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ABSTRACT 
This study assesses how the existence of repressive media laws in Zimbabwe led to the 
rise of journalistic production of theatre performances. The censorship of media by the state 
resulted in the use of creative arts as subversive spaces to convey intractable messages 
for majority consumption—a role similar to that of citizen journalism. Similarly, responding to 
the suppressive hand of the state on media, online spaces have rampantly enabled the (re)
distribution of information to the citizenry. We posit that the spaces created by online platforms 
are similar to those created by protest theatre in the extension of the role of journalism. 
While there are considerable difficulties in defining journalism since it has been defined from 
a varied perspective, ranging from the traditional through to the derivative meanings from 
context and method of use, this study employs the progressive definition of journalism being 
inclusive of art forms. To understand protest theatre as journalism in Zimbabwe, we deploy 
Schechner’s performance theory in analysing All Systems Out of Order.
 

Keywords: protest theatre; journalism; censorship; post-2000 Zimbabwe; All Systems Out of 
Order 

Introduction
The definition of journalism, as a practice and a profession, is characterised by difficulties 
and ambiguities (Adam 1993; Bhattacharyya and Dasgupta 2013; Mano 2007). This 
is so due to the fact that “journalism” remains narrowly limited to the practice and 
output of a few “traditional” mass media: television, radio and newspapers (Mano 2007, 
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61). This “traditional approach” limits journalism to mass media forms which exclude 
other creative “journalistic” forms. This article employs a postmodern theory, which 
opens the appreciation and understanding of journalism to the widest range of narrative 
styles and perspectives, especially emerging from the margins of society (Benson 
2008). We employ this perspective acknowledging that journalism is a professional 
field with dictates of functionality which may vary from theatre making processes. The 
working definition of protest theatre as journalism employed here is one which frames 
journalistic practice as an art form (Adam 1993, 5). From this perspective, we extend 
the role and function of journalism through protest theatre, exploiting the primacy of 
its communicative functions. The primary functionality of journalism through protest 
theatre is to “collect, store, process and propagate information and help the receivers 
understand and react to their existing environment” (Bhattacharyya and Dasgupta 2013, 
3).
At independence, the former President of Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe inherited laws 
that were repressive on media and used state machinery to maintain and consolidate 
this repression (Sisulu 2011). It is alleged that state agents were behind the bombing of 
critical the Daily News newspaper, demonstrating its authority and power. Assessing the 
aftermath of the Daily News, Geoffrey Nyarota (2011) observes, 

Minister of Information and Publicity, Prof. Jonathan Moyo, unleashed venom on television, he 
said the Daily News has gone too far, something will have to be done about it, this was on TV 
on a Friday night, on Sunday night the printing press of the Daily News was destroyed in a not 
so mysterious bomb explosion. 

The use of state-run mass media outlets, such as the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Corporation, 
suppresses alternative narratives and positions the ruling party Zimbabwe African 
National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) in good standing. The government has also 
enforced varied brutal approaches to influence agenda setting and framing of stories 
by independent media houses. There have been reports of abductions and intimidation 
of journalists investigating government officials and departments. The analysis in this 
paper is guided by the following questions: How has protest theatre extended the role of 
journalism in an immensely censored media environment in Zimbabwe? Does protest 
theatre in Zimbabwe relate to citizen journalism?

Understanding Journalism 
Journalism, as a field of study and practice, is guided by contending theoretical 
frameworks ranging from authoritarian to democratic perspectives. The authoritarian 
framework holds that journalism is always subordinate to the state agenda in sustaining 
social order and political goals (Siebert, Peterson and Schramm 1956 in Benson 2008, 
2592). At a minimum, the press is anticipated to avoid any denunciation of government 
officials and support the establishment (Benson 2008). To consolidate its stranglehold 
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on media, the state crafts and enforces restrictive legislation that deny any form of 
journalistic freedom to independent media practitioners critical of the state. Media, 
thus, becomes a state agent used for coercion and propaganda. This kind of coercive 
journalism engenders

a closely censored press [which] proactively promotes and extends a totalizing state control 
over society… media should not be privately owned, should serve the interest of the working 
class and most importantly should provide a complete objective view of the world following 
Marxists-Leninist principles as defined by the communist-arty-controlled state. (Benson 2008, 
2592)

