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ABSTRACT

This study explores the politicisation and violence associated with criminal gangs in
three Southern African countries. A qualitative meta-synthesis of sixty reputable articles
from scholarly databases, including Science Direct, SAGE, Google Scholar, Scopus,
EBSCOhost, and Taylor & Francis, reveals that gangs emerged from socioeconomic
disparities, marginalisation, and weak governance in South Africa, Zimbabwe, and
Mozambique. Criminal gangs have evolved into powerful entities due to their
entanglement with political structures, influencing governance, security, and the
economy. Corruption, state-sponsored violence, and political manipulation sustain their
existence, aided by economic marginalisation, persistent poverty, widespread youth
unemployment, and illicit economies like drug trafficking and illegal mining. Many
gangs function as political tools, orchestrating electoral violence, controlling resources,
and territorial disputes, blurring crime and political activism. Their activities destabilise
communities, erode trust in institutions, and hinder economic development. Gang
power is reinforced by selective law enforcement, political patronage, and corruption in
security agencies, rendering conventional policing ineffective. Combating gang violence
requires policy measures beyond militarised crackdowns; community policing, restorative
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justice, and social reintegration programmes can mitigate gang influence and decrease
their exploitation by political actors. Without broad reform, criminal-political networks
will continue to threaten state legitimacy and regional stability.

Introduction

Violent crime remains a critical challenge across African nations, with far-reaching implications beyond
immediate casualties and property destruction (Mahaye & Ajani, 2023; Mahmud & Maigari, 2024). The
Southern African countries analysed in this study, including South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique,
face significant challenges from the rise of criminal gangs. These groups propagate violence, disrupt
societal order and entrench themselves within political and economic institutions (Lessing, 2021; Muti &
Salvucci, 2024; Wahman & Goldring, 2020). These countries were selected for their diverse gang dynamics
and structures: South Africa’s urban gangs and political links, Mozambique’s drug trafficking and artisanal
mining and Zimbabwe’s politicised gangs used in election violence and intimidation. This allowed the
study to explore a nuanced understanding of factors that promote gang violence and the underlying
political dynamics. These gangs thrive in environments characterised by rapid urbanisation, inequality,
youth unemployment and weakened state institutions, creating a complex nexus between criminality,
governance and social disintegration (Eyita-Okon, 2022; Ojewale, 2024). This review examines how
socio-economic and political factors contribute to the rise and politicisation of criminal gangs in these
countries.

Colonialism and the legacies of apartheid have significantly influenced gang development in the
Southern Africa region. In South Africa, racial segregation and forced removals have contributed to
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poverty and marginalisation in townships, creating environments where gangs such as the ‘28s’ and ‘Hard
Livings’ have emerged and evolved into organised criminal networks (Kelly & Ward, 2020; Ndhlovu, 2024).
In addition, racial segregation, youth unemployment and poverty reportedly spurred gang formation,
while the breakdown of communal ties in poor neighbourhoods signifies a lack of structural control,
prompting gangs to fill the void, creating a subculture and offering marginalised youth a sense of
belonging and economic opportunity. In Zimbabwe, colonial land dispossession and inequality fuelled
poverty and unemployment, fostering politically affiliated gangs like the ‘Green Bombers. The absence of
effective community institutions has also enabled the growth of politically motivated gangs. (Rwodzi,
2024). In Mozambique, colonial resource exploitation and the ensuing civil war have led to a fragile state
that struggles to maintain law and order. Gangs such as the Jovens’ have exploited weak governmental
institutions to control international drug trafficking routes and local illegal industries like timber and
artisanal mining (Ewi et al., 2022).

Unlike South Africa and Zimbabwe, gang operations in Mozambique are closely tied to global criminal
networks, emphasising the importance of local and international factors in sustaining organised crime.
However, like its neighbours, gang activity in Mozambique is driven by a lack of economic opportunities
and systemic government deficiencies. A similar trend emerges across all these countries: gangs are inte-
grated into political processes (Cronje, 2024). In South Africa, political leaders often integrated gangs to
achieve electoral dominance, particularly in townships and urban areas, where they exploited their influ-
ence over local populations. (Brankovic et al., 2020; Khosa & Abdulkareem, 2023; Maringira and Gukurume
2020; Mlambo & Masuku, 2022; Owusu, 2024; Sambo, 2022). In Zimbabwe, the politicisation of gangs is
increasingly evident; gangs function as agents of political repression, imposing the will of governing
elites through intimidation and violence (Rwodzi, 2024). Although gangs are less likely to be directly
manipulated for political purposes in Mozambique, corruption within law enforcement and government
institutions fosters their operations. (Sambo, 2022).

