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Photos 

 
 

Photo 1: Nomination of candidates, RC1 election in Namasujju. Men and women 
are seated on each side of the three and its shadow. A name has been 
proposed for one of the posts in the RC1 Committee: “Secretary for Youth”. 
By raising their hands, villagers show if they support the nomination. A 
candidate needs at least two supporters. 
 

Photo 2: RC 1 Election in Namasujju. The electorate casts their votes simply by 
lining up behind the candidates that they support. This is a cheap and simple 
method of conducting elections. Rigging of elections through manipulation 
of ballot boxes (as in the 1980 elections) is in this way avoided, but e.g. 
politicians that the higher levels of the RC system express concerns about the 
problems of lack of secrecy.  
 

Photo 3: Head of Household: Mussa Ngobi, Kamira Village. Compare the picture 
with the portrait of Ngobi 1965 in Robertson (1978). The centrality and 
status of the male head of household remains largely unchallenged.  
 

Photo 4: Waiting for the Kabaka. The heir to the Buganda throne (the Kabaka) Ronald 
Mutebi came one day to visit Nakaseke. Everyone, or rather all Baganda, 
was extremely exited about the visit. Here I stand with Jajja Kaliika and John 
Kaliika on my right. An auntie of the family and Juliet Kiguli (my research 
assistant) on my left. We are all dressed up in traditional Kiganda style for 
the occasion.  

 













The Most Common Abbreviations 
 
 
DA  District Administrator; politically appointed by the President to give "political 

guidance" to the districts. 
 
DP  Democratic Party; originally established to advance the interests of the 

marginalised Catholics. 
 
NRA  National Resistance Army; the guerrilla army fighting in Luwero 1981-86, 

since the victory in 1986, the national army. 
 
NRM  National Resistance Movement. Officially the name of the political wing of the 

NRA army during the war. Currently the name of the present government in 
Uganda. Everybody in Uganda is today part of "the movement", but still the 
term is used in more or less exclusive ways. Thus if for instance a DA refers to 
"us in the movement" he would refer to a core of politicians and people 
committed to the present system of "no-party rule". Similarly in Kampala we 
also find a NRM Secretariat that for instance is involved in giving political 
education at mass rallies and activities such as the publication of Museveni's 
speeches etc. 

 
RC  Resistance Council or Resistance Committee. 
 
UPC  Uganda Peoples Congress
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Introduction 
 
 
Much has been written, especially the last five years, about the alleged wave of democracy 
in Africa. However, the focus has usually been on rather narrow institutional questions 
such as introduction of multi-party elections, and analyses have in general focused on 
national politics as played out in the capitals1.  
 
In my dissertation I propose to change that focus. Partly by paying particular attention to 
rural politics, partly through a discussion of democracy in a longer-term perspective using 
a broader definition of democracy and finally through a discussion of democracy as 
effective political participation rather than only formal rights. I shall do so by analysing 
the Resistance Councils (RCs) in Uganda. 
 
The RCs were in 1986 established as countrywide political institutions in Uganda. Earlier 
the guerrilla army under Museveni in 1981-85 used the RCs as support organisations and 
as the basis for democracy in what was termed liberated areas. Today they constitute an 
elected hierarchy of committees. From village to district level they constitute the elected 
bodies of the local government institutions, just as they at the lower levels also work as 
courts. Members of parliament are also elected through the RCs. (See diagram for an 
overview of the structure).  
 
The initial overall research problem of this present dissertation can be summarized as: 
has the introduction of the Resistance Councils democratised Uganda? Such a question 
can of course be understood in many different ways. This dissertation focuses on the 
particular problems of creating meaningful democratic institutions in a society 
overwhelmingly constituted by rural communities. That problem is partly addressed as 
a question of a changed state-rural community relationship and partly as a question of 
intra-rural relationships. The RC system represents obviously a formal democratisation 
of these relationships as it is only with the introduction of the RCs that fully elected 
bodies ever have been introduced at all levels of the local government system in 
Uganda. However, political resources in rural Uganda are very unequally distributed, to 
the extent that political practices, in spite of a formal democratisation, could be expected 
to diverge very substantially from an ideal of equal political participation. Such an ideal of 
a completely inclusive democracy has not yet been achieved anywhere in the world. In 
this study, this ideal of what I see as a desirable political order, serves as a standard against 
which I measure the direction of democratic processes in Uganda. More specifically I 
address the question of the possible democratising effects of the RCs partly as a question 
of the extent to which state bureaucrats now are held accountable by the rural 
communities, and partly as a question of whether hitherto subordinate groups within the 
rural communities now to a greater extent participate in local politics.  
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1. This goes especially for debates in African and Western newspapers and the writings of journals like 
Africa Now, Jeune Afrique and Africa Confidential as well a number of scholarly work as discussed in 
chapter one.  



