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A Grim Image of Politics in Zimbabwe Emerges 
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Residents of Mbare lined up to cast their vote in the country's presidential election at a polling station in Harare, Zimbabwe, on Friday.

HARARE, Zimbabwe— As President Robert Mugabe defied intensifying international condemnation to insist that Friday’s presidential runoff would proceed, a picture was emerging on Thursday of the circumstances under which Zimbabweans would be forced to go to the polls, and what they might face if they resisted.

Voting is set to begin at 7 a.m.. Zimbabweans expect to be rounded up and taken to the polls. If they are unable to read or do not understand how to vote, according to a journalist in the state-owned news media, they will be “assisted” by a police officer who has already voted publicly in front of a senior officer, as apparently all members of the armed forces are required to do. 

Citizens of voting age without an inked finger, which indicates that they have voted, will be regarded as traitors and subject to reprisals, the journalist said.

The opposition leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, told the BBC on Thursday, “There could be a massive turnout not because of the will of the people, but because of the role of the military and the role of traditionally people being forced to the polls.”

State-sponsored violence since the first round of voting on March 29 — in which Mr. Tsvangirai won more votes than Mr. Mugabe — has already resulted in thousands of beatings and at least 86 deaths, according to human rights workers in Harare, the capital.

An atmosphere of uncertainty and fear hung over Harare on Thursday. Shops and factories in the capital had closed by midday. Trucks filled with youths wearing Mugabe T-shirts and scarves drove through downtown. Riot police officers with automatic weapons stood outside the Parliament building.

“People are going to vote tomorrow,” Bright Matonga, the deputy information minister, said in a television interview. “There is no going back.”

The runoff follows weeks of growing political violence that prompted Mr. Tsvangirai to take refuge in the Dutch Embassy in Harare. Mr. Tsvangirai withdrew from the election on Sunday, leaving Mr. Mugabe as the only candidate. He said he withdrew because of the political violence and intimidation of supporters of his party, the Movement for Democratic Change, since the first round of voting.

People fleeing rural areas have been flooding cities, victims of both the political violence and the hyperinflation that has plagued Zimbabwe.

“Since March 29, there has been a huge exodus from rural areas,” said an employee of a nongovernmental organization in Zimbabwe. “Those people who could not flee the country have come to the cities — to stay with relatives or, if families are too scared to house them, to survive as best they can,” the employee said. “All have been driven out by terror, most have been beaten. The hospitals are overflowing, there are not enough doctors and staff. Many of the mission hospitals have been threatened into submission and no longer take torture victims.” 

One of Mr. Tsvangirai’s most senior aides, Tendai Biti, was freed Thursday on bail of a trillion Zimbabwean dollars, or about $90. He was arrested two weeks ago on treason charges, which carry a potential death penalty. 

Mr. Biti’s bail was granted as Zimbabwe’s neighbors joined Western countries, including the United States, in urging Mr. Mugabe to postpone the runoff. 

In a campaign speech on Thursday, Mr. Mugabe continued to float the idea of holding negotiations with the opposition after the election, a stance the opposition has dismissed as hollow because the government would have already tightened its hold on power. 

Mr. Mugabe said it was up to the Movement for Democratic Change to decide whether it would accept to the offer. Mr. Tsvangirai has said there could be no negotiations if Mr. Mugabe went ahead with Friday’s election.

Alan Cowell contributed reporting from Paris, and Barry Bearak from Johannesburg.
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