This traditional approach to journalism positions media as an (uncritical) mouthpiece 
or lapdog of the state dictating what the masses must know, administering control and 
establishing relationships through mandatory means.
The democratic theory is liberal and postmodern in functionality. This theory views 
journalism practice as primarily responsible for chronicling “accurately the range 
of competing elite perspectives, examin[ing] the character and behaviour of elected 
officials and monitor[ing] closely their activities for corruption or incompetence (the 
watchdog role)” (Benson 2008, 2593). This kind of journalism is citizen centred and 
promulgates varying discourses from different spheres of the society. 
Accordingly, this kind of journalism assumes a social responsibility role and serves as 
a watchdog guarding against government power abuses by providing stories anchored 
on “factual accuracy, promotion of open debate, representation of diverse views 
and protection of individual rights” (Benson 2008, 2593). Furthermore, this kind of 
journalism practice, which acts as a watchdog, provides information, and promotes 
reasoned and civil public debate among ordinary citizens (Glasser 1999). It emphasises 
principles of popular inclusion, empowerment and full expression through a range of 
communicative styles (Benson 2008; McQuail 1983) through deliberations of various 
perspectives which the masses may express on different platforms. This opens up 
journalism practice to the widest range of narrative styles and perspectives, especially 
emerging from the margins (Benson 2008), which include emerging voices from the 
society’s periphery. 
Adam (1993) observes that journalism can be and often is an art form, which allows 
for the positioning of protest theatre as journalism functionality. This revisionist 
approach permits us to deploy an array of expressive means that serve the same 
function as journalism such as commenting and illustrating realities of a society. From 
this perspective, popular music texts, street theatre, street radio and cartoons can be 
understood from a journalistic perspective because they project multi-faceted versions 
of realities meaningful to their audiences and represent ordinary people, ridicule the 
powerful and serve as the voice of the voiceless (Mano 2007). 
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The representative and confrontational nature of protest theatre frames it as a means of 
expression wherein subversive messages are conveyed. Mano (2007, 62) categorically 
observes that protest theatre frames and sets the agenda for society by recording the 
society’s social realities and expressing them in its themes and content—generating 
forms of knowledge and exchange of ideas between its targeted audience. Through its 
critical voice, which raises issues that affect the community and challenge hegemonic 
practices, protest theatre functions similarly as citizen journalism. 

Protest Theatre and Its Underpinnings 
Protest theatre is a constituent of political theatre which “always emerges in politically 
charged societies to protest against political oppression of the opposition, economic 
meltdown and the deterioration of the standard of living” (Ravengai 2008, 12). Further, 
Mda (1996, 15) defines protest theatre as

a statement of disapproval or disagreement, but does not go beyond that. It addresses itself to the 
oppressor, with the view of appealing to his conscience. It is variously a theatre of self-pity, of 
moralizing, of mourning, and of hopelessness. It never offers any solution beyond the depiction 
of the sad situation in which the people find themselves.

It is an antagonistic theatre form—a challenge to the authority or government. It is 
a medium through which grievances against the dehumanising characteristics of an 
authority or government are conveyed.
Protest theatre is a communication of the disquiet which explicitly voices concern 
and disapproval over injustices relating to governance and democratic processes 
(Chivandikwa 2012). Deery and Milner (2015, 113) posit that protest theatre is 
“oppositional, contrarian theatre, explicitly partisan, socially engaged theatre.” 
Furthermore, it can be characterised as an oppositional theatre subjectively created to 
speak against injustices, the weaknesses of the government and its policies, and as such, 
narrates these weaknesses for the audience to generate contextual and circumstantial 
meanings. The themes tackled in protest theatre productions are influenced by the social 
problems existing within the society, thus it becomes an insurrectionary of the people’s 
concerns. 
Protest theatre provides an emulated interpretation of the society and seeks to open its 
political consciousness to alternatives, or the possibility of alternatives, to contemporary 
capitalism (Reynolds 2006). This kind of theatre searches for communal understanding to 
problems of dictatorship, repressive governing, economic imbalances and injustices. In 
the same scope as citizen journalism, protest theatre performatively allows the ordinary 
citizen to participate in circulating information thereby stimulating political debates 
and social change in the community. Protest theatre productions, such as All Systems 
Out of Order, lament repressive and authoritarian tendencies of a government, depict 
the political moral decadency within a society and agitate the citizenry towards positive 
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social change. The existence of political, economic and social upheavals characterising 
a society informs the writing and performative patterns within the theatre. 

