tone, and without addressing the calls for his 
resignation, indicated that he intended to chair the party’s conference which was due to take 
place in December 2017. As the deadline set for his resignation lapsed, it became clear that 
he was unwilling to give in to the demands of the army. With ZANU-PF now on board, the 
army resorted to a political tactic, using the legislature to impeach him. With an agreement 
with the opposition in place, a joint seating of Parliament and the Senate was called for 21 
November to begin the impeachment process. However, before proceedings began, the Speaker 
28 See “Zimbabwe Military Chief Chiwenga in Zanu-PF Purge Warning” https://www.bbc.com/news/world-

africa-41970317 (accessed 12-12-2020).
29 Ibid. 
30 The prominent members of this faction included then ministers Jonathan Moyo, Saviour Kasukuwere, Patrick 

Zhuwao, Mandi Chimene, and Ignatious Chombo.
31 BBC News “Zimbabwe Crowds Rejoice as they Demand End to Mugabe Rule” 18 November 2017 https://

www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-42035981 (accessed 12-12-2020).
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of Parliament received a letter from Mugabe and proceeded to read it. In it, Mugabe announced 
his resignation. Finally, Zimbabwe’s long-time ruler had relented. With the stage set for his 
ascendancy, Mnangagwa arrived back in the country the following day to a hero’s welcome and 
was subsequently inaugurated as president on 24 November.

3  THE AU’S MANDATE AND RESPONSE TO ROBERT MUGABE’S FORCED   
 REMOVAL

3 1  The AU’s Anti-coup Normative Framework

According to the AU’s normative framework, there is no ambiguity in terms of what 
constitutes an unconstitutional change of government. This posture is expressed in three key 
legal instruments, namely the “Lomé Declaration on the Framework for an OAU Response 
to Unconstitutional Changes of Government”32 (the Lomé Declaration), the AU Constitutive 
Act,33 and the 2007 African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance (ACDEG).34 The 
Lomé Declaration and the ACDEG identify four common instances that constitute an affront 
to the organisation’s position on the transfer of power. These are a military coup d’état against 
a democratically elected government; intervention by mercenaries to replace a democratically 
elected government; replacement of democratically elected governments by armed dissident 
groups and rebel movements; and finally, the refusal by an incumbent government to relinquish 
power to the winning political party after free, fair and regular elections. In addition to these, the 
ACDEG identifies the “amendment or revision of the constitution or legal instruments, which 
is an infringement on the principles of democratic change of government”35 as constituting an 
unconstitutional change of government.
Pursuant to this understanding, the Constitutive Act lists as core principles of the Union 
the “condemnation and rejection of unconstitutional changes of governments”36 as well as 
“respect for democratic principles, human rights, the rule of law and good governance”.37 
However, the ACDEG goes a step further and prescribes how the organisation must respond 
where an unconstitutional change of government has taken place. First, it provides that when 
diplomatic initiatives have failed, the AU shall suspend the said State Party from participating 
in the activities of the Union.38 Second, it threatens prosecution, indicating that “perpetrators 
of unconstitutional change of government may also be tried before a competent court of the 
Union”.39 Lastly, it states that the Assembly may impose sanctions.40 The enforcement of these 
provisions lies with the African Union Peace and Security Council (AU PSC).
Based on this framework, the AU has in some instances reacted to unconstitutional changes of 
government on the continent with speed and decisiveness. For example, after the transitional 
government was deposed by the presidential guard in Burkina Faso in 2015, the AU responded 
by immediately suspending the country from its activities and giving the military junta 96 hours 
to return the country to civilian leadership or face serious consequences.41 These included, 

