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ABSTRACT 

 This paper was born out of the recognition that monumental events like Zimbabwe's 

war of liberation (1966-1979) generate vocabulary that becomes associated with them. It is 

the objective of this article to explore Shona* war-time expressions 'manufactured' during 

Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU)'s guerrilla war and attach the correct meanings 

to the words in the context in which they were used. The mere mention of such terminology 

brings back memories of the war especially to surviving ex-guerrillas and members of the 

rural communities who participated in the war. Most literature on Zimbabwe's war of 

liberation fails to pay particular attention to the correct use and meaning of war-time 

terminology and this article seeks to rectify this. A record and analysis of the register will add 

to the historiography of the war. 

 

KEYWORDS: Shona Register, Zimbabwe's War of Liberation, War-Time Expressions, 

Propaganda, Rhodesian Forces, ZANLA Guerrillas, Collaborators.  

*Shona Is The Vernacular Language Of The Majority Of The African Population In Zimbabwe. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 During fieldwork for my doctoral studies on Zimbabwe's war of liberation I noticed 

that the mention of some Shona war-time expressions excited many people who experienced 

the war.1 They were propelled into recalling their war experiences. This war of liberation in 

colonial Rhodesia was waged by two distinct liberation movements. One was the Zimbabwe 

African People's Union (ZAPU) whose liberation army, Zimbabwe People's Revolutionary 

Army (ZIPRA) operated in areas inhabited mainly by the Ndebele people. The second 

movement was the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and its army, Zimbabwe 

African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) whose theatre of operation were mainly the 

Shona-speaking areas. The article focuses on register that was used in operational zones 

whose inhabitants were largely Shona-speaking and was ZANLA's sphere of influence.  
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The Shona expressions generated during the Zimbabwean struggle have been placed in three 

categories. It is along these categories the ‘language of the war' is defined and explored. The 

categories do overlap into each other but for purposes of this analysis an attempt is made to 

separate them. The three categories that I identified were ordinary war-time vocabulary, 

esoteric vocabulary and propaganda-inspired vocabulary. In this study it is assumed that 

ordinary war-time vocabulary is the normal language generated out of the happenings and 

roles that different groups that participated in the war assumed. Esoteric vocabulary evolved 

because the civilian participants needed to use cryptic language that achieved the aim of 

withholding information from the Rhodesian soldiers about the activities of the guerrilla 

forces. Esoteric expressions were also meant to ‘hide' and avoid making it obvious that there 

was cooperation between the liberation fighters and the rural populace. It was this co-

operation that infuriated the Rhodesian security forces who committed acts of brutality 

against the civilians in the operational zones.2 Esoteric vocabulary could also be referred to as 

‘safety-net' jargon. Propaganda-inspired terminology was the other category of Shona war-

time parlance. These Shona propaganda terms were used mainly for purposes of arousing the 

African people to render their support to the forces of liberation and to expose the colonial 

regime and forces to odium. The propaganda language found its way into the chimurenga 

songs and slogans as well as in the political addresses made by guerrilla forces at night 

gatherings. It should be noted that the categories are ideal-typical analytical instruments 

rather than universal designations.  

 

Ordinary war-time vocabulary    

During Zimbabwe's war of liberation, ZANLA guerrilla forces that roamed the operational 

zones introduced themselves to the rural population as varwi verusununguko (liberation or 

freedom fighters) or as magandanga (legendary monsters). Magandanga was a term coined by 

the Rhodesian authorities. Ranger pointed out that when the Rhodesian security forces 

addressed the ZANLA forces as magandanga they meant ‘wild people living in the bush‘.3 

The freedom fighters took advantage of this expression to explain to the peasants that they 

had been driven to be ‘wild people who lived in the bush' because of colonialism which 

denied the Africans of good land, dignity and other basic rights. The term magandanga shed 

off its derogatory connotation when the guerrillas and the peasants connived and adopted it. 

