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Hail the Tin-Pot Dictator
MH//Features and Comment

Magnus Taylor

For some reason I have a strange and

perverse affection for Robert

Mugabe. I know that he is what

might be termed 'a murdering

communist bastard.' I am aware that

he is in great part culpable for the

economic collapse of his native

Zimbabwe, and I accept the fact that

he is probably insane. However, I

happen to like a rebel. Mugabe may

be destroying his country, but he has

always acted in a way that says 'fuck

you' to a hostile world. I respect this

impulse.

Back in the 1960s, Mugabe

was hailed a revolutionary savior

after he successfully fought the

entrenched white racists who ruled

this black man's country. Bob's

popularity may have declined a little

in the intervening years, but I have a

sneaking suspicion that there is an

enduring respect for him amongst

other post-colonial African leaders.

On his day, Mugabe can be

belligerently perceptive, a mad

Marxist who just occasionally hits

the spot. He once proclaimed: 'Isn't

it obvious that Britain, under the

regime of Tony Blair, has ceased to

respect the charter of the United

Nations?' Quite possibly, Bob, but

you're not supposed to mention it.

Mugabe consistently and fearlessly

points the finger back at his former

colonial oppressor. 'So, Blair, keep

your England, and let me keep my

Zimbabwe'. He may not be

Zimbabwe's answer to Nelson

Mandela, but you can't deny that the

man has balls.

Another leader to gain my

enduring respect is Fidel Castro, who

has without doubt achieved the

pinnacle of dictatorial impishness.

Not only has he been in power for

nearly 50 years, but he has achieved

this less than 100 miles from Uncle

Sam's doorstep. Like Mugabe, he

also did quite a few nasty things

when he was younger, but, as you

should have guessed by now, this is

something I'm prepared to

temporarily overlook.

Fidel is a survivor and a

fighter, and, best of all, he sports a

fantastically exuberant beard. It is

almost as if he has grown it

specifically to stick two fingers up to

the clean cut politics of

Americanism. He may unashamedly

run Cuba through a personality cult,

but underneath its squeaky clean

surface, US politics is no less rotten -

just look at Nixon's Watergate

scandal or Bush's first election

'victory.' Whilst Castro proudly

proclaims the socialist message,

bedecked in his military uniform,

projecting the image of the perpetual

revolutionary, more conventional

politicians repeatedly stutter

platitudes concerning freedom and

democracy and then use these flimsy

concepts as justification for almost

any dubious foreign policy aim.

As the opening years of the

21st century rapidly spin by, we

witness the steady decline of some

of humanity's greatest revolutionary

autocrats. Mugabe has dug himself a

hole that even his fiery rhetoric

cannot help him escape and Fidel is

succumbing to the inevitable passage

of time. But fear not - there may still

be some hope. Castro's great South

American protégé Hugo Chavez of

Venezuela looks to be flying the flag

for the league of eccentric dictators.

He began his reign in fine style

through a combination of

democratic elections, land re-

appropriation and fierce anti-

Americanism. Chavez, having

recently passing a law allowing him

to rule by decree for a year, seems to

have read the Dictator's Handbook

with great care. Even better, he

appears for several hours daily on

state television, presenting its

flagship program !Hola Presidente!

He's a sort of benevolent

Venezuelan big brother, espousing

the delights of home grown coffee

and housing reform in one easy-to-

digest daytime bonanza. Lovely stuff,

Hugo.

Living under a dictator may

for many be no laughing matter, but

it frustrates me that little is generally

understood of the origins of such

regimes. Dictatorship is a product of

political, social and economic

instability. Men like Mugabe and

Castro didn't appear out of nowhere

- they were created by their

environment. When dealing with

such figures, it is completely

counterproductive to instigate a

policy of ostracism and political

condescension. With figures like

Chavez, we still have time to bring

about productive and healthy

relations. However, for any leader

with socialist leanings, even daring to

ask an awkward question is enough

to turn them into a megalomaniacal

monster in the eyes of the

international community. This

instinct is completely

counterproductive, and in the long

run will only create more isolated

and desperate Mugabes, all intent on

doing exactly what the hell they

want.

Magnus Taylor declares an affection for the Mugabes and
Castros of this world...

Anton Lazarus

Roll up, roll up! Come one, come all,

enjoy the freebie-filled, CV-filling,

multi-national bank-fuelled DSU

Freshers' Fair! Come closer, you batch

of Oxbridge rejects and excited

comprehensive-schooled immigrants,

and mingle with the keenest members

of the never-ending list of Durham

societies, from JewSoc to JihadSoc.

You can feel the enthusiasm

in the air. So many opportunities to

enrich oneself with extra curricular

activities… Was I just helping those

disabled kids so I could put it on my

UCAS form? No! I will change the

world! Head over to the Student

Community Action (SCA) stall and

sign up to be dribbled on by some of

the North East's least pleasant

toddlers. Think how good that'll look

on the CV.

Because, let's face it, this is

what the Freshers’ Fair is really here

for. We all came to University feeling

a little unsure of ourselves - it’s

impossible not to when you’re forced

to re-cast and re-present a personal

image from scratch. So, it’s all too

tempting to join the CV-building

process while you’re still in those first

few bewildering days, and when you

speak to those further up the

hierarchy, joining becomes all the

more seductive. “I joined Tiddlywinks

Club in just the same position as you

are now, and look at me – a year later

I'm Club President and I've made so

many friends”.

Durham Students’ Union

boasts that it has more student

societies than any other university in

the country. The variety, though, is

beside the point - the underlying

system is the same. Get involved.

Work hard, run for election, become

treasurer, social secretary or even see

your name in lights in the ever-

coveted role of President. Increase

your work load for a year and then

enter it on your CV in less than a

hundred words.

Why? Because when you

apply for that summer internship at

Deloitte, the fact that you reformed

the accounting procedures in the

Ultimate Frisbee Society will prove

that you’re an organised team player.

As you desperately attempt to make

yourself distinguishable from the

other ladder-climbers in the ever-

touted 'crowded graduate job market,'

you become increasingly like a

desperate contemporary artist,

ascribing whatever meaning you think

you can get away with to your

activities.

Besides the lure of a small

addition to a CV, every stall-holder at

the Fair is also certain to aggressively

champion the second reason to join a

society is: “it's a great chance to meet

like-minded people and make

friends”.

A premise based on two

terrible assumptions: firstly, that you

want to meet like-minded people and,

secondly, that being in a society with

them will lead to deep and meaningful

friendships. Did we really come to

university to meet people like us?

Surely not. I, for one, wanted to meet

different people who thought

differently, believed different things

and acted in a different way.

What one really needs to

learn from University is simply the

experience of having been here, of

having played the game, just like

everyone else. Maybe that will be

joining a club (or even starting your

own – you only need 30 members!), or

maybe it will be sitting in your college

bedroom and pissing in the sink.

University and your education is what

you make of it – it's not served up

delicious and piping hot at the

Freshers' Fair, it's the moves you've

made while playing the game. In prene

else, we're all aiming to be different.

Of course there is one other

option; join MostlyHarmless, disagree

with what all the editors think, not

really make friends with any of them,

write this article in a vague attempt to

complain about the sad inevitability of

life, then sleep easy, safe in the

knowledge that it'll look great on the

CV.

Freshers Fair Game?