Subsequently during fieldwork and analysis two additional questions emerged: first, what 
kind of social agencies have been the driving forces? Here I initially crudely distinguish 
between internal forces within rural communities and the state and elite agencies. 
Secondly, to what extent is the meaning of democracy universal? Is it possible to argue 
that the rural communities have their own perceptions of democracy - maybe distinct from 
the advocates of liberal democracy and the NRM? 
 
Thus four research questions are addressed within this report: 
 
 1. To what extent has the RC system made the rural communities able to control 
and confront state bureaucrats?  
  At district level, elected RC politicians have been given formal authority to decide 
on district policies. At sub district level elected RCs have been legally authorised to work 
as popular courts. All RCs are in general expected to work as watchdogs against corrupt 
and power abusing civil servants. Are the elected RCs effectually able to exercise these 
functions? 
 
 2. To what extent have hitherto subordinate groups within the rural communities 
been included in local politics?  
  This question is in particular addressed at village level. The subordinate groups I 
have in mind are women, youth, lower socio-economic strata and minority ethnic groups. 
The question is in particular analysed through a discussion of the agenda of the lower RCs 
as well as the degree of formal participation of the different groups in village politics. 
Their current level of participation and possible extent of greater involvement in local 
level politics as a result of the RC system is assessed on the background of a discussion of 
the historical development of institutions for village governance. 
 
 3. What has been the role of rural agencies in creating the RCs, the current 
patterns of participation at village level and balance of powers between the state and 
rural communities? 
  This question is sought answered specifically through a discussion of the creation of 
the RCs during the war, but also through a discussion of rural struggles for democracy in a 
longer-term perspective. Various forms of peasant demands for accountability from their 
leaders constitute one important way of assessing rural quests for democracy in a longer 
historical perspective (Lonsdale 1986). 
 
 4. Do the rural communities have their own distinct perceptions of democracy? 
  This is analysed through a discussion of the peasant vernacular discourse on 
democracy, peasant political practices and through an attempted analysis of the direction 
of these practices vis-a-vis the ideal of an inclusive democracy. This is then compared 
with the perceptions embedded within the model of liberal democracy advocated by the 
political parties in Uganda. 
 
The general relevance of a study of the RCs is very simple. The RC system represents one 
of the few original African attempts of institutional solutions to the problems of 
democratic governance that are not imposed from the US or Western Europe. Still, in spite 
of this being rather universally accepted, very few elaborate studies have appeared (see 
chapter two).  
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The relevance of my particular approach, I would argue, stems from the specific problems 
associated with democratic reforms in agrarian communities and from the particular 
problems associated with studies of peasant politics. There has been a tendency in Africa 
to build two systems of governance: one for the majority of rural dwellers, the other for a 
minority of educated in the cities. This is reflected in what is effectively dual juridical 
systems, dual standards for "human rights" and thus possibly in two different agendas for 
"democracy". These distinctions have been referred to in terms of "dual societies", "urban 
bias" etc, but basically it remains a class question of immense importance that needs to be 
addressed in the debate on democracy in Africa (Mamdani 1987). The study of peasant 
political agency poses another problem. Peasant agency is either seen as completely 
absent or simply reduced to a question of "resistance". I argue that, while peasant political 
action predominantly may be of a "hidden" character, peasant agency still has had 
immense consequences upon state policies. In Uganda, I argue, on the constructive 
development of democratic political institutions. 
 
Theories on democratic development have generally been concerned with the importance 
of the bourgeoisie and industrial working classes. My specific form of analysis of the RC 
system in Uganda would hopefully, not only help to understand these particular 
developments in Uganda better, but also bear relevance for studies of democracies in 
agrarian societies generally.  
 