Contextual Outline: The 1998–2008 Zimbabwean Crisis Period 
The period running from the turn of the millennium to 2008 is considered a turning point 
in Zimbabwe’s socio-historical and political trajectory, considering the innumerable 
events of national significance that took place (Musiyiwa 2013). Historically, 
Zimbabwe was once a vibrant and diversified economy which had been hoped to 
underpin Africa’s future, but, beginning in 1998, Clemens and Moss (2005) observe 
that its economy began to see signs of distress as it slid into a deep crisis and downward 
spiral. Politically, the year 1999 saw the launch of the Movement for Democratic 
Change (MDC), an opposition party which challenged ZANU-PF’s hegemony, abuse of 
office and corruption. To a certain extent, the rise of the Morgan Tsvangirai-led MDC, 
a coalescence of trade unions, academics, commercial farmers and civic society actors, 
led to the rise in political instability in Zimbabwe as the governing party sought to 
respond to its major political challenge since 1999. 
In response, the ZANU-PF government sponsored violent farm invasions, targeting and 
disposing of the alleged funders of the MDC, under its ultra-nationalist banner of the 
Third Chimurenga, resulting in political violence and economic collapse (Musiyiwa 
2013). The Third Chimurenga resulted in massive and widespread disturbances of 
farming activities which were the backbone of the economy (Primorac 2007). The 
unemployment rate skyrocketed as the Third Chimurenga forced the dispersion white 
farmers together with their black workers. Unbeknown to ZANU-PF was the fact that 
these white farmers were also backbone to the successful and growing manufacturing 
industry in the major cities. The overspill of disruption of productivity and meaningful 
employment therefore went beyond the farms.
Similarly, in 2005, afraid of losing elections in the urban centres, the ZANU-PF 
government sponsored a “clean-up” exercise, codenamed Operation Murambatsvina, 
which left thousands shelter-less and at worst, homeless. A stand-off ensued between 
the ZANU-PF government and pro-democracy activists who were backed by Western 
governments and international agencies. In response and solidarity with the affected 
people of Zimbabwe, the United Nations sent a special envoy led by Anna Tibaijuka 
to investigate human rights abuses in Zimbabwe (Tibaijuka 2005). To cover up these 
atrocities, the state deployed its security and secret service agents to intimidate and at 
worst abduct pro-democracy campaigners who were mobilising the affected citizens. 
The Mugabe-led government also upped its propaganda machinery, mocking the MDC 
and labelling it vatengesi (sell-outs) (Primorac 2007). This antagonism between the 
state and pro-democracy activists, theatre practitioners included, inspired creative ways 
of engaging and debating the state of the political situation obtaining in Zimbabwe.
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Socio-economically, the Zimbabwean populace has been greatly affected by the decline 
in value of the Zimbabwean dollar, scarcity of foodstuffs and basic commodities 
including fuel. Makina (2010) observes that the excesses of the economic downfall 
of the early 2000s were a resultant of miscalculated policies such as the Economic 
Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP), poor governance and the 1991/2 drought 
which coalesced into a “decade of crisis” running from 1998 to 2008. In 2008, the 
gross domestic product declined by 54 per cent and the last officially recorded figure 
of hyperinflation was 231 million per cent by July 2008, although the International 
Monetary Fund estimated that it was about 500 billion per cent, making the Zimbabwean 
dollar virtually worthless (Makina 2010; Ravengai 2014). This kind of economic decline 
eroded the buying power of the local currency and rendered civil service wages useless. 
Public health facilities failed to provide basic health services to general populace due to 
nepotistic distribution of state resources where key resources were allocated to selected 
individuals and groups enabling them to become massively wealthy at the expense of 
the Zimbabwean majority (CPIA 2005). While in this instance we have highlighted 
how the economic failures affected the health service provision, it is important to note 
that almost all the sectors of government, such as education and agriculture, were 
compromised. 
Resultantly, theatre makers created two forms of protest theatre, namely, activist 
theatre and the theatre of trauma (Ravengai 2014). Activist theatre vehemently called 
for regime change in Zimbabwe and Mugabe relinquishing power through productions 
such as Decades of Terror (2007), The Good President (2007) and Final Push (2008) 
(Ravengai 2014). The plays denounced Mugabe’s authoritarian rule, social and economic 
injustices and unaccounted for actions by the state agents. Productions that adopted 
the theatre of trauma approach, such as Burn Mukwerekwere Burn (2010), exposed the 
challenges of out-migration to neighbouring countries, instigated by the crisis (Mpofu 
and Nenjerama 2018; Ravengai 2014). Creative arts, during this period and after, played 
a fundamental role in “reflect[ing], shap[ing] and influenc[ing] change in all spheres of 
Zimbabwean life, as they focused particularly on political developments at a national 
level” (Chivandikwa 2012, 30) by using the subversive space that theatre creates in 
communicating refractory messages that could have been heavily censored in the media. 