The research is set to answer the following question: How do socio-economic disparities and political
dynamics shape the emergence, operations and politicisation of violent gangs in South Africa,
Mozambique and Zimbabwe? The politicisation of criminal gangs has far-reaching consequences, exacer-
bating social inequality, destabilising communities and undermining state authority, all of which contrib-
ute to cycles of poverty and disenfranchisement. While a substantial body of literature exists on gang
violence within individual Southern African nations, a significant gap remains in comparative scholarship
that synthesises these diverse manifestations. This paper addresses this gap by offering a cross-national
analysis of the political economy of gangs in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. In doing so, it
moves beyond country-specific case studies to identify overarching regional dynamics and divergent
trajectories.

Theoretical framework

This review is grounded in social disorganisation and strain theories, providing a framework for a
nuanced understanding of the emergence and persistence of gang activity in these selected coun-
tries. The social disorganisation perspective posits that the breakdown of social structures, weakened
community networks, social control, rapid urbanisation and inadequate policing measures frequently
create environments conducive to crime and gang formation (Jones, 2020; Shaw & McKay, 1942;
Williams, 2022). However, the ‘breakdown of social structures’ should not be seen as a generic failure,
but as a direct consequence of colonial distortion of pre-existing, functional community ties and
value systems. The void that gangs fill is not merely one of governance but also of meaning and
identity. Typically, gang structures foster criminal opportunities by developing essential skills, net-
works and methods to identify and access criminal markets, thereby maintaining their activities
(Webster et al., 2006). The emergence and sustainability of gangs highlights the inadequate control
systems of urban centres, which stem from weak governance, ineffective law enforcement and inse-
curity, thereby fostering the dominance of gang ‘reign; particularly in neighbourhoods plagued by
systemic issues.

The rise of criminal gangs in the selected countries has evolved from localised crime to politically
motivated violence, significantly impacting societal stability and state legitimacy (Ejiofor, 2022). Gangs
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integrate into governance structures for political goals, as evidenced across these nations. In South Africa,
the number gangs like 26s, 27s and 28s have a strong network in criminal activities. Gang 26 focuses on
economic crimes, Gang 27s, or ‘blood gangs, enforce rules and Gang 28s, known as the ‘Warrior gang;
comprise senior members from other gangs notorious for violence and sexual coercion. The Hard Livings
gang operates in street crime, involved in drug trafficking, protection rackets and community crimes. The
‘Americans, a street gang linking smaller gangs with ties to the Sicilian mafia, also emerged from sys-
temic issues and segregation, becoming tools for political elites to manipulate votes and suppress dis-
sent in impoverished urban areas like Cape Flats and Soweto (Khosa & Abdulkareem, 2023). Social
disorganisation theory explains this, showing that gangs emerge as social structures weaken, especially
as poverty intensifies (Jones, 2020; Shaw & McKay, 1942). Gang expansion in these countries is rooted in
the breakdown of state authority and corruption (Jones, 2020; Shaw & McKay, 1942), thriving in regions
with weak policing, such as Cabo Delgado Province (Sithole, 2022). While direct political control may be
less overt than in South Africa and Zimbabwe, the absence of state oversight and economic opportunity
creates fertile ground for gang activity.