The dissertation is in other ways mostly directed towards specific Ugandan - even specific 
regional political problems; foremost the character of RC politics at different levels, but 
also the role of ethnicity in Ugandan politics, the disputes concerning the position of the 
former Buganda kingdom, the class structure in rural Buganda etc. However, as I share the 
scepticism of scholars like Bratton (1989) and Mamdani (1990) with much of the current 
attempts of generalizing about African politics or civil society, I find such concrete and 
contextualized studies much needed2.  
 
Chapter one elaborates on these introductory remarks concerning the study of politics and 
democracy in Africa. Two main issues are discussed: the concept of democracy and the 
particularity of rural politics. First the chapter outlines a critique of current mainstream 
political writing on democracy, especially the concept of liberal democracy, and proposes 
to look into other models of democracy, such as the idea of popular democracy, as well as 
other theoretical approaches. Especially studies that in a more open and historically 
informed manner try to understand the diverse meanings of democracy exercised through 
various accountability mechanisms. Secondly, the chapter briefly reviews some of the 
literature on peasants’ politics and assesses the implications of this for a study of politics 
and meanings of democracy that recognises this particularity of peasant politics. 
 
Chapter two is a review of the literature on Resistance Councils and the implications of 
this for an outline of my fieldwork methodology. The main conclusion of the review is 
partly a recognition of a virtual lack of local level empirical studies of social structures 
and politics in Central Uganda from 1966 till today, and partly an absence of any attempts 
of linking studies of Resistance Councils up with an explicit outline of the particular local 
political and social context they work within. These problems are deemed to be solved 
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2 Bratton (1989) specifically calls for "concrete studies of African mass politics", the vocabulary of 
Mamdani (1990) is slightly different as he call for concrete studies of "popular struggles".  



only through a thick description of RC politics. Thus from here we can proceed to the 
actual empirical analysis.  
 
Chapter three is an outline of the historical development of local government institutions 
and politics in Uganda. It also serves as a more general introduction to Ugandan politics 
for the readers more unfamiliar with this literature. 
 
Chapter four is - mainly based on interviews and songs collected in Luwero -”an 
ethnography" of the war in the Luwero Triangle 1981-85. The Resistance Councils were 
developed during this war as support organisations for the guerrilla army, the NRA. The 
main questions addressed in this chapter are: how did the guerrillas try to mobilize? How 
far did they succeed? How and why did different groups in Luwero join the guerrillas or 
government forces? How did the RCs become established? And what were the agendas of 
the guerrillas and rural communities for these new institutions?  
 
Chapter five, six and seven discuss how the RCs are currently working at different levels 
and in different situations and how the legacies of the war in various ways are played out. 
One of my basic assumptions is that it makes sense to talk about "rural communities"; that 
a large part of the population in Uganda find most of their activities to take place within a 
rather small social unit, a rural community, which I in my research operationalise as the 
RC1 - the "village". All smaller disputes between households will be settled in this forum. 
Even disputes within the household will often be brought forward; most obviously in 
cases of divorces and the like. The rural communities are far from homogeneous units: 
struggles take place over rights and obligations of its members, but certain basic values are 
adhered to and certain interests are shared vis-a-vis outside elites. At least I take this as an 
a priori assumption to be a universal feature of all agrarian societies3 to guide my work. 
Thus my analysis initially centres on intra community conflict and functions of the RCs at 
community level, where after I proceed to an analysis of how the communities and outside 
elites - mainly the state bureaucracy - interact with each other and occasionally confront 
each other through the RCs. 
 
Thus, in chapter five it is discussed how the RCs function at "community level": how 
different groups at village level participate in and use the RCs differently. The groups that 
I have in mind are the different socio-economic strata, the different age groups, the 
different ethnic groups and gender.  
 