Recording Zimbabwe: All Systems Out of Order 
The study deploys the performance theory as an analysis framework of the play, All 
Systems Out of Order. Performance theory as a theoretical framework allows for the 
examination of social interaction, individuals and social human behaviour (Schechner 
1985). We appropriate the concept of liminality, a concept which centres on imaginative 
world mirroring reality through the “as if” to “is” notion (Dirui 2014; Schechner 
2013) to examine how protest theatre in Zimbabwe extends journalism functionalities 
by mirroring social realities. Schechner (2013, 38) observes that a production “is a 
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performance when historical and social context, convention, usage, and tradition say 
it is.” He further notes that one cannot determine what “is” a performance without 
referring to specific cultural circumstances that make up the performance. In this 
context, a performance is that which mirrors the society and expresses the obtaining 
realities truthfully. 
Performance theory is used in this article as an investigative methodical approach 
of the representation/mirroring of Zimbabwe’s social reality through cultural ethos, 
events, rituals and performative art. The theory framework is deployed as a method of 
analysis, a way to understand the world in its ceaseless becoming, and a necessary tool 
for living (Derui 2014). It is used as a response to the radically changing intellectual 
and artistic circumstances where creative and powerful means of finding and sharing 
information continuously emerge—designed to answer the need to deal with the 
changing circumstances of the “global” where people are increasingly discovering that 
the world is not a book to be read but a performance to participate in (Schechner 2013). 
The play All Systems Out of Order (2005) was written and directed by Tafadzwa 
Muzondo of the Entrepreneurial Development of Zimbabwean Arts Initiative for 
Innovative Strategic Utilities Theatre Arts Project (EDZAI ISU). EDZAI ISU is an 
arts organisation that produces socially engaging and politically relevant artworks. 
The play has seven characters: There is the Toilet Cleaner—who is a fairly old man 
with a laughing and spitting mannerism, in total control of the toilet, and the Young 
Man, who is a school-leaver turned dealer-cum-crook-cum-jack of all trades. There is 
also the Ordinary Man, who is a former liberation fighter and veteran journalist keenly 
tracking the corruption and underhand dealings taking place at the toilet. There is the 
Gentleman, who is an affluent dealer with dirty money, and the Policeman, who is a 
middle-aged toilet security officer. Lastly there is a Woman, who is a young destitute 
turned prostitute-cum-thief. These representative character names are archetypes and 
serve as icons for the communal voice of Zimbabwe. These iconic characters move back 
and forth to destabilise the audience’s identification (Wrolson 2009). 