32 AHG/Decl.5 (XXXVI).
33 Adopted on 11 July 2000, in Lomé, Togo.
34 Adopted 30 January 2007 by the 8th Ordinary Session of the Assembly, in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
35 Article 23.
36 Article 4(p).
37 Article 4(m).
38 Article 25(1).
39 Article 25(5).
40 Article 25(7).
41 Communique of the 544th Meeting of the AU PSC PSC/PR/COMM/3 (DXLIV) (18 September 2015). 
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amongst others, asset freezes and a threat of prosecution as the PSC directed the Commission 
to compile a list of all those involved in the kidnapping of the president.42 Eventually, the junta 
relented, and it has been observed that “the coup was short-lived, thanks to the intervention of 
the Peace and Security Council (PSC)”.43 Similarly, the AU reacted decisively to the coup in the 
Central African Republic in 2003 when François Bozizé overthrew President André Kolingba44 
and again in 2013 when Bozizé himself was forced out by rebels. Togo in 2005, Mauritania in 
2009 and 2008, Guinea in 2008, Madagascar in 2009, Niger in 2010, Mali in 2012, Guinea-
Bissau in 2012, and Egypt in 2013 were all suspended when the military interfered with the 
exercise of executive authority.

3 2  The Organisation’s Response to Mugabe’s Forced Removal

When visuals of General Sibusiso Moyo addressing Zimbabweans were beamed across the 
world on 15 November 2017, it became obvious that the country’s constitutional order was 
under threat. Indeed, the sight of men dressed in military fatigues addressing a nation on matters 
unrelated to their mandate is a thing of coups. As news of a possible military take-over spread, 
South Africa, which chaired the regional group SADC at the time, issued a statement in which 
it reported that its President, Jacob Zuma, had spoken to President Mugabe who had indicated 
that he was fine. However, it reported further that in this telephone conversation, Mugabe had 
indicated that he was under house arrest.45 In his capacity as the Chairperson of SADC, Zuma 
dispatched special envoys to Zimbabwe to meet with President Mugabe as well as the generals 
involved. On the same day, the AU Chair, Alpha Conde, issued a statement condemning the 
army’s actions and urging a return to the constitutional order.46 Through the chair, the AU 
expressed its condemnation of what it termed attempts by the military to “take power by force” 
and urged the “constitutional order to be restored immediately and … [for] all stakeholders 
to show responsibility and restraint”.47 More importantly, the AU noted that the crisis in the 
country seemed like a coup. The Chairperson of the AU Commission, Moussa Faki Mahamat, 
also weighed in on the crisis, urging those involved to conduct themselves in accordance with 
the country’s Constitution.48 However, the generals in Harare seemed unperturbed by these 
statements and simply forged ahead with their plans. 
On 16 November, the SADC Organ on Politics Defence and Security met in Botswana’s capital, 
Gaborone, its only agenda item being the situation in Zimbabwe. At the conclusion of the 
meeting, the Organ “reaffirmed SADC’s commitment to African Union (AU) Constitutive 
Act and the SADCs Democratic Principles, as they relate to the unconstitutional removal of 
democratically elected Governments”49 and “further reaffirmed the need for SADC Member 
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States to remain guided by their Constitutions”.50 Curiously, the subregional body did not pick 
a side. It addressed the parties involved – Robert Mugabe and the military – as equals, refusing 
to use strong language against the army and its apparent seizure of executive authority. As 
individual African leaders publicly condemned the military, nothing came from the AU Peace 
and Security Council, Africa’s premier organ in peace and security matters. The statements 
by the AU Chair and the AU Commission chairperson on 15 November proved to be the last 
voices from the continental organisation, which by now had ceded its mandate to SADC. 
Sadly, other AU organs like the Pan-African Parliament failed to add their voices too. The 
sub-regional organisation on the other hand went silent after its November 16 meeting, only to 
resurface with an announcement that the Troika would hold another meeting on 21 November. 
However, this second meeting was overtaken by events, as Mugabe threw in the towel that 
same afternoon, halting impeachment proceedings that had just but begun. After Mugabe’s 
resignation, SADC found its voice, this time commending the now former president “for his 
bold decision to step down from his position of Head of State of the Republic of Zimbabwe, 
and his lifetime commitment to serving Zimbabwe and the SADC region”.51 Similarly, the 
AU welcomed Mugabe’s resignation, a complete departure from the sentiments previously 
expressed by President Conde and Moussa Faki Mahamat. When Mahamat later visited the 
country, close to three months after the coup, he told reporters that he was satisfied with the 
peaceful manner in which the transition had occurred. Further, he reported that Mugabe had 
indicated to him that he resigned “for peace and development of the country”.52 