The Rhodesian colonialists also referred to the liberation fighters as magandanga to mean 

fighters who ‘raped, murdered and ruthlessly brutalised the villagers to keep them living in 
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fear'.4 Failure to pronounce the word properly resulted in white members of the Rhodesian 

forces referring to the guerrillas as kandangas thus creating new vocabulary that is neither 

Shona nor English.5  The fact that the guerrillas and the rural population agreed to use the 

term magandanga to refer to the former and other Shona terms was an index of the mutual co-

operation that glued the two groups together during the duration of the war. 

Anti-liberation groups which included the Rhodesian authorities and security forces as well 

as their sympathisers commonly referred to the liberation fighters as ‘terrorists'.6  This served 

a propaganda function whose objective was to undermine the support that the freedom 

fighters secured from the local and international communities. The term ‘terrorist' was 

intended to depict the liberation army as bent on using force and intimidation as its modus 

operandi in its interaction with its host, the rural populace. Colonial and pro-colonial 

historiography that drew from Rhodesian propaganda alleged that the guerrilla fighters 

unleashed terror on the African population in the rural areas and were not freedom fighters as 

they purported.7 Meanwhile the nationalist guerrilla forces and their rural supporters adopted 

the word ‘terrorist' and modified it into matororo. The word was then used to refer to the 

liberation fighters and along the process it shed off its offensive meaning. Adult members of 

the rural community affectionately called the ZANLA forces vakomana, a Shona word which 

means boys. This term expressed the cordial relations and oneness that obtained between the 

guerrillas and the rural community. The ZANLA forces were part and parcel of the Shona 

communities and it was from these communities that they had left to join the war. This was 

why the liberation forces were not foreigners in the rural communities as alluded to by 

sympathisers of the Rhodesians who documented the war. Moreover, according to Shona 

culture adult members of the community viewed ZANLA cadres as their children because of 

their age. An adult member would refer to persons in the same age group with his children as 

his children. The obverse is true with children who refer to adult members of the community 

as their parents. 

The use of the term vakomana in the theatre of the war was indicative that the ZANLA forces 

were constituted largely by young men. Young woman, who also trained as guerrilla fighters, 

were not deployed to the front to fight until towards the end of the war. They remained at the 

rear bases or were used as couriers of the weapons that had to be taken to the front. On their 

part guerrilla fighters addressed all adult members that is married men and women in the 

community as vabereki, a Shona word whose English equivalent is parents. Kriger in her 
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work on Zimbabwe's war of liberation inaccurately suggested that vabereki was the name 

given to war-time support organisations formed by the rural fathers and mothers.8  

Young men and women from the rural community who worked closely with the guerrillas 

viewed the latter as their elder brothers in accordance with Shona culture. This was how the 

word vanamukoma was coined to refer to the liberation fighters. The word, in everyday 

language, refers to elder brothers. ZANLA forces enlisted the support and assistance of these 

young men and women when they were deployed in the war zones. The young men, the 

majority who were in their teens, performed various duties which included flushing out 

traitors among the rural population, carrying out sabotage campaigns like destroying bridges 

and dip-tanks and gathering intelligence for the liberation fighters.9 The young men came to 

be known as vanamujibha for many and mujibha for one. Reid- Daly inaccurately suggested 

that the term was borrowed from a Slavic term mujibva but this raises the question of how the 

Slavic word found its way into Zimbabwean liberation war parlance.10 This word mujibha 

was adopted from the Nguni languages where it means an assistant or errand person. 

Documented accounts of Zimbabwe's guerrilla war have anglicised the word mujibha and on 

that score many such young men have been referred to as mujibhas.11 The process of 

incorporating loan words into a language results in the plurals being modelled or patterned on 

similar words in the language and Shona words. They do not take a ‘s' at the end in their 

plural form as is the case with many English words.  