All Systems Out of Order: Mirroring a Nation in Crisis
The title All Systems Out of Order is attention-grabbing, with implications of a muddled 
and calamitous context. The title summarises the crisis as observed by Clemens and 
Moss (2005), who noted that Zimbabwe is a country in deep crisis with the signs of 
collapse everywhere. The phrase serving as the title of the play holistically captures 
the Zimbabwean crisis creatively and in layman’s terms for the audience to relate. The 
title stands as a mirror that figuratively reflects back to the audience the socio-economic 
and political decadence and struggles experienced by the ordinary man every day. This 
reflected image is usually supressed and filtered in the pro-government media outlets. 
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The play is set in a public toilet, connoting its accessibility to a multiplicity of users and 
that it should be available to everyone in need of it. A toilet is metaphorically used for 
a number of reasons. Regardless of gender, race, age and political affiliation, everyone 
uses it. It connotes hygiene if used properly and disaster if misused. If misused, the users 
are forced to look for alternatives, which also generate a number of health challenges. 
The toilet is an expressive point of amalgamation where issues that have troubled post-
colonial nation-making are objectively exposed and debated. It is used to transcend “the 
politics of race to the equally complex layers of the ‘tribe,’ ethnicity and other power 
struggles” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2011, 10). In the metaphor, Zimbabwe should resemble a 
place that values multiracialism, democratic tenets and inclusivity against nepotism and 
corruption. Zimbabwe, as represented by the toilet, is given as a society where “African 
nationalist leaders engaged in the highly sensitive and delicate project of making the 
‘nation-as-state’ (state-making) and ‘nation-as-people’ (nation-building), they had to 
navigate complex global politics fashioned by such processes of neo-colonialism and 
neoliberalism that had a fragmenting impact on young African states” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
2011, 10). Nation-building and state-making project being a delicate quest; a toilet, in 
this case, functions metaphorically exposing the pitfalls Zimbabwe failed to navigate. 
The first two scenes precisely narrate the transition of power from colonial white 
Rhodesia to independent black Zimbabwe through the Chimurenga wars which were 
anchored on the spirit mediums, svikiro. With the Zimbabwe gaining independence in 
1980, Robert Mugabe welcomed all Zimbabweans, black and white, to work for the 
betterment of the country and solely pledged his allegiance to that effect. Thus, the 
Toilet Cleaner (T. C.) in All Systems Out of Order, who guards and commits to keep the 
toilet clean for the benefit of everyone, emerges as a representative of Mugabe. On the 
occasion of the official opening of the now flushing renovated toilet, T. C. says:

This is a public toilet for everyone from all walks which is here for your decent service free of 
charge and I commit myself to keeping it clean so that it serves the deserving public. Gone shall 
be the days of bush toilets and Blair toilets. It is now the public systematic toilet where we can 
flush our waste and dispose it in a manner that is healthy and efficient. I believe that the toilet is 
a basic human right as I officially declare this Public Toilet Open. (p. 2) 

This speech by T. C. resembles Mugabe’s independence speech where he pledged and 
proclaimed a policy of national reconciliation—opening up Zimbabwean nationhood 
to everyone and every race regardless of political affiliation (Kaulemu 2010). Mugabe 
further committed himself to keep Zimbabwe working for all by improving the lives 
of the citizenry and promised to keep alive the euphoria that had been generated by 
the newfound freedom of independence. In raising this mirror to the audience and 
taking them back to April 1980, the play All Systems Out of Order acts as a watchman 
that looks out for transgressions. By re-living what Mugabe said in his first speech 
after independence, T. C. awakens ordinary people to self-introspect and take the 
government to task for straying away from foregrounding principles of the liberation 
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struggle. Satirically juxtaposed with the euphoric independence speech, T. C. conveys 
and challenges the audience to deduce meaning from the symbolic representation of this 
speech. 
Symbolically, the use of a mismanaged toilet represents the tragic state in which the 
nation finds itself. Symbolism in performance makes use of representative models 
where a situation or item is used as a model representing the society. In contemporary 
Zimbabwe, creative arts have played an important role in identifying problems, igniting 
conversations with those in power and mirroring these issues back to the society (Mpofu 
2017). This extends the role of journalism through theatre as it raises the mirror to its 
audience at the level of citizen-citizen and government-citizen functions. In this manner, 
protest theatre plays the watchdog function over the gate keepers. In raising the mirror 
to the citizenry, the T. C. says

The gents toilet is “Out Of Order,” just like this community, just like this bloody community, it’s 
“All Systems Out Of Order.” (p. 3) 