4  THE DEMOCRATIC COUP THEORY

In his work “The Democratic Coup d’état”, Varol makes a bold proposition that “although 
all coups have anti-democratic features insofar as they place the military in power by force 
or the threat of force, some military coups are distinctly more democracy promoting than 
others”.53 Based on three case studies, namely; the Turkish coup of 1960, the Portuguese coup 
of 1974, and the Egyptian coup of 2011, he proceeds to list and discuss what he terms typical 
characteristics of a democratic coup d’état. From the beginning, Varol acknowledges that coups 
are generally an affront to civilised processes of governance and modern politics. However, he 
adds that there is a need for “a more nuanced approach to evaluating the desirability of coups … 
that produce democracies, especially where other paths to democratisation have been blocked 
by an authoritarian or totalitarian regime”.54 By alluding to “producing democracies” and 
“blocked paths”, Varol introduces a “the means justifies the end” argument. However, aware 
of the discomfort such a blanket call for coups in autocratic states would elicit, he attempts to 
explain when and how a coup can be termed a democratic coup. In his view, a democratic coup 
has seven attributes, namely:

…the military coup is staged against an authoritarian or totalitarian regime; the military 
responds to popular opposition against that regime; the authoritarian or totalitarian leader 
refuses to step down in response to the popular opposition; the coup is staged by a military 
that is highly respected within the nation, ordinarily because of mandatory conscription; the 
military executes the coup to overthrow the authoritarian or totalitarian regime; the military 
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facilitates free and fair elections within a short span of time; and the coup ends with the 
transfer of power to democratically elected leaders.55

Although designed to dispel accusations of “the end justifies the means” argument, these 
attributes do nothing but confirm that notions of a democratic coup are simply about the 
removal of a dictatorship. This is confirmed by Megan Shannon and her colleagues who argue 
that because coups within democracies risk democratic failure, the international community 
invariably reacts decisively in stopping coup plotters.56 Although they don’t say it, one can 
infer from this argument that conversely, coups in dictatorships are bound to be tolerated. This 
is an important observation because whether a coup was a democratic coup is an exercise in 
retrospect because, at the time of the removal of a totalitarian or authoritarian regime, only the 
first five questions can be answered, while the holding of free and fair elections, as well as the 
transfer of power, remain ideals hoped for. 
In justifying the removal of a dictator through military force, Varol argues that typical of 
autocratic regimes, all other avenues to democratisation would have failed. Desperate not to be 
misunderstood, he constantly reminds his audience that “the democratic coup is the exception, 
not the norm”57 and that he is not in the least suggesting that, “a military coup can ever be 
democratic in the traditional sense of that word”.58 He also cautions that while there are indeed 
examples of democratic coups, the majority of coups do not fit within the democratic coup 
framework primarily because they either depose a democratically elected government or 
re-establish a dictatorship.59 Despite Varol’s discomfort, he is not alone in advocating for a less 
rigid approach to coups and their possible outcomes. Agreeing with the notion of “good coups” 
Nikolay Marinov and Hein Goemans claim that in the modern world, the consequences of 
coups are now remarkably different from what they were during the Cold War period as coups 
now present “a window of opportunity for swift pressure and possibly durable democratic 
openings”.60 They argue that for this reason, the recent crop of coups is “better” adding that post-
1991, elections are likely after a coup.61 Similarly, Jonathan Powell argues that contrary to the 
popular belief, coups have “not always spelled doom for democratic regimes, but [have] directly 
or indirectly contributed to the fall of dictatorships and facilitated transitions to democracy”.62 
He tenders as evidence a study of coups that occurred in Africa between 1952 and 2012, adding 
that an analysis of these coups and their consequences indicates that most of them acted as 
meaningful agents for democratic gains.63 Applying the polity score analysis, he concludes that 
coups targeting staunchly authoritarian regimes invariably result in democratic gains, while 
those targeting democracies are likely to disrupt a country’s democracy trajectory.64