Young and single women performed duties like cooking, washing and mending clothes and 

sometimes gathering intelligence for the guerrillas.12 The war jargon used to refer to these 

young girls was zvimbwido for many and chimbwido for one. The words chimbwido and 

zvimbwido were most likely derived from the Portuguese language. Zvimbwidos and 

chimbwidos, the plural terms that are used by such academics like Tanya Lyons and Mazarire 

violate the grammatical rules of the Shona language.13 In his book on the guerrilla war Parker 

bastardised the word chimbwido and introduced chimbgwedo.14  This was indicative of the 

challenges that whites encountered with Shona spellings and grammar. In his sociolinguistic 

analysis of the terms chimbwido, mujibha and vabereki Mashiri pointed out that the terms 

defined the addressees' supportive role in the war of liberation.15 This might be true of the 

terms chimbwido and mujibha but not for vabereki which maintained its everyday meaning 

even during Zimbabwe's guerrilla war.    
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When the freedom fighters got to the front they warned the rural people against informing on 

them to the Rhodesian regime. Their fear was that armed with that information the Rhodesian 

forces would wipe them out.  By withholding information from the Rhodesian security forces 

the peasants guaranteed not only the safety of liberation forces who were their allies, but 

theirs as well. This was because when the Rhodesian soldiers secured information on 

guerrilla activities they mounted indiscriminate surprise attacks on pungwe gatherings. They 

also wreaked havoc in the rural areas by committing atrocities against the rural populace. The 

term vatengesi was used to refer to members of the rural populace who gave information 

about the guerrillas or those who collaborated with Rhodesian security forces.16 It seems the 

word mutengesi which in everyday Shona language means someone who sells some goods 

was coined for traitors/collaborators because providing information to the Rhodesians 

sometimes carried monetary rewards.17 The majority of the civilian people who were 

executed by the ZANLA forces during the war were alleged to have been vatengesi. Reports 

on executions of vatengesi (war collaborators) are part of the many ZANLA war documents 

produced during the war.18  

One ex-mujibha in his account of the war reminded me of the word kapirikoni which was 

also used to refer to those Africans who collaborated with the Rhodesian authorities and 

security forces.19 The term kapirikoni originated from what was called the Capricorn Society, 

a multiracial organisation which brought together liberal whites and the educated African 

elites in the late 1950s and early 1960s. During this period the educated Africans had 

clamoured for incorporation into the colonial system and for their narrow-minded objectives 

they were viewed as sell outs by the rest of the Africans. They were accused of hobnobbing 

with the white settlers. It was on this basis that the term kapirikoni was coined and was the 

label given to Africans who collaborated with the Rhodesians during Zimbabwe's war of 

independence.   

White members of the Rhodesian army who fought in the war made insinuations that 

vatengesi was the expression that ZANU's guerrillas gave to African members of the security 

forces.20 African members of any unit of the Rhodesian armed forces were not viewed as 

collaborators but as adversaries and were called mapuruvheya. Since these were opponents 

their punishment was instant executions by the liberation forces when they were 

apprehended.21 The British South African Police (BSAP) monthly magazine, Outpost, carried 

obituaries of mainly African members of the police force who were murdered by the guerrilla 

fighters whilst on duty or on leave in their rural homes during the war. For example The 
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Outpost of April 1977 reported the killing of eight African members of the Rhodesian 

security forces by the liberation fighters. 22 Vatengesi on the other hand had punishment 

meted out to them after they were subjected to some trial to establish the authenticity of their 

wrongdoing. The ZANLA forces conducted these trials to avoid killing innocent people 

which would have undermined their support from the rural people. Vatengesi were enemy 

collaborators whereas mapuruvheya were African members of the Rhodesian security forces 

and part and parcel of the colonial army.  