Strain theory posits that illegal behaviour is driven by limited access to legitimate opportunities due
to systemic crises (Agnew, 2015). The theory posits that when individuals experience stress and frustra-
tion, referred to as strain, it can provoke negative emotions. These powerful negative feelings create a
need to find an outlet or a coping mechanism. If individuals lack access to legal or socially acceptable
ways to manage these emotions, they may turn to criminal behaviour as a means of coping. ‘Strain’
within the context of this study highlights the specific tension of post-colonial life: the conflict between
the promise of modern capitalism and the reality of exclusion, alongside the loss of traditional social
safety nets. Gangs, in this light, are not merely a response to poverty, but a rational choice for youth
caught between two worlds, belonging fully to neither. A breakdown in law and order ensues from the
state’s inaction regarding these issues and the gangs’ militarisation (Machakanja & Manuel, 2021). The
Green Bombers and Machete in Zimbabwe emerged from the political economy crisis, particularly in
the extractive industry, polarising the country’s social structure across interest groups. Mkodzongi, 2020).
These gangs have reportedly been linked to the ruling ZANU-PF and have been utilised for political
repression during elections. (Rwodzi, 2024). The lack of economic opportunities and the state’s failure
to address social injustice nourish gang growth and spread, destabilising the political landscape (Vigil,
2020). Mozambique presents a similar scenario where gangs (Jovens) exploit weak governmental insti-
tutions and corruption for criminal activities such as drug trafficking and artisanal mining (Ewi
et al., 2022).

Methodology

This study employed a comparative review and synthesis approach to analyse and integrate existing
literature on gangs and criminality in the countries under study, emphasising traditional and emergent
perspectives on ‘violent gangs' This research methodology was adopted to identify trends, explore the
effectiveness of violent gang strategies and consolidate findings on the security challenges prevalent in
the three countries being studied. Furthermore, theoretical frameworks such as Social Disorganisation
and strain theories were used to contextualise and deepen the understanding of gang dynamics and
their politicisation in these countries.

Article selection and eligibility criteria

The eligibility criteria were determined using the Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcomes and
Study (PICOS) framework, which ensures a thorough and targeted review (Amir-Behghadami & Janati,
2020). This framework provided clear guidance for the inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 1) of
studies relevant to the review. The period from 2005 to 2024 marked a crucial time frame during which
significant shifts in gang-related activity and regional security dynamics occurred across these countries.
This period witnessed the emergence of new gang structures and the evolution of strategies, particularly
in response to changes in the socio-political landscape, economic hardships and technological advance-
ments (Ngoveni et al.,, 2024; Rwodzi, 2024).
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Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Description Inclusion

Exclusion

Focus of study Studies examining violence specific to criminal
gangs and their operations in selected
Southern African countries.

Geographical setting South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

Type of study

Reputable reports were also considered.

Thematic relevance Socio-political dimension of crimes and gang
violence.

Time frame Studies published between 2005 and 2024.

Language
Relevance to the politicisation of violent
groups: contexts

Articles published in English.

Reporting of measurable gang-related
outcomes. Regional-focused Studies
pertinent to gang violence.

Peer-reviewed articles, books and monographs.

Studies not connected to criminal gangs and
violence linked to their activities, as well
as their politicisation in Southern Africa.

Other countries besides the selected ones.

Blogs, opinion sites, non-peer-reviewed
articles and predatory journal articles.
Studies which lack empirical insights or
irrelevant designs (e.g. those not suitable
for a meta-synthesis or comparative
review).

Content unrelated to the study’s focus on the
politicisation of gangs.

Studies published before 2005 or lacking
relevance to contemporary issues on
violent groups and their criminality.

Articles in languages other than English.

Studies without sufficient or relevant data for
the study’s objectives. Duplicate
Publication: Any duplicate records

identified during the screening process.