Commenting on the AU’s anti-coup legal framework, Francis Ikome remarks that “some coups 
are acceptable, and therefore could be said to be good coups, whereas others are not acceptable, 
and are therefore bad coups”.65 In his view, the distinction between a “good coup” and a “bad 
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coup” are the gains or losses to the democratisation agenda of a State.66 Just like Varol, Powell, 
Marinov, Goemans and Ikome, American economist Paul Collier argues strongly in favour 
of the “democratic coup theory”. Unlike the others who analyse the benefits of coups beyond 
the mere removal of a dictator, Collier is unapologetic about his view that in dictatorships, the 
removal of the man at the top is sufficient.67 In a 2008 publication simply titled “Let Us Now 
Praise Coups”, he argues that dictators are very powerful in their own countries and because the 
international community is hamstrung by the norm against the unauthorised use of force against 
a sovereign state, perhaps the answer lies with the military in these “sad little states” as he calls 
them.68 Writing during the Obama administration in 2009, he reiterated his call, this time adding 
that it was indeed time for the United States to review or reverse its “wholesale opposition to 
the coup, and to realise, however counterintuitive it may be, that coups and the threat of coups 
can be a significant weapon in fostering democracy”.69

Despite its seemingly persuasive arguments, the democratic coup theory is not without strong 
opposition. Although an in-depth discussion of these divergent views is not intended, it is 
important to highlight just a few. In a direct response to Thyne and Powell, Marinov and Goemans 
and Collier, Derpanopoulos and his colleagues argue that there is no evidence to suggest that in 
dictatorships, coups are invariably followed by gains to the country’s democratisation agenda.70 
Armed with empirical evidence from an analysis of post-Cold War coups, they argue that it 
is a fallacy that coups generally breathe life into a country’s battle for democracy and good 
governance. Based on the same data, they add that contrary to the arguments espoused by 
proponents of the democratic coup theory “many coups in dictatorships lead to increases in 
human rights abuses” as newly installed dictatorships often launch calculated violence against 
citizens.71 This view and many others discredit the desirability of coups, arguing that the risks 
are simply not worth it. In “Let Us not Praise Coups”, a direct response to Collier, it is argued 
that the notion of a democracy serving coup is a fraud, one which ignores the suffering that  the 
general populace has to live through during these moments of transition.72

However, the argument that a rigid approach to coups is unhelpful is persuasive. As argued by 
Varol, “the conventional view, which views all coups as a menace to democracy and stability, 
should be replaced with a more nuanced approach to evaluating their desirability that takes into 
account coups that produce democratic regimes”.73 

