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Soldiers in armored personnel carriers moved into the outskirts of Zimbabwe’s capital on
Tuesday and the ruling party accused the head of the military of treason, as the battle to
succeed the world’s oldest head of state entered a dangerous new phase.

President Robert Mugabe, who is 93 years old, was poised to tap his 52-year-old wife, Grace, as
one of his two vice presidents at an extraordinary party congress next month. The first lady’s
elevation came after the shock purge of Mr. Mugabe’s former vice president and security chief,
who had been by the president’s side for much his 37 years in power.

The prospect of a possible Mugabe dynasty had prompted a threat from the head of Zimbabwe’s
armed forces, General Constantino Chiwenga, on Monday that the military would intervene if
the purge didn’t come to an end.

On Tuesday evening, it looked as if that threat might become a reality. Armored  vehicles  were
seen driving into the capital, Harare, triggering rumors of a military coup.  The ruling ZANU-PF
party in a statement denounced Gen. Chiwenga’s comments as “treasonable conduct” and said
it was reaffirming “the primacy of politics over the gun.”

It wasn’t clear whether Mr. Mugabe or disaffected generals were commanding Tuesday’s
deployment.

Analysts speculated the move was likely a military gambit to pressure Mr. Mugabe to halt his
destabilizing purge of senior officials. “Tanks and armored troop carriers moving through
Harare are at the very least a ‘loaded gun under the coat’ statement, intended to warn the
Mugabes that the military will intervene to prevent Grace taking power,” said Charles Laurie,
head of country risk at Maplecroft, a UK-based risk consultancy.

At stake is the long-anticipated presidential succession in a country once vaunted as the bread
basket of Africa that in recent decades has been pounded by a series of economic crises. The
standoff comes as the nation was trying to re-engage with global financial institutions such as
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the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund to overcome its latest bout of
hyperinflation.

Last week’s surprise removal of Vice President Emmerson Mnangagwa, nicknamed the
Crocodile, shocked many Zimbabweans who are unhappy with what they see as erratic behavior
and a blatant display of wealth by Mrs. Mugabe and her offspring.

The president “thinks he can give a country like he gives a marriage ring,” said Chris
Mutsvangwa, the chairman of an association of Zimbabwean war veterans and a supporter of
Mr. Mnangagwa.

The ascendance of Mrs. Mugabe, Mr. Mugabe’s former secretary, seemed like triumph for her G-
40 faction, so named because most of its members are younger than former revolutionaries
such as Mr. Mnangagwa, 75. Mr. Mnangagwa fought to free what was then Rhodesia from
white-minority rule.

Mr. Mnangagwa’s Team Lacoste—modeled on his moniker—appeared pushed into a corner,
with the former vice president fleeing the country to put him “beyond the reach of the
assassins,” Mr. Mutsvangwa said.

That was until Gen. Chiwenga, the commander of the Zimbabwe Defence Forces, stepped into
the fray Monday, urging an end to what he said was a purge of heroes of the revolutionary war
and attacking the economic and social record of Mr. Mugabe’s government.

“We must remind those behind the current treacherous shenanigans that when it comes to
matters of protecting our revolution, the military will not hesitate to step in,” Gen. Chiwenga
said in a news conference, flanked by other senior officers.

State media didn’t report Gen. Chiwenga’s statement, but it prompted angry retaliation from
allies of Mr. Mugabe and the G-40. “Defending the revolution and our leader and president is an
ideal that we live for and, if need be, it is a principle we are prepared to die for,” Kudzai
Chipanga, who leads the ruling ZANU-PF’s Youth League, said Wednesday.

The accelerating power struggle has heightened speculation over the motives and level of
control still exerted by the ailing Mr. Mugabe, who regularly falls asleep in public. Mr.
Mnangagwa’s ouster came just days after some of his supporters booed the first lady at a rally.
Mr. Mugabe warned the crowd, “I can drop him tomorrow.”

“Once he had made that statement there was no running back,” says Derek Matyszak, a Harare-
based analyst for the Institute for Securities Studies.

The standoff coincides with a new economic crisis for the nation, which has been using the U.S.
dollar as its main currency since 2009 but is running a large budget deficit.

Cash dollars have become such a rare commodity that swapping them for dollars held in bank
accounts fetches a premium of 65% to 75% on the parallel market. That devaluation of dollars
banked in Zimbabwe, now nicknamed “zollars,” has led to annual inflation of more than 50%,
according to analysts at BMI Research. Supermarket prices for some goods, such as locally
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produced beans or imported cheese, increased as much as eightfold between June and October,
BMI said, belying official inflation numbers of just 0.8%.

“The Mnangagwa issue is taking up so much attention that people are ignoring the fact that the
economy is about to fall over a precipice,” said Mr. Matyszak.
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