Authors’ construction (2025).
Data sources and searches

A multi-disciplinary search strategy was employed across several databases, including Scopus,
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, Google Scholar and SAGE, which collectively provided
extensive coverage of peer-reviewed journals, policy reports and relevant grey literature. The selected
studies and publications were pertinent to gang violence within the region. Grey literature sources,
including policy reports, government documents and NGO publications, were sourced from reputable
government agency databases and subjected to rigorous quality checks to ensure the reliability of the
data. This process included validating their credibility and cross-verifying findings with peer-reviewed
studies. The quality assessment criteria encompass relevance, currency, transparent methodology and
objectivity. The search strategy incorporated Boolean operators to target and retrieve literature pertinent
to the defined themes. The search was guided by a set of carefully chosen keywords, including the fol-
lowing: (‘gang violence’ OR ‘criminal gangs’ OR ‘gang culture’) AND (‘Southern Africa’ OR ‘South Africa’ OR
‘Zimbabwe’ OR ‘Mozambique’) AND (‘political manipulation” OR ‘government corruption’ OR ‘political vio-
lence’) (‘economic drivers of gang violence’ OR ‘resource competition’ OR ‘poverty and crime’) AND
(‘Southern Africa’ OR ‘Africa’) AND (‘violence gang’ OR ‘organised crime’) (‘gang violence’ OR ‘criminal
activity’ OR ‘gang culture’) AND ('societal impact’ OR ‘community safety’ OR ‘social cohesion’) AND
(‘Southern Africa’ OR ‘South Africa’) (‘militarisation of police forces’ OR ‘policing strategies’ OR ‘community
policing’) AND (‘gang violence’ OR ‘criminal gangs’) AND (‘Southern Africa’) Boolean operators (AND, OR,
NOT) were used to narrow or broaden search results and refine the focus on specific countries, such as
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

Study selection process

The study selection process adhered to the PRISMA guideline as contextualised by Page, Moher, Bossuyt,
Boutron, Hoffmann, Mulrow, & McKenzie (2021). Initial searches from databases revealed 4532 articles
(see Appendix A); after further refinement, 1354 were retained. Screening resulted in the selection of 622
full-text articles. Further evaluation led to the final selection of 60 articles (see table in Appendix B),
which were analysed in this review (see Figure 1).

Data extraction

A standardised data extraction procedure was implemented to ensure data accuracy and uniformity
across all studies. Key details were systematically captured, including the author, year, study design,
methodology, results (focusing on equity, sustainability and community impact), findings and
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Identification of studies via databases and registers

(— ) | Records identified from*:

1. Science Direct (n = 855)
c 2. SAGE Journals (n = 804).
2 3.  Google Scholar (n = 734) Records removed before screening:
S 4.  Scopus (n = 665) 1. Duplicate records (n = 1423)
£ 5.  AJOL/grey literature (n = 413) .| 2. Records marked as ineligible by
5 6. EBSCOhost (n = 583) "~ automation tools (n = 286).
= 7. Taylor & Francis Online (n = 478) 3. Records removed for other reasons
(n=331).

Total (n = 4532)
|

| .

Records screened
(n =2492) ——»| Records excluded due to not
meeting eligibility criteria (n = 2258)
o
(=
5
o Reports sought for retrieval (n =
G 234?) 9 ( — | Reports not retrieved (n = 21)
(7]
R | :
Reports assessed for eligibility (n eports excluded . _
=213) — Irrelevant study design (n = 31)
Non-English language (n = 48)

— Unrelated topic (n = 29)

SR Lack of relevant data (n = 28)
- Duplicate publication (n = 26)
o Studies included in review (n =
°
2 60)

2 Reports of included studies (n =
= 60)
—

Figure 1. PRISMA flowcharts of the studies screening. Source: Authors’ construction (2025).

limitations. The inclusion criteria comprised publication dates (2005-2024), peer-reviewed status, an
emphasis on the socio-political dimension of organised crime, and the reporting of measurable
gang-related outcomes. An independent reviewer conducted regular data assessments to enhance the
reliability of the results. Cross-referencing and literature consultation were utilised to resolve ambigu-
ities. The Evaluation Tool for Quantitative and Qualitative Research Studies (Long & Godfrey, 2004) was
employed to assess the included studies. This tool encompasses major evaluation areas common to
qualitative and quantitative research and has been refined to integrate criteria relating to politicisation
and internally violent gangs.

Results

This section presents the synthesised findings from the 60 reviewed articles (presented in Appendix B),
outlining the dynamics of violent gangs in South Africa, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. The results are
organised to first identify the specific gangs prevalent in each nation, with a summary of their charac-
teristics, criminal activities and sustaining factors. Following this overview, the analysis is structured
around six key themes that emerged from the literature. These themes, illustrated (see Figure 2), provide
a comprehensive framework for exploring how socio-economic disparities and political factors contribute
to the emergence and politicisation of criminal gangs in the countries studied. Each theme was dis-
cussed in detail in the subsequent subsections.