This statement by the T. C. frames the post-2000 Zimbabwe period as chaotic, with 
all its systems out of order. These systems were put out of order by a varied number 
of policies which destroyed the social fabric of socio-political and economic standing. 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003) posits that Zimbabweans and Zimbabwe were overwhelmed 
by a serious crisis of governance and political legitimacy which gave birth to economic, 
social, ideological, and humanitarian problems in the country. 
Just like at independence, where Zimbabweans found solace and belonging in the 
newfound nationhood, everyone seeks relief in and at the toilet in All Systems Out of 
Order. Similarly, to the mismanaged Zimbabwean state resources which caused suffering 
and chaos in the nation, the state of the Blair toilet is a result of its mismanagement 
and corrupt activities happening in it. From this perspective, protest theatre opens up 
censored issues in order to create a space where the audience is able to question their 
socio-economic and political position in the community. The audience is also able to 
critically review failed government programmes such as the land reform program, 
Murambatsvina, ESAP, and political violence from the perspective of the negative 
transformation of this toilet.

Authoritarianism, the State, Majority and Democracy
The relationship between the ZANU-PF-led Zimbabwean government and the masses 
with regard to democracy is polarised. This is largely due, on the one hand, to the 
antagonistic treatment of civil society leaders, trade unionists and academics by Mugabe 
who regards this group, mostly considered representatives of the majority poor, as 
puppets and sell outs. On the other hand, this coalition, which collaboratively pushed 
for “regime change” as a solution to a stop to Mugabe’s despotism and authoritarianism, 
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relied too much on Western funding and support, justifying Mugabe’s rants. However, 
the call for Mugabe to step down remained relevant and is captured through the Young 
Man (Y. M.) who asserts that, 

Ha mudhara [old man], you must pave way for us the young blood to run this toilet efficiently 
if you have grown old. (p. 3) 

Critical political debates in Zimbabwe have been heavily censored through the 
government’s reactionary approach, especially those related to unseating Mugabe and 
Emmerson Mnangagwa, his successor, from power. However, operating on the margins, 
protest theatre productions such as All Systems Out of Order, serve as an alternative, 
filling “the gaps left by the banning or censorship of newspapers” (Van Graan 2006, 3) 
and refusing to conform to intimidations by state agents at the behest of the government. 
In making very strong political statements such as this one by the Young Man, Tafadzwa 
Muzondo, in All Systems Out of Order, plays the social responsibility role which 
demands political justice and public participation through dialogue. 
In side-stepping censorship and banning, which independent newspapers such the Daily 
News could not manage, All Systems Out of Order played a journalistic watchdog function. 
In a country where journalistic pluralism and freedom were and are still constrained and 
subversive voices are limited, protest theatre productions, such as All Systems Out of 
Order, becomes a third space through which government is engaged. Although the play 
emerged as an alternative space which extended a journalistic function, it is important 
to note that it falls under a strategy by creatives to remonstrate against the hegemony, 
and it also expresses the general populace’s attitude towards political power, resource 
administration and management. Like citizen journalism, All Systems Out of Order was 
used as a vehicle to express concerns over political power excesses and abuse by the 
government officials. Mpofu and Barnabas (2016, 120), however, advise that there is 
need to exercise caution in framing protest theatre as journalism since it is to allow a 
“stranger encroach into the space previously a preserve of trained journalists” because 
there are issues bordering journalism ethics and professionalism. 
Theatre as a narrative discourse that constructs and orders meanings of events in particular 
ways allow political debates and opinions to be embedded in performances and dialogue 
(Vambe 2004). It constructs and participates both subjectively and objectively in creating 
meaning to events in a satirical manner. For instance, the Toilet Cleaner is presented as 
now incapacitated to run the toilet because of his old age. Muzondo wishes to highlight 
old age, in the case of Zimbabwe, as a specific key hindrance to good governance and 
considerate political rule. Further, it could be that Muzondo is acting as a mouthpiece 
of the nation that sees this as an objective solution to problems bedevilling the nation. 
From this perspective, the play All Systems Out of Order summarises the fights between 
MDC and ZANU-PF about regime change, with Morgan Tsvangirai presented as the 
vibrant and younger alternative to the geriatric Robert Mugabe.
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The play also shows that in Zimbabwe, democratic spaces and practice have been 
subdued by the state. In the play, the state reacts heavily on protests and dissenting 
voices through counter repressive measures as shown by the Toilet Cleaner;

