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JOHANNESBURG — A court in Zimbabwe decided not to imprison six activists who had been arrested while watching news videos of the Arab Spring uprisings, sentencing them instead on Wednesday to 420 hours of community service and fining them $500 each. 

The activists became something of a cause célèbre in Zimbabwe, where repression is nothing new but the spectacle of a university teacher being arrested for watching news coverage and holding what was, he said, a seminar on political activism and democracy, shocked many Zimbabweans. 

Munyaradzi Gwisai, a law lecturer at Zimbabwe’s main university and a former member of Parliament for the opposition Movement for Democratic Change, and five other activists were sentenced to two years in jail, but the sentence was suspended for five years. Nevertheless, the activists plan to appeal their conviction, Mr. Gwisai said. 

The prosecutor had asked for the maximum sentence — 10 years — arguing that the group had been plotting an uprising similar to those that toppled the longtime presidents in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen against Zimbabwe’s autocratic president, Robert Mugabe, who has been in power for 30 years. 

But the judge, Kudakwashe Jarabini, said in his Harare courtroom on Wednesday that he had decided to take a “compassionate approach,” The Associated Press reported, and did not want a harsh sentence to give a “sense of shock” to Zimbabwe’s people. 

In a telephone interview from Harare, Mr. Gwisai said the sentence showed that the government was vulnerable to pressure, both from its own citizens and from abroad. 

“We are obviously very happy that we have not been incarcerated, and it shows that the regime has backed down in the face of mobilization,” he said. 

The activists were convicted as Mr. Mugabe pushed hard for new elections, hoping to return to power on his own after being pushed into a power-sharing agreement with the M.D.C. in the wake of a violent election in 2008. Morgan Tsvangirai, the candidate of the M.D.C., won the most votes, but withdrew from the runoff because of attacks on his supporters. An estimated 350 people died in election violence that year. 

International pressure produced an uneasy arrangement between Mr. Mugabe, who remains president, and Mr. Tsvangirai, who was named prime minister. 

Mr. Gwisai said he hoped that the sentence would embolden others to stand against repression. 

“What we are seeing is that it is giving confidence to many groups and many activists,” he said. “We are not going to stop the general struggle against authoritarianism in the country.” 
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