It was the ZANLA guerrillas' strategy (actuated by exigencies) to cultivate an alliance with 

the rural people. The obvious reason was that the fighters could only sustain the war by 

securing logistical support from the peasants. This support from the rural peasants was 

enlisted through political education sessions conducted at night gatherings which brought 

together guerrillas and the rural folk.23 The venue for these gatherings was either in the 

forests, mountains or in fields where the safety of the participants from attacks by Rhodesian 

security forces was guaranteed.24 These safe sites were called mabhesi, a word derived from 

the ‘bases' that Mao created during the Chinese Revolution. During the Chinese Revolution 

‘bases' were liberated areas from which guerrilla insurgent forces launched their military 

attacks and retreated to after military campaigns. In the Zimbabwean situation ‘bases' were 

sites where night gatherings between the liberation forces and the villagers took place. Those 

academics that have referred to these night gatherings as moraris overplayed the morale-

boasting role resulting from the singing and dancing that took place at these sessions.25 The 

seriousness that characterised these gatherings in the whole liberation process would not 

make them just entertainment sessions. The chief objective of these gatherings was the 

achievement of political mobilisation of the peasants by the guerrilla fighters. These night 

sessions were popularly known as pungwe, a Shona term which could either be plural or 

single, and in everyday Shona refers to events that take place throughout the night. Wood 

however indicated that the word pungwe was ZANLA ‘slang' for all-night meetings. He even 

suggested that the name recalled the Pungwe camp at Nyadzonia, a ZANLA refugee camp in 

Mozambique, which was attacked by Rhodesian Selous Scouts in August 1976.26 Pungwe is a 

Shona word that is not slang and is neither derived from another language. 

The ZANLA troops introduced the expressions povo and mass to mean ordinary peasants in 

the rural areas who cooperated with them. The first word povo was borrowed from the 

Mozambicans as ZANU guerrillas interacted with the Mozambican liberation forces and was 

derived from Portuguese. Mass was adopted from English and got incorporated into the 
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Shona vocabulary. Guerrillas could say: Tinofanira kushanda zvakanaka nemass yedu (We 

should work well with the ordinary people).27 The two words became affectionate largely 

because of the ultimate affable relations that obtained between the ZANLA forces and the 

rural folk. The term bhunu was widely used to refer to the oppressive white Rhodesian. The 

word was originally borrowed from the Afrikaans word Boer and was used mostly to refer to 

a white farmer in colonial Zimbabwe. The term was in use before the war broke out. The 

term assumed a new meaning and the frequency of its use was a consequence of the war as 

white farmers became targets of guerrilla campaigns.28 These farmers were members of the 

Reserve Forces of the Rhodesian army and also perpetrated brutalities against the Africans in 

the operational zones. Dzimbanhete and Mazarire both document the story of one such 

bhunu, Masimbha, who during Zimbabwe's liberation war brutalised the African rural folk in 

the rural areas south-east of Masvingo.29 Subsequently the word bhunu became a derisive 

term that became a label for not only armed white farmers but all the white Rhodesians who 

oppressed the African population.    

In November 1973, a Rhodesian counter-insurgency unit, the Selous Scouts was formed. It 

was formed out of the military need to, through unconventional means, find out where the 

ZANLA forces were, what they were doing and what they were planning.30 Critically, the 

unit was formed to fill the void created by failure by Rhodesians to secure information about 

the guerrillas' activities in the war zones from the rural population. The Selous Scouts were 

pseudo gangs that posed as ZANLA forces in the operational areas and hoped to gather 

intelligence by infiltrating the guerrilla groups. The rural folk labelled these forces who 

disguised themselves as ZANLA forces skuzapo, a term that the Selous Scouts themselves 

became aware of.31 The term was borrowed from the English phrase ‘excuse me'.  

The rural people talked about going to mabhesi the venue for pungwe gatherings where 

ZANLA forces gave political education lessons. Singing of revolutionary songs and chanting 

of slogans became part of these sessions. Words like pamberi and pasi were used in the 

slogans that were chanted during the interaction between ZANLA guerrillas and the peasants. 