Table 2 describes gangs in the selected countries reviewed. South Africa’s well-established gangs, like
the Numbers Gang, dominate underworlds and are linked to regional drug and prison networks, involved
in serious crimes due to deep roots and socio-economic factors. Mozambique's urban gangs, such as
Maputo and Shiboka, are increasingly influential in drug trafficking and mining, connected to
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Figure 2. Themes and sub-themes of the study. Source: Authors’ construction (2025).

Table 2. Summary of violent gangs in the countries of study.

International/regional Formidability and
Country Gangs links longevity Crimes perpetuated Sustaining factors
South Africa Numbers Gang (28s, Linked to regional Notorious for control  Drug trafficking, Strong hierarchical
26s, Hard drug trafficking of Cape Town'’s and extortion, murder, structure, influence
Livings, etc.) networks and Gauteng's gang wars and within prison
prison systems in underworld, deeply political systems, poverty and
Southern Africa. embedded in the manipulation. s0Cio-economic
prison system with exclusion.
decades-long
influence.
Mozambique Urban gangs and Linked to international Formidable due to Drug trafficking, illegal Weak border controls, a
groups like drug trade routes, control over key mining and thriving illicit
Maputo gangs particularly for illicit trade routes, extortion in mining economy and poor
and Shiboka are cocaine and heroin influence is regions. governance.
involved in drug trafficking. growing in urban
trafficking and areas and mining
artisanal mining. regions.
Zimbabwe Green Bombers Politically motivated;  Longstanding presence Political violence, voter State sponsorship,
(youth militia). linked to ruling due to state intimidation and political agendas,
political parties for backing, particularly destruction of unemployment and
regional voter during elections. opposition manipulation of
manipulation. property. ethnic tensions.

Source: Authors’ construction (2025).

international routes and exploiting weak governance. Zimbabwe’s politically motivated Green Bombers,
backed by the state, have a long history of political violence and intimidation, fuelled by political agen-
das and unemployment.

This review (see Figure 2) explores six key themes and their related sub-themes to analyse gang
violence and its implications in these Southern African countries. The historical and socio-political con-
text examines the colonial legacy, post-colonial governance, motivations behind gang formation and
the nature of criminal gangs. Political dynamics include corruption, weak governance, state-sponsored
gangs and their strategies for political mobilisation. Economic drivers evaluate the role of illicit econ-
omies, inequality, unemployment and poverty in influencing gang violence. The societal impact reflects
the effects on social stability, security threats and economic disruption. Cultural and social factors
investigate identity, youth culture and the narratives that shape gang affiliations, while government
responses concentrate on law enforcement strategies and alternative approaches to addressing gang
violence.
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Historical and socio-political context of gangs in Southern Africa

The political and historical context of Southern Africa plays a significant role in the emergence and con-
tinued existence of organised crime groups across the region. Colonial history left indelible imprints on
the region’s social structures, governance and economic systems. At the same time, post-colonial admin-
istrations have frequently struggled to address systemic inequalities and violence, providing fertile ground
for the formation of violent gangs. While each nation presents a unique trajectory shaped by its specific
colonial and post-colonial experiences, several overarching themes emerge, illustrating a regional dynamic
in which political actors have consistently instrumentalised organised violence for strategic purposes. The
evolution of these groups from non-political entities to extensions of state or opposition power, and
their subsequent fusion with transnational criminal enterprises, forms the core of this shared history.
Table 3 provides a summary of the findings from the literature, which are presented and discussed
through several sub-themes.

The foundation, early origins and colonial roots of politicised gang violence

From Table 3, the key theme across the three nations is how colonialism has shaped the socio-political
conditions that contribute to violence. In South Africa, socio-economic deprivation, rapid urbanisation
and discriminatory policing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries spurred early gangs like
the Ninevites and tsotsis (Jensen, 2010). These gangs responded to hardships from apartheid, while state
police often ignored township violence, creating a gap that gangs filled, sometimes with community
support. Prison gang subcultures, such as the number gangs, also originated then, rooted in anti-colonial
ideas (Kynoch, 2005).