Chapter six and seven then examine how the rural communities at large or through their 
leaders confront state institutions within the political arena defined by the RC system. This 
discussion of what I call the "state-village nexus" will include an analysis in chapter six on 
how the RCs have influenced the system of maintenance of law and order in the rural 
areas: thus a discussion of the chiefs, the magistrates and the police. This chapter focuses 
on the RC1 to RC3, as these are the institutions working as courts. The following chapter 
(seven) examines how the RCs have changed local government politics, especially district 
level (RC5) politics. Three broad issues are discussed in this chapter: (i) the relevance of 
the district as a political arena in terms of its meaningful control of resources, (ii) the 
extent to which the elected politicians can hold the civil servants accountable and (iii) the 
accountability of the elected politicians themselves. 
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3 Validated by much of the literature on peasant politics as discussed in chapter one.  



The final chapter (eight) summarises the findings of chapter three to six concerning the 
extent to which the RCs have changed the state-rural community relationship as well as 
made hitherto subordinated groups within the communities participate in politics. The 
chapter then proceeds to the discussion of agency for the elements of democratisation that 
have occurred. Especially the role of rural agencies is explored. Finally it is discussed 
whether distinct peasant perceptions of democracy can be found. Thus, a comparison of 
the degree to which different groups in society define the meaning of democracy 
differently - discursively or as different political practices - as outlined in the foregoing 
chapters. 
 
The composition of chapters reflects two basic ideas of my understanding of the 
Resistance Councils. One is the crucial importance of the guerrilla war in Luwero Triangle 
for the very emergence of the RCs, for an understanding of the character of the 
relationship between the rural communities in Buganda and the state, as well as for an 
understanding of the local political agendas within the rural communities. Two 
propositions in the literature led me to this idea. One is the general importance attached to 
the particular forms of guerrilla mobilisation for post-war political legacies4 and the other 
was Foucault's recommendation of studying "power at the extreme points of its exercise"5 
- consequently the chapter on the guerrilla war.  
 
Another idea of the research project, that has been reflected in the way the dissertation is 
composed, is to address the question of democratic struggle at two levels: partly as a 
conflict or relationship between the rural communities in totality and the state, and partly 
as relationships and conflicts within the rural communities themselves. Thus, the 
dissertation includes a particular chapter on the question of village authority and then two 
other chapters dealing with the state-community relationships. The different background 
information relevant for these discussions is only brought in the relevant chapters. 
Background information on the judicial system in chapter six and a review of earlier 
studies of village structures in chapter five. An exception is the history of local 
government that I bring as an independent chapter before the empirical analysis of 
contemporary local government in chapter seven, as the reader unfamiliar with Ugandan 
local government institutions otherwise would have had to wait rather long for this 
historical background that also serves as reasonable historical introduction to politics in 
Uganda in general. 

                                                 
4 A good comparative example is Theda Skocpol: "Review article: What Makes Peasants Revolutionary?" in 
Comparative Politics Vol 14 (1982) pp 351-75 where she emphasizes the importance of the establishment of 
direct links between "peasants and revolutionary political and military organizations" for results "favourable to 
local peasants interests". 

 5

5 Foucault, Michel 1976:  "Disciplinary Power and Subjection" in Stephen Lukes (ed): Power, New York 
University Press, 1986, p.232 as it is where it is "always less legal in character". It is where its nature so to speak 
can be most easily understood. During my fieldwork in Luwero district I reacted less consciously to this advice, 
when I realised how harmonic all relations, concerning current RC politics, were portrayed during interviews. 
Only when the war was discussed - and people were very eager to discuss the war - did this picture crack, and 
conflicts within the communities became apparent. 





 