These words thus found their way into the vocabulary of the war. The following examples of 

slogans were commonplace: 

Pasi naSmith (Down with Smith)  

Pasi nevatengesi (Down with sell outs) 

Pasi naMuzorewa (Down with Muzorewa) 

Pasi naSithole (Down with Sithole) 
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Pasi nemapuruvheya (Down with members of the Rhodesian security forces) 

Pamberi nehondo (Forward with the war) 

Pamberi naPresident Robert Mugabe (Forward with President Robert Mugabe) 

Pamberi namaZANLA Forces (Forward with ZANLA forces)  

Pamberi navanamujibha (Forward with vanamujibha) 

The term pasi was used in slogans that denounced the enemies of the struggle or anything that 

undermined the liberation war and in turn the ZANLA forces as well as the supportive 

peasants. On the other hand the use of pamberi was obverse of pasi and was used in slogans 

of exaltation. Most Shona war-time words became part and parcel of the slogans that were 

chanted to demonstrate commitment to the struggle and an understanding of what it meant. 

 

Esoteric or 'safety-net' vocabulary 

The African peasants in the rural areas (which became battle zones) were subjected to 

beatings and torture by Rhodesian security forces. This was largely as punishment for 

providing logistical services to the freedom fighters and also denying the colonial forces 

information about guerrilla activities. In order not to only minimise but to totally ward off 

this cruel harassment, the rural peasants adopted various strategies. This included use of war-

time expressions whose meaning the ‘enemy' would not understand. Maria Mutanha in her 

testimony of the war recalled how the rural people informed and warned each other of the 

presence of Rhodesian soldiers. She recollected that whoever was the first to see the enemy 

shouted chabhenda and everyone would run away into hiding.32 So it became practice for the 

rural people to run away from the Rhodesian soldiers and to use the term chabhenda a term 

that indicated that the enemy had invaded the area which saw everyone (except the very old 

and the young and those who were sick) escape into the safe havens of the mountains and the 

bushes.33 The word was derived from the English word, bend, and was used as a code to warn 

the members of the rural community of the approaching Rhodesian security forces. The word 

chabhenda signified the disturbance of peace caused by the presence of the Rhodesian army 

forces. Pongweni discussed the word zvabhenda in his study and he indicated that it was a 

Shona slang expression meaning ‘things are upside down'.34   

 The whole strategy of guerrilla warfare which was adopted by the ZANLA forces was not 

only to confront the colonial regime militarily but also to disrupt the regime's economy and 

administrative structures. White-owned farms which were adjacent to rural areas became 

targets of guerrilla sabotage campaigns for their economic worth to the colonial system. 
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Usually guerrilla fighters and vanamujibha teamed up to rustle cattle from these farms. The 

rural people always excitedly referred to these raids as ‘recovery missions' to get back the 

cattle that were stolen from their forefathers.35 The cattle that were stolen from white farms 

were slaughtered for meat which was shared among the rural people. Makavichi, matobwe, 

wenera were some of the different cryptic terms that were used to refer to the meat.36 

Simbanegavi-Nhongo wrote that the meat was referred to as makavichi not only to hide the 

meaning from the Rhodesian soldiers but to indicate that it was plentiful like cabbages.37 In a 

single operation, guerrilla fighters and vanamujibha could rustle several hundreds of cattle 

from a single white-owned farm.  

Guerrillas aimed at creating no-go areas for Rhodesian soldiers in battle zones. Among the 

several methods that guerrilla forces used to achieve this was planting land mines along dirt 

roads that were used by the Rhodesian security forces. Trucks carrying Rhodesian troops 

were destroyed when they detonated these mines. These mines which were planted in the soil 

were called zvimbambaira.38 Parker indicated that a road between Makambi and Boli in 