In Zimbabwe, the colonial system was explicitly founded on ‘conquest, violence, police rule, militarism
and authoritarianism, establishing a governing model that the post-independence state would later
adopt and strengthen. The earliest urban gangs in colonial Rhodesia were not primarily criminal, but
rather ‘competitive youth associations’ involved in generational and cultural disputes. The 1929 ‘faction
fights’ in Bulawayo were mostly conflicts over urban culture and social identity (Alexander & McGregor,

Table 3. Summary of historical trajectory and socio-political context of gangs in countries under review.

Sub-themes South Africa Zimbabwe Mozambique

Colonial roots Emerged from socio-economic The colonial system established a N/A
deprivation and discriminatory model of violence and
policing of apartheid. authoritarianism, creating a

‘continuum of political
violence'

Politicisation/instrumentalisation of ~ Apartheid state-sponsored gangs ZANU-PF institutionalised the use The FRELIMO government

gangs attacked ANC supporters. The of quasi-militias and youth labelled social deviants as
SAP was deeply implicated in ‘foot-soldiers. ‘enemies of the revolution’
township conflicts.

Blurring political and criminal ‘Com-tsotsis’ blurred lines in the  Contemporary machete gangs act ASWJ combines socio-economic

motives 1980s; the post-apartheid era as political ‘foot-soldiers’ for grievances with radical
saw fusion with international elites in gold cartels while Islamist ideology.
crime syndicates. engaging in violent crime.

Role of liberation movements and ~ ANC and Inkatha recruited Opposition MDC adopted violent  RENAMO evolved into a

opposition criminal gangs during the tactics with its ‘Vanguard’ politicised rebel movement
township wars. youth paramilitary group. using brutal tactics for
political ends.

Post-conflict persistence Disillusioned ex-combatants N/A Governance vacuums led to the
turned to crime; former gang rise of predatory community
members struggled to adapt policing groups; RENAMO
to peace. returned to armed conflict.

Nature and motivations of gangs Gangs like the Numbers Gang Gangs like the Green Bombers are Urban gangs in Windhoek are
emerged for economic politically motivated, focused on petty crime and
survival and resistance; functioning as tools for trafficking due to weak
organised, hierarchical political control alongside governance.
structures dominate criminal activities like

smuggling.

Notable examples Numbers Gang, Tsotsi gangs—  Green Bombers, Mashurugwi— Sabotage and Jovens dominate
known for drug trafficking, involved in political violence, informal power brokers in
extortion and urban crime. illegal mining and election areas with limited state

intimidation. control.

Source: Authors’ construction (2025).
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2013). This is an early attempt by young people to forge a new social order in the disruptive environ-
ment of the colonised communities. These were not just ‘gangs-in-training’; they were a response to
being uprooted from traditional structures and an attempt to establish new rules for a new reality. By
the 1960s, ‘Zhii riots, urban violence had become clearly ‘class-based; targeting the property of White
Rhodesians, wealthy Africans amid grievances over mass unemployment and poor living conditions
(Ngwenya, 2017).

Politicisation/instrumentalisation of gangs

From Table 3, a recurring theme from the study is the state’s role in encouraging gangs for political
goals. During apartheid in South Africa, the state engaged in promoting gangs for political or financial
reasons, supporting criminal groups to target ANC supporters in townships. (Kynoch, 2005). Police cor-
ruption also fuelled gang violence, with officers supplying weapons and protecting informants (Greenspan,
2024). The South African Police (SAP) was ‘deeply implicated in the various township conflicts, actively
encouraging and sponsoring well-known criminals in campaigns against ANC supporters. A similar situ-
ation in Zimbabwe, the ruling ZANU-PF party is noted to have embraced violence as a legitimate tool of
statecraft, building on the colonial Leviathan with ‘governance by military operations’ (Moyo, 2020). After
independence, ZANU-PF institutionalised the use of quasi-militias as an extension of its coercive power.
ZANU youths acted as ‘party foot-soldiers’ during the Gukurahundi atrocities (1982-1987) (Nyere, 2016).
War veterans and youth militias were deployed to violently seize land and intimidate opposition voters
during the ‘Third Chimurengam’ and various elections (Moyo, 2020), operating with state sanction in
operations like Murambatsvina (2005) and Makavhotera Papi (2008) (Alexander & McGregor, 2013).