Diagram 1: The Structure of the RC system 
The legal framework of the Resistance Councils is found in the Resistance Councils and Committees 
Statutes passed in 1987 and the Resistance Committees Judicial Powers Statute passed in January 
1988 by the National Resistance Council, and later amendments to these bills. Technically, the 
Resistance Councils Bill can be described as a local government reform that outlines how popularly 
elected committees from village to district level should be established and describes their duties and 
functions.  
The entire adult population of a village - in Uganda rarely more than a few hundred people, often less* 
- constitutes the RC1 council. This village council elects a nine member committee: the RC1 
committee. The gathering of all RC1 committee members within a parish composes the parish council 
or RC2 Council. This council also elects a nine member committee, the RC2 committee. The assembly 
of all RC2 committee members comprises the next council in the hierarchy: the subcounty, or RC3 
council, who also elects a nine member committee; the RC3 committee. The next step is the county or 
RC4 level which only recently is becoming functional and the District or RC5 level. Finally the 
parliament - the National Resistance Council - has from 1989 been partly elected through this system.  
The District is a "true" unit of local government; that is, it has its own staff and budget controlled by the 
elected district councillors (RC5 councillors) with the district government staff headed by the District 
Executive Secretary. Presidentially appointed District Administrators (DAs) are the political heads of 
the districts, supervising the political developments. 
All levels of the RC system can pass bye-laws and the Resistance Councils at RC1, RC2 and RC3 
level function as courts with jurisdiction over civil cases and cases formerly defined within the sphere of 
customary law.  
  * The average adult population of a rural RC1 according to statistics from 6 southeastern districts 
(Mukono, Jinja, Iganga, Kamuli, Palissa and Tororo with data from more than 5000 RC1 collected by 
the RUWASA project, Water Development Department (Luzira) 1990-91) is between 186 (Kamuli) and 
672 (Jinja). However the standard deviation is very high (between 125 for Kamuli and 565 for Jinja) so 
in the same survey we find the adult population of a RC1 to range between 20 and 3900! 
 

The Nine Members of each RC Committee 
Each RC council from village to district level elect an executive RC committee with nine members: 
   1. A Chairman 
   2. A Vice-Chairman 
   3. A Secretary 
   4. A Secretary for Youth 
   5. A Secretary for Women 
   6. A Secretary for Information 
   7. A secretary for Mass mobilisation and Education 
   8. A Secretary for Security; and 
   9. A Secretary for Finance 
In the amendment of 10th of February 1989 of the RC Bill it was specified that the secretary for women 
had to be a woman, just as the Secretary for Youth had to be a person between 18 and 35 years.  
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The RC Structure above district level 
Most of the members of the current Ugandan parliament, the National Resistance Council (NRC), were 
in 1989 elected through the RC structure through indirect elections. Each county has one 
representative in parliament elected by the all the RC2 committee members (the RC3 councillors) in 
each county. Thus the RC2 committee members constitute a very important electorate as they elect 
both the representatives for the district council as well as for the parliament. 
In addition to this elected majority of members in parliament, a number of NRC members are either 
appointed by the president or reserved special groups. Thus seats are reserved for a women 
representative from each district, for youth and workers representatives elected by their organisations 
and representatives appointed by the army. Seats are also reserved for "the historical members, 
constituted in the bush during the resistance war" and twenty Presidential nominees. 
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1. The Question of Democracy in African Agrarian Societies 
 
 
The model of liberal democracy has recently gained such status that it even has been 
referred to as "the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution" and as the "final form of 
human government"6. Nevertheless, in my dissertation I have found it relevant to look into 
the Resistance Councils in Uganda - a different kind of political institutions than those 
associated with liberal democracy. I also suggest a different methodological approach to the 
study of democratisation than generally advocated by theories of liberal democracy.  
 
In this chapter I shall explain why, at a more general level, it is necessary to consider the 
contributions of these different institutional models and methodological approaches. Thus I 
shall initially outline some of the problems of liberal democracy as a model of governance 
in Africa and then look into the alternative ideas of popular democracy. However, the 
methodological approaches associated with both of these two essentially normative models 
of democracy are also problematic. I suggest that the agrarian character of most African 
societies must have consequences, not only for the consideration of appropriate models of 
governing institutions, but also for the approach to the study of politics. I argue that a more 
dynamic understanding of democracy, with accountability as a core concept, is better suited 
for an analysis of the historical experience of democratic struggles in Africa. In the end of 
the chapter I discuss the various forms of social agency deemed crucial by different schools 
of thought for understanding processes of democratisation; in particular how the concepts of 
civil society, popular movements and the role of the peasantry is interpreted when 
discussing prospects for democracy in Africa in particular. Finally, as a summary and 
expansion of the above arguments, I outline the methodological implications of such an 
ambition of understanding the struggle for democracy in an agrarian African setting. 
 