Hayayaya Yah yadyiwa neState (yes, yes, the state has shown its power over the masses). (p. 8) 

The Toilet Cleaner confirms that dictatorship anchored on a militarised state have 
usurped the power of the masses in Zimbabwe. This has been the stance that ZANU-PF 
takes against any threat to its hegemonic power where violence, mass intimidation and 
forced disappearances have been key strategic mechanism of usurping majority people 
power. While performances of All Systems Out of Order has never been disrupted or 
interrupted by state agents, some productions like No Voice No Choice (2012), The Good 
President (2007) and Rituals (2011) were banned because the state felt they challenged 
its political power and undermined the president. The regime understood the power of 
protest theatre as a conscientising tool, hence the need to neutralise it through timely 
arrests of performers, disruptions and at worst, effecting blanket bans. 
The play also reveals mass intimidations, the disregard of people’s basic rights and the 
use of repressive state apparatuses against the people in a satiric manner. The argument 
between the Toilet Cleaner and Old Man (O. M.) succinctly captures this sentiment:

T. C.: Hey get away from here or face the consequences. Who permitted this gathering, have 
you been cleared he? Imi vakadzi imi tizayi nevana ava chatsvuka pano (you women 
run away with your children, this place has become dangerous)… [takes out walkie 
talkie and calls] Security Confirm…Confirm Security…Rioting at public toilet… 
Malicious injury to property…Case extremely explosive…Requires maximum 
suppression [laughs] I said get away or face the consequences… [police siren sounds 
are from a distance as they fast approach]

O. M.:  This is a peaceful demonstration we are not throwing any stones. We are protesting 
against the abuse of our basic right. 

T. C.:  You think they listen to that rhetoric [laughs] Wait and see. (pp. 6–7)

The brutality of the state is captured here sarcastically through Toilet Cleaner who shows 
the brutality of the state against the masses and disregard of human rights. Although in 
his home country Mugabe victimised others, on the international stage he cried victim 
by Tony Blair who called him out for breaching the tenets of democracy, human rights 
and rule of law (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009, 1140). 
The play also provides an account of Mugabe’s tyrannical rule, which was precursor to 
the maladministration and degeneration of relations between government and its people.

O. M.: I need the gents as a matter of urgency, I have a stomach disorder, Please 
T. C.:  Yah, it’s very unfortunate that your stomach is Out of Order when the gents’ toilet is 

in fact “Out of Order.” Any inconveniences are sincerely regretted. 
O. M.:  But why this disorder in providing for our basic right? 
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T. C.:  Ah! Disorder is the order of the day everywhere, even in your own stomach. 
O. M.:  You don’t speak to me like that comrade, otherwise you invite trouble for yourself… 

You are supposed to be accountable…
T. C.:  Accountable to whom? You? I don’t recognize you. 
O. M.:  You don’t speak to me like that. If you are tired of this job, you just have to retire 

and…
T. C.:  Retire? You want me to retire with nothing after all the years of cleaning your shit 

here. (p. 4)

The scene illustrates the “bitterness, suffering and despondence that some black 
Zimbabweans have had to go through in post-independence Zimbabwe under the 
Mugabe leadership” (Vambe 2004, 94). Further, the play All Systems Out Of Order 
navigates sensitive terrain of political freedom by questioning the credentials to political 
legitimacy and succession disputes after Mugabe’s reign. Differently put, the Toilet 
Cleaner prescribes the formula of conduct which the people must conform to. This is 
representative of Robert Mugabe as noted by an extract of his speech that “those who 
would go together with our enemies abroad cannot at the same time want to march 
alongside us as our partners in the nation-building efforts underway. We say no to them, 
they must first repent” (Mugabe 2003 in Mpofu 2015, 7). In the play, the political elites 
are presented as not accountable to anyone, creating a vacuum in as far as responsible 
leadership is concerned. 
The post-2000 period saw the Mugabe-led government make questionable political 
decisions such as withdrawing from the Commonwealth and publicly challenging 
Britain. These decisions, on behalf of the nation, resulted in a cold war between 
Zimbabwe and the West. The following Toilet Cleaner and Old Man’s dialogue captures 
this war clearly:

T. C.: You see, things are really tough now and they [the masses] will feel it.
O. M.: Yah I think you are right comrade, things are really tough for the ordinary people and 

as far as I am concerned it’s not your fault that things are like this really… 
T. C.: Ah! never you must be pressed to feel the pinch.
O. M.: But you are making us suffer can’t you see, besides we are part of the struggle and 

fighting with… 
T. C.: Fighting, who are you fighting here, he? 
O. M.: It’s a diplomatic war, which is why we withdrew from the Commonwealth. 
T. C.: Who do you want to fool here, he? We were suspended and then chucked out of the 

Club. (p. 5)

While state media presented Mugabe as a messiah for challenging America and British 
toe-to-toe and pulling Zimbabwe out of the Commonwealth, All Systems Out of Order 
exposed the structural challenges that emerged due to the diabolic political decision. The 
play captures the crisis that followed Mugabe’s action of pulling Zimbabwe out of the 
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Commonwealth, which Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003) describes as the crisis was officially 
explained as being caused by external forces at the expense of internal dynamics. The 
play concisely critiques the overly stated rhetoric of sovereignty and independence 
from Western influence by Mugabe. Protest theatre, therefore, circumvents ZANU-PF 
ideologies and functionaries in the same manner online media publications do, allowing 
the citizenry to debate socio-political and economic issues that affect their day to day 
lives. 
The play further reveals and provides evidence of rampant corruption in Zimbabwe. A 
number of creatives have been forced to exile or jailed because they have through their 
works exposed corruption at different levels. Once such exiled artist is Thomas Mapfumo 
whose albums Corruption (1993) and Disaster (2000) made him enemy of the state. The 
play reveals Zimbabwe as a country where the concept of “something for something 
and nothing for nothing” characterises life in Zimbabwe. Corruption has been rife to the 
extent that the government had to constitute the Sandura Commission, albeit to pacify 
the masses, to investigate implicated ministers in the car deals sage popularly known 
as the Willowvale Scandal (Nyarota 2006). In All Systems Out of Order, corruption 
reaches embarrassing levels when the Toilet Cleaner demands a payment from a man 
who wants to use the toilet:

T. C.: I cannot risk losing my job without some form of token of appreciation.
G. M.: Oh that alone, it’s the norm and not the exception… (takes out a note and gives him) 
T. C.: (examines it with a grin, stuffs it in the pocket and stops G. M. who is going for the 

gents, he is confused) Hey! 
O. M.: What? It’s not enough?
T. C.: Ha-a no its over here Sir use the ladies (ushers him to ladies and turns to O. M.) You 

see, you must be ready to pay otherwise… 
O. M.: That is filthy corruption and it makes our community stink… 
T. C.: My friend you cannot get anything anywhere if you do not know anybody and cannot 

pay anyone. (pp. 5–6)

The Old Man, a representative of the general populace, is forced to bribe the Toilet 
Cleaner, who is a gatekeeper like the government of Zimbabwe. As a result, based on the 
Toilet Cleaner’s experience, if one does not pay a bribe in Zimbabwe, one’s basic rights 
can be denied and, in some cases, have it given to an undeserving person. The Old Man 
is given access to the ladies toilet yet it had been closed even for the ladies. Nepotism 
and corruption stand out as the chief catalyst of Zimbabwe’s deepening political and 
economic crisis. 
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Conclusion   
In this article, we have positioned protest theatre, particularly the play All Systems Out 
of Order, as a critical vehicle through which social realities obtaining in Zimbabwean 
society are exposed, critiqued and debated. We submitted that by doing all this, protest 
theatre raises the mirror to the society and extends journalistic functions as it stems 
from the writer’s need to explore and expose political and socio-economic control by 
commenting, illustrating and reporting on the realities. We attested that the play, All 
Systems Out of Order, captures and reflects debilitating effects of corruption, lack rule 
of law and nepotism on the general populace specifically and Zimbabwe as a state 
generally. 
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