Blurring of criminal and political activities

Across all the selected countries, the distinctions between political and criminal activities have increas-
ingly blurred over time. In South Africa during the 1980s, the escalating conflict between the ANC, the
Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and the state led to a situation where criminal and political actions became
intertwined, as seen with the ‘com-tsotsis’ (Greenspan, 2024). Post-apartheid, the arrival of international
crime syndicates and a growing drug trade further merged criminal enterprises with existing gang struc-
tures (Maringira & Masiya, 2018). In modern Zimbabwe, machete gangs are highly politicised, acting as
‘foot-soldiers of the political elites’ and connected to ‘powerful politicians who are members of the gold
cartels’ (Katz-Lavigne et al., 2024). These groups participate in both political intimidation and violent
criminal acts such as robbery and murder, often with impunity due to their political ties (Moyo, 2020).

Mozambique's current landscape reveals the extremist group Ahlu Sunna Wa-Jamo (ASWJ) combining
socio-economic grievances and state neglect with a radical Islamist ideology, creating a complex mix of
political and criminal motives (Ewi et al., 2022; Macamo, 2016). RENAMO employed brutal tactics that
blurred the lines between criminal and political violence (Sayed, 2022). In recent years, rapid urbanisation
and high unemployment have driven the growth of urban youth gangs. While often motivated by
socio-economic desperation, these groups exemplify a ‘politicisation from below; as their emergence and
control of urban spaces challenge the state’s authority and highlight wider societal grievances against
the post-liberation government (Greenspan, 2024).

Persistence and new dynamics

In post-1994 South Africa, gang violence persisted as former combatants, disillusioned by limited oppor-
tunities, turned to crime. The end of apartheid in South Africa, achieved through a negotiated process,
left many of the country’s coercive structures and deep-rooted economic inequalities in place. Former
combatants were poorly reintegrated, and the new state’s struggles with service delivery created a power
vacuum that gangs were well positioned to exploit. South Africa’s reintegration into the global arena led
to an influx of international crime syndicates and a burgeoning drug trade. Persistent police ineffective-
ness, corruption and community distrust allowed gangs to flourish. Prison gang culture significantly influ-
enced street gangs, blurring the boundaries between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ dynamics (Petrus, 2015). Many
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former gang members, encouraged to make the country ‘ungovernable’ and accustomed to violence,
found it challenging to adapt to a political climate where their services were no longer required (Maringira
& Masiya, 2018). In Zimbabwe, a significant development has been the adoption of violent tactics by the
opposition Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), whose ‘Vanguard’ youth paramilitary group has
been involved in widespread intra-party violence (Moyo, 2020). This indicates a ‘morphing into an intol-
erant, violent and democratically deficient polity, relatively analogous to ZANU-PF's narrative of violence’
(Nyere, 2016).

Motivations and nature of gangs in Southern Africa

Complex socio-economic and political factors drive gangs in Southern Africa. In South Africa and Namibia,
economic deprivation, poverty, unemployment and social exclusion are primary motivators (Vorvornator,
2024). South African youth join gangs like the Numbers Gang for survival, respect and a sense of belong-
ing (Kelly & Ward, 2020). Apartheid did not just create poverty; it fragmented society. Therefore, the
‘sense of belonging’ provided by a gang like the Numbers Gang is a powerful act of rebuilding a social
world, albeit a violent one. In post-apartheid South Africa, where the state systematically fragmented
communities, the ‘sense of belonging’ offered by gangs is vital. For young people, groups like the
Numbers Gang become a form of building, a violent community, filling the social void left by a legacy
of division and providing a strong identity.

In Zimbabwe, gang membership is more intricate and politically motivated. While economic survival
is a factor, political considerations exert considerable influence. The Green Bombers, aligned initially with
ZANU-PF, have evolved into violent political militias involved in illicit activities and seeking to exert polit-
ical control (Katz-Lavigne et al., 2024). This fusion of criminality and political motives distinguishes
Zimbabwe's gangs from those in South Africa, where gang culture primarily concerns survival and resis-
tance to socio-economic oppression. In colonial Rhodesia, the creation of new urban centres erased tra-
ditional rules and identities, leaving youth without roots. The earliest gangs were not merely criminal but
were ‘competitive youth associations’ trying to forge a new social order and identity amid uncertainty.
This historical drive to creat