5  DOES THE DEMOCRATIC COUP THEORY EXPLAIN THE AU’S NON-   
 CONDEMNATION OF THE ZIMBABWEAN COUP?

Since the year 2000, Africa has witnessed no fewer than seventeen unconstitutional changes of 
government,74 and a further thirty failed attempts. In response to these military encroachments 
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into politics, the continental body suspended all Member States involved but for Zimbabwe. 
The PSC, Africa’s premier organ in peace and security matters has carved a reputation for 
swift and uncompromising responses to extra-constitutional changes of government, with 
suspensions often announced within two days of a military takeover. Commenting on the 
PSC’s efficiency, Soure remarks that “there is … a zero tolerance for military coups”75 while 
Omorogbe observes that the organ has been too consistent, imposing sanctions even in cases 
where the toppling of dictators presented an opportunity for democratisation.76 In light of the 
AU’s uncompromising attitude, how does one explain the organisation’s non-condemnation of 
the forced removal of Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe? What are the factors that informed the 
AU’s silent approval of the military’s illegal acquisition of executive authority? Applying the 
democratic coup theory to the contextual background outlined above, this section attempts to 
answer these questions, evaluating the interface between the AU’s anti-coup framework and the 
political considerations that are its everyday reality. The main thesis of this section is that the 
AU refrained from condemning the military in the hope that Mugabe’s removal would aid the 
country’s democratisation agenda.
“I say it was a coup”, these were Robert Mugabe’s words in his first address to the media, post 
his removal, an address which came on the eve of the 2018 elections in that country.77 This 
statement merely confirmed what the world had known, that despite the army’s denial, his 
resignation was not voluntary. If ever anyone had any doubts, the man himself had spoken, the 
military had forced his hand. Sadly, this revelation served no purpose, the horse had bolted. 
However, the period prior to the elections falls outside the scope of this discussion, of interest 
is the period between 15 and 21 November 2017, the days leading up to Mugabe’s removal. 
Although Varol lists seven characteristics of a democratic coup, it has been indicated above 
that only the first five can be ascertained during and immediately after a coup, as the holding 
of elections and the handing over of power to a civilian government often occur at a much later 
stage. For this reason, a conclusive finding that a coup can be classified as a democratic coup 
is an exercise in retrospect. It follows therefore that during and immediately after a coup, there 
can only be perceptions (and hope) that the military’s involvement will impact positively on a 
country’s attempts at democratising.
According to Varol’s classification, the first characteristic of a democratic coup is that the 
military’s involvement ought to be aimed at ousting a totalitarian or authoritarian regime. 
He describes such a regime as one that has progressively eliminated all political, economic 
and social pluralism; cannot be removed through constitutional processes; has a monopoly 
on power; furthers a unified utopian ideology, and governs with limitless authority.78 As 
noted above, prior to his removal, Mugabe’s style of governance was a textbook example of 
authoritarianism. Indeed, Sachikonye described him as “the personification of what we term 
authoritarianism”.79 From the examples outlined above on how he brutalised his opponents and 
manipulated elections, it is clear that Mugabe had successfully eliminated the possibility of 
being voted out of office and this entrenchment extended to how he led his party. For example, 
the persecution of his deputies alluded to above was preceded by similar purges in the nineties, 
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notably the ejection of Edgar Tekere for expressing concern that Mugabe was increasingly 
becoming intolerant.80 However, it was those whom he perceived as enemies who bore the 
brunt of his authoritarianism. Remarkably, every opponent who posed a significant threat to his 
presidency was at some point charged with treason. This list includes ZAPU’s Joshua Nkomo, 
Abel Muzorewa of the United African National Council (UANC), ZANU’s founder Ndabaningi 
Sithole and most notably, Morgan Tsvangirai of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC). 
Indeed, by the time of the coup, Mugabe had eliminated or significantly weakened all political, 
economic, and social pluralism, he could not be removed through constitutional processes, had 
a monopoly on power, and governed with limitless authority.
The second characteristic of a democratic coup according to Varol is that the army must respond 
to popular opposition to a dictator’s style of governance, with this opposition often expressed in 
a popular uprising or massive gathering of the general citizenry.81 At face value, the Zimbabwean 
coup does not seem to satisfy this description. The reasons are twofold. First, the army’s 
involvement was triggered by ZANU-PF’s internal squabbles. Second, the masses got onto the 
streets after the military had shown its willingness to push the president out, and as a result, 
protests were only permitted (by the military) to legitimise its conduct. However, although 
the military’s involvement preceded the widespread protests, the masses, particularly in urban 
areas, generally disapproved of Mugabe’s style of leadership. Far from being an indication of 
contentment with his governance, the absence of crippling mass protests was simply a result of 
a culture of brutal repression by security agents, amongst them, the army. Where discontent is 
widespread but suppressed, the second characteristic is satisfied. Indeed, Varol admits as much. 
In his analysis of the Portuguese coup of 1974, he states that “although there was no massive 
and persistent popular uprising against the regime before the coup—primarily because of the 
regime’s repressive tactics—disaffection with and opposition to the regime were widespread”.82 
The third requirement for a coup d’état to fall within the purview of a “democratic coup” is 
closely related to the second. Faced with mass opposition, a dictator refuses to relinquish power, 
thereby triggering the army’s intervention. Robert Mugabe’s ouster does not fit this description. 
As noted above, the army’s conduct preceded protests and its interference was borne of its 
disquiet with ZANU-PF internal politics. 
The fourth characteristic is that the coup occurs in a State with mandatory national conscription, 
where the army is highly respected. Again, the coup in Zimbabwe does not fit this description. 
First, the country has no mandatory conscription. Second, at the time of the coup, the army 
was not held in high regard. On the contrary, it was viewed as an extension of ZANU-PF, an 
instrument that had repeatedly been used to rig and manipulate elections in favour of the party. 
In fact, episodes like Gukurahundi, the 2008 electoral violence, and repeated threats by army 
generals that they would not cooperate with a candidate without liberation war credentials made 
the military an enemy of the people. The distinction between the party and the army was blurred. 
This blurring was aptly described by Sachikonye, who observed that as the authoritarianism 
deepened, so did the power and influence of the military-security nexus, and Mugabe inevitably 
became “beholden to them, almost as a hostage”.83

