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JOHANNESBURG — Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen and soon perhaps Syria — over the past year many long-ruling dictatorships have been collapsing like houses of cards. Where will the next revolt hit? Looking around sub-Saharan Africa, Zimbabwe would seem ripe for revolution.
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State-led land grabs started there in 2000, some 20 years after the country’s independence, a disastrous policy response to the legitimate problem of unequal land distribution created by British colonialism. Since then, living standards have plummeted. Zimbabwe consistently ranks very low in international ratings on quality of life. At least one-third of the country’s 12 million people live outside its borders, many as economic migrants and asylum seekers in South Africa.

President Robert Mugabe’s ruling Zanu-PF Party is chiefly responsible for this deterioration. There are no free and fair national elections, and the government has become increasingly repressive. Zanu-PF’s leadership is drunk on political power and is prepared to use violence to remain at the helm. Zimbabwe can no longer be described as a democracy.

But don’t bet on a revolution there any time soon.

Why not? For one thing, Zimbabweans are too scattered to coordinate a revolt. Of the eight million who live inside the country less than 40 percent reside in urban areas. The majority are scattered across the countryside, making the ignition of social discontent into a fiery uprising unlikely.

Zanu-PF has also been exceptionally effective at clamping down on perceived dissidents. Mugabe relies on the police, as well as Zanu-PF’s militia, to intimidate, assault and sometimes even kill political opponents. Zimbabweans live in deep fear of the security forces.

Only too aware that cities might become epicenters of resistance, in 2005 Zanu-PF launched Operation Murambatsvina (“Drive Out Filth”), an innocuous-sounding campaign that really amounted to demolishing the shacks and stalls of supporters of the opposition Movement for Democratic Change (M.D.C.). It left 700,000 of the country’s 2.4 million urban dwellers homeless.

It does not help, of course, that the M.D.C. itself has failed to capture the imagination of both locals and the international community, despite ostensibly winning the last election in 2008. The party has been crippled by the Mugabe security forces’ thuggery; its leaders are often jailed on what appear to be trumped-up charges. The Zimbabwean opposition, that tired bunch, would first need to reinvent itself before it could lead an uprising.

And then there is Zimbabweans’ complicated relationship with Mugabe and Zanu-PF. Many suffer from a political version of Stockholm syndrome. Zanu-PF not only liberated Zimbabwe from colonial rule, before everything started unraveling, it also delivered some measure of prosperity. The Mugabe brand is a mix of irreparably damaged and historically glorious, and that confusing combination serves as a psychological block against revolt.

And so for now Zimbabweans face only one long political season: winter.
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