 
1.1 The Concept of Democracy 
 
  ... As it is my intention that my writing should be useful to the reader, I thought it 
better to address myself to the effective truth of the matter rather than to its imaginary 
shadow. Many writers have imagined republics and principalities, which have never been 
seen or known to exist in the real world. For there is a great difference between the way 
people live and the way they should live... Machiavelli: The Prince7. 
 
This distinction between what society is, and what it ought to be, has after Machiavelli been 
claimed several times. Within the debate on democracy this distinction has in particular been 
claimed by groups of scholars referred to as "realists" or "pluralist"8. However, this claim 
has proved difficult to practice as these scholars in their studies virtually always reveal a 
preference for the particular political institutions in the Anglo-American societies studied. In 

                                                 
6. Francis Fukuyama 1992: "The End of History and the Last Man" p.xi. with reference to his own earlier 
article published in 1989. 
7. Machiavelli, Niccolo: The Prince. English translation by Bruce Penman 1981, Everymans Library 1991, 
p.67. 
8 See for instance the discussion of Held (1987) of authors like Schumpeter and Dahl. 
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practice, democratic theory can probably be best understood as discussions of "models of 
democracy"; that would include descriptive, explanatory as well as normative statements9.  
 
Below I shall discuss two such models of democracy: (i) the current most dominant model: 
liberal democracy and (ii) a critical alternative model, rather heterogeneous, but commonly 
referred to as popular democracy.  
 
1.1.1 Liberal Democracy  
Liberal democracy is by far the dominant conceptualisation of democracy in the literature as 
well as in newspapers and contemporary everyday discussions on the streets of Washington 
D.C., Paris, Lima, New Delhi, Budapest, Moscow, Dar-es-Salaam and Lusaka. When 
authors refer to liberal democracy they refer to a particular system of government, the 
adherence to certain fundamental rules by the political actors, such as the acceptance of 
election results etc, and to some extent also a certain culture and behaviour of 'the people'10. 
As a historical fact "real existing liberal democracies" are only found in capitalistic 
countries. This has for long led to a situation where the discussion pro et contra liberal 
democracy as a particular form of government was a debate between socialists and 
advocates of liberal democracy. However, this situation has recently softened up as 
discussed in section 1.2. 
 
A very simple way of defining liberal democracy is as a form of state with the following 
characteristics: 
 
  It has (1) a representative government elected by (2) an electorate consisting of the 
entire adult population, (3) whose votes carry equal weight, and (4) who are allowed to vote 
for any opinion without intimidation by the state apparatus11  
 
As slightly more complex definition is suggested in one of the more recent contributions of 
the American political science literature as represented by Diamond, Linz and Lipset in their 
four-volume work on "Democracy in Developing Countries". They are themselves quite 
animated by the fact that liberal democracy today has gained such an impetus - they refer to 
a "new global zeitgeist". They express great satisfaction by the fact that it has now again 
become legitimate to study democracy after a period, especially in the 1970's, where they 
had felt threatened by Marxist dependency theorists, who would argue, that political systems 
were "mere superstructures and 'bourgeois democracies' largely illusory and 
epiphenomal"12. 
 
They define democracy as a system of government with: 
 
  "Meaningful and extensive competition among individuals and organized groups 
(especially political parties) for all effective positions of government power, at regular 
intervals and excluding the use of force; a highly inclusive level of political participation in 
the selection of leaders and policies, at least through regular and fair elections, such as no 
                                                 
9 This follows the discussion of Held 1987, especially page 6-7. 
10. As in the now classical works of Almond and Verba 1963: "The Civic Culture" and Pye and Verba 1965: 
"Political Culture and Political Development". 
11 Therborn 1977, p.262 here quoted from Beckman 1987. 
12 Diamond, Linz and Lipset 1988: xii. 
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major (adult) social group is excluded; and a level of civil and political liberties - freedom of 
expression, freedom of the press, freedom to form and join organizations sufficient to ensure 
the integrity of political competition and participation" (Diamond, Linz and Lipset 1988: 
xvi).  
 
Although this definition thus stresses certain processes and political behaviour, then the 
actual empirical studies of their volume focus primarily on the structures: the existence of 
multiparty-systems, independent legislatures etc as pointed out, and criticized, by Bratton 
(1989) who observes that:  
 
  "Under these circumstances it becomes difficult to separate the dependent variable 
(democracy) from one of the major explanatory variables (political and constitutional 
structure), and one is left with the circular argument that certain countries are democratic 
because they have democratic institutions"13. 
 