Matibi became notorious for landmines around 1977 and the Rhodesian soldiers called the 

road Dillon's way.39 During the latter part of the war that is around end of 1978 a Rhodesian 

unit of the army was formed from supporters of both Muzorewa and Sithole. These forces 

were poorly trained and suffered from lack of morale.40 They were referred to as 

madzakutsaku derived from the Shona word dzakutsaku which means walking aimlessly and 

unintelligently.41 The Security Forces Auxiliaries worked against the black cause and the 

term madzakutsaku was meant to be derisive. The term Dzakutsaku also referred to the party 

that was led by Bishop Muzorewa which was viewed as a puppet party by the liberation 

fighters.42  

Propaganda-inspired vocabulary 

The third category of Shona terminology which emerged during Zimbabwe‘s war of 

liberation was coined for use in dissemination of propaganda. This vocabulary was used in 

the interaction between the guerrillas and the rural people largely at pungwe gatherings. The 

language also featured in the political slogans, revolutionary songs and the political addresses 

which characterised the night gatherings. Chimbwasungata is one such term which appeared 

mainly in slogans referring to those African people who were used by the Rhodesian 

authorities to scuttle the liberation struggle. The slogan was:  

Pasi nezvimbwasungata Down with puppets 
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The term chimbwasungata implied that these Africans were dogs/puppies which were 

symbolically led by their masters namely the white colonialists. African nationalists who 

signed the March 3 1978 Internal Settlement with Smith, the Prime Minister of Rhodesia at 

the time, were called zvimbwasungata which meant that they were puppets and sell outs at 

the same time. Ordinary members of these parties were also referred to as zvimbwasungata. 

The three African leaders who entered into agreement with Smith in 1978 were Abel 

Muzorewa, Ndabaningi Sithole and Chief Jeremiah Chirau. In their political addresses at 

pungwe gatherings the freedom fighters spoke against these puppets and mobilised the 

peasants against supporting these African leaders. 

Vapambepfumi was one other propaganda word used during Zimbabwe's liberation struggle. 

This term was given to the white settlers by the liberation forces to depict the evil intentions 

of the former in settling in Zimbabwe. The guerrilla fighters always highlighted at pungwe 

meetings that the white settlers plundered the country of its resources and therein lay the 

meaning of the expression, vapambepfumi. The word literal means ‘those who pillage the 

riches of others'. In their bid to justify why they took up arms against the Rhodesian 

government the ZANLA forces had to highlight the ills of colonialism which included the 

plunder of resources by foreigners and racial discrimination. Reference to this characteristic 

of the white Rhodesians was used to evoke hatred of the colonialists by the rural peasants. 

The rural people's allegiance to the ZANLA guerrillas who needed their support to end the 

plunder of Zimbabwe's natural resources was strengthened.   

In his recollection of the war an ex-mujibha said that the speeches and addresses by the 

ZANLA forces at the night meetings motivated the villagers to hate the whites and their 

army.43 The term vavengi which means enemies was used to refer to the racist whites and the 

Rhodesians security forces that defended the colonial supremacist principles. The freedom 

fighters and the rural population addressed the Rhodesians as oppressors and exploiters and 

the Shona word was vadzvanyiriri. These Shona expressions helped to explain and 

highlighted the reasons why the ZANLA forces had taken up arms against the Rhodesian 

regime and reminded the African population of the evils of colonialism.    
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Conclusion 

Surviving members of the rural communities who witnessed and participated in Zimbabwe's 

war of liberation and the former liberation fighters are reminded of their war experiences by 

these special Shona expressions which had specific meanings that related to the war of 

liberation. A study of these Shona register contributes to the historiography of the war in the 

following ways. Firstly, it has been noted that there was symmetrical use of Shona terms 

between ZANLA guerrillas and the peasants which defined the relationship between the two 

groups. It was evident that there was frequent interaction at night gatherings between the 

liberation forces and the rural population. It was this interaction that sustained this association 

which ensured that the liberation forces had allies who provided them with the much needed 

logistical support and intelligence. Secondly, the Shona jargon used by the rural populace to 

refer to the Rhodesian regime and security forces expressed their perspective about them. The 

terms indicated that the Africans were irked by the oppressive and discriminatory Rhodesian 

regime and also by the cruelty and atrocities committed by the Rhodesian security forces. An 

attempt to explain these war-time relationships and perspectives defined by Shona war-time 

terms gives historicity to such a study.      
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