The fifth attribute according to Varol’s characterisation of a democratic coup is that in response 
to the people’s call for democratisation, the military overthrows the oppressive regime. Again, 
for reasons already outlined above, the military’s involvement in Zimbabwe does not fit this 
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description.
As noted above, only the first five characteristics of a democratic coup are relevant to this 
inquiry. However, even though the Zimbabwean coup does not, by description, satisfy three 
of these five, this is not fatal to the application of the theory for the following reasons. First, it 
cannot be persuasively argued that only an army that is held in high regard is capable of staging 
a democratic coup. What is relevant, is whether citizens are generally in support of the army’s 
conduct. For example, during the protests in Zimbabwe, citizens waved banners praising the 
army for its actions while soldiers on the streets also posed for photos and celebrated with 
protestors.84 During this period, it was clear the army had the support of the people, who 
collectively believed that the country’s generals had had a damascene moment. Second, while 
all other attributes are indeed important, one can argue, correctly so, that in the broader scheme 
of things, the toppling of an authoritarian regime and the holding of elections and subsequent 
return to civilian governance are the overarching characteristics of a democratic coup. To put 
this into perspective, if a rogue and highly despised military deposes an authoritarian regime in 
the absence of mass protests but subsequently facilitates the holding of free and fair elections 
and the return of civilian control it would be disingenuous for one to take away the democracy 
promoting characteristics of the coup. For these reasons, the democratic coup theory finds 
application in the present inquiry.
To understand the AU’s reaction to Mugabe’s demise, one must ascertain what the organisation 
knew and what it ought to have known. In relation to what the organisation knew, it became 
clear on 15 November that Mugabe was operating under the instructions of the army. This can 
be ascertained from his reported “I am under house arrest” telephone conversation with South 
Africa’s Jacob Zuma. Because Zuma was the SADC chairperson at the time, and the AU had let 
SADC handle the crisis, it cannot be argued that these two organisations thought the situation 
in the country was anything other than a coup. In relation to what SADC and the AU ought 
to have known, the moment the army deployed itself, a function reserved for the president, it 
should have become clear that Mugabe had lost control. Indeed, a military on the loose and a 
confined president are hallmarks of a coup. Such was the understanding of the AU Chair at the 
time and the Commission chairperson, hence their immediate condemnation of the military and 
calls for a return to constitutionalism. That the military called the coup something else was an 
insufficient smokescreen; the red herring must have failed. As Magaisa puts it, it was “a coup in 
all but name”.85 SADC knew it, and the AU knew it.
If both the AU and SADC knew that the military’s involvement in Zimbabwe constituted a 
coup, what informed their decision to allow this flagrant affront to the continental norms on the 
proscription of unconstitutional changes of government? Based on the preceding discussions, 
it can be argued that Mugabe was left to dry because the international community, including 
the AU, believed his removal would present Zimbabwe with an opportunity to democratise. 
Having led Zimbabwe since 1980, Mugabe had become the greatest impediment to the 
country’s development, and his unenviable human rights record did not endear him to many. 
Writing in 2008, Collier used Mugabe as a prime example of why some coups must be praised.86 
Importantly, he noted that because dictators can shield themselves from economic sanctions, 
the army is perhaps the only instrument capable of dislodging them from power. Of course, 
relevant voices within the corridors of power in both the AU and SADC would not dare endorse 
a coup on this basis. However, if one gleans from the reaction of some Western diplomats, a 
conclusion that the broader international community considered the coup a “good coup” is 
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irresistible. Britain’s Foreign Secretary at the time, Boris Johnson, expressed excitement about 
the possibility of Zimbabwe re-joining the Commonwealth,87 a development which would have 
to be preceded by vast human rights reforms. In his mind, this was possible because Mugabe 
was on his way out. On its part, the US government labelled the coup an internal matter and 
called for “an expedient transition to a democratic, civilian order”. At face value, this statement 
sounds appropriate and in line with Megan Shannon et al’s observation that “international actors 
are less likely to react to coups within nondemocracies because they are less of a threat to the 
democratic community”.88 However, closer scrutiny reveals that the US’ seemingly neutral tone 
is in fact a loud statement in support of the coup. Non-reaction is a big reaction as it allows 
coup plotters to consolidate power. Indeed, one cannot claim neutrality in the face of an obvious 
illegality. 
Writing in the days after the coup, Roessler observed that in light of Mugabe’s governance 
record, the “AU was staring at a situation in which a coup had the potential to usher in a political 
transition in Zimbabwe”.89 A strong argument can therefore be made that driven by this feeling, 
the organisation made a difficult decision to break tradition and to look the other way. Indeed, 
the suggestion that the notion of a democratic coup finds space amongst African diplomats 
cannot simply be dismissed. For example, in the aftermath of the 2005 coup in Mauritania, 
there were divergent views as to how the AU ought to have reacted to the removal of the 
country’s then dictator, Maaouiya Ould Taya. Commenting on this dilemma, Williams quoted 
South Africa’s ambassador to that country as having said “the principle of the AU is not to agree 
with coups ... we shall not have one policy to fit every situation”.90 This, on any interpretation, is 
an admission that while the AU Constitutive Act and the ACDEG are clear on what constitutes 
unconstitutional changes of government – and their consequences – there are other pertinent 
considerations that also play a role.
In attempting to explain the AU’s non-condemnation of the military in Zimbabwe, Roessler 
suggests that the generals shrewdly avoided crossing the AU’s red line – that is – grabbing 
executive control by force.91 However, this is incorrect. As noted above, the generals usurped 
executive functions by deploying the military and above all, placing the country’s leader under 
house arrest. This was de facto, a coup d’état. That the AU acted in the manner that it did was 
not because of ambiguity in the nature of events in Zimbabwe. 

6  CONCLUSION

Applying Varol’s democratic coup theory, this article sought to explain the AU’s indifference 
to the coup which toppled Zimbabwe’s long-time ruler, Robert Mugabe. As army tanks rolled 
onto the streets and the country’s chief executive was placed under house arrest, there was a 
palpable unease amongst the coup leaders who repeatedly insisted they were not staging a coup. 
This was for good reason. In line with its norm against unconstitutional changes of government, 
the AU has established a reputation of responding decisively to coups. However, to the army’s 
delight, the continental organisation broke with tradition and refrained from interrupting the 
unconstitutional transition, thereby acquiescing to Mugabe’s removal.
This article has argued that the AU’s acquiesce was rooted in the hope that Mugabe’s removal 
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would contribute to Zimbabwe’s democratisation. Because President Mugabe had presided 
over a genocide; had isolated the country from the broader international community; and had 
rendered national elections meaningless, he was, on any interpretation, a textbook example of 
a dictator. While the AU could not publicly call him out owing to his stature as an Africanist 
and liberator, the coup presented the organisation with an opportunity to enable regime change 
without displaying any public hostility towards an erstwhile comrade.
The AU Constitutive Act and the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance are 
clear on what constitutes a coup d’état, as well as how the continental organisation must respond. 
However, it is worth acknowledging that the conduct of international organisations reflects the 
convergence between law and politics, and there is no guarantee that law will always supersede 
politics, after all, these organisations are creatures of politics. The AU’s (mis)handling of the 
coup in Zimbabwe demonstrates this perfectly. Although the legal position on how to respond 
to coups is firmly established in the aforementioned legal instruments, the evidence available 
suggests that the AU’s indifference to the military’s encroachment into civilian politics was 
underpinned by political considerations. While it is very difficult – if not impossible – to 
establish with certainty if the decision to abandon President Mugabe was discussed and agreed 
to, it can be inferred from the chronology of events and the available reports that there was 
no ambiguity as to whether the conduct of the army constituted a coup. For this reason, the 
misdiagnosis of the coup as simply a military operation or a military-assisted transition was 
wilful and designed to aid a preferred outcome.