But actually, in spite of the remarks of Diamond et al about the present wave of democracy, 
it is difficult to argue that anything but a process of departicipation generally has taken 
place in Africa after independence. It is probably too early to say whether the recent 
introduction of liberal democracy in a number of African countries will prove sustainable. 
The extreme violent ethnic clashes in Burundi after the 1993 election represents one of the 
most current and apparent backlashes of this democratisation process in Africa. Only few 
African countries have for more than a few years had systems of liberal democracy in spite 
of these systems being rather widespread in the period immediately after independence. That 
process has been termed 'departicipation'14. The reasons for this process are according to 
Hyden (1983) found in the particular system of 'economy of affection' and its political 
counterpart: clan politics. He argues that a major reason for this 'shrinking of the arena' is 
that there is a limit to how much participation a polity characterized by clan pressures can 
tolerate (Hyden 1983 p.48).  
 
Hyden's generalizations are very crude. Kasfir's original work from 1976, which seems to 
have inspired this part of Hyden's book substantially, is foremost a case study of Ugandan 
politics. In Uganda it can probably be well argued, that the main reason for 'shrinking the 
political arena' shortly after independence was "clan politics". The regional and ethnic 
demands became so strong that they threatened the central state. The central power holders 
were then forced to limit the channels for those regional and ethnic demands; cutting at the 
same time their ties to their civil political followers with later disastrous effects. The 
Ugandan case is without doubt extreme - and also rather exceptional. Hyden nevertheless, 
more or less consciously, generalizes from this Ugandan case. Since all forms of political 
participation in Africa according to Hyden furthermore basically is clan politics, it is 
tempting to conclude in an almost 'Huntington' way that democracy in Africa cannot exist if 
people participate in politics! One of the few countries in Africa with a stable functioning 
liberal democracy, Botswana, had the reasons for this summarized as: 
 
  There was no need for departicipation because social change was not yet inspiring 
mass political action (sic!) (Holm 1988 p.206) 
                                                 
13 Bratton 1989 p.421. 
14 Hyden 1983 p.47 following Kasfir 1976. 
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Thus, the performance of liberal democracies in Africa can be said to be poor on two inter-
related accounts. First of all they have not yet proved very viable, secondly they have not 
brought much meaningful political participation about. This latter issue is even seen as a 
precondition for liberal democracy or at least not perceived as a problem by many of the 
advocates of liberal democracy15. However, it has certainly been an case for critique from 
the advocates of other models of democracy discussed below. 
 
 
1.1.2 Popular Democracy 
The diverse critiques of liberal democracy have ended up with alternative models of 
democracy. However, although much of the critique of liberal democracy largely came from 
Marxist inspired contributors, then theories on democracy have been very rudimentary 
represented in Marxist-inspired thought until recently. As Diamond et al noted above, 
Marxists have often rejected liberal democracy as a "pseudo-democracy". Marxist saw how 
the most important questions like “what is to be produced in society?” and “how is the 
produced surplus to be distributed?” - left out of democratic control. Thus liberal democracy 
should rightly be renamed "bourgeois democracy" (Beckman 1989). A real democracy 
could then only be achieved after a socialist revolution and a period of the 'dictatorship of 
the proletariat'. However, much thought was not put into how to resolve conflicts in a 
socialist society - it was somehow perceived as in a perfect consensus, since class 
contradictions would be no more. 
 
The recent political changes in the USSR and Eastern Europe, and not least the inescapable 
revelations of the political oppression and shortcomings of the socialist regimes have made 
the political left in USA and Europe to rethink - to reassess the values of liberal democracy 
and for some to advocate a type of "radical liberal democracy" (Mouffe 1990). Thus 
democracy should be extended not only to the economic sphere, but the "symbolic resources 
of the liberal democratic traditions [should be used] to struggle against relations of 
subordination not only in the economy but also those linked to gender, race, or sexual 
orientation, for example..."16. Thus the aim is now primarily to deepen the liberal democratic 
project in the sense of expanding it to other spheres. Other critics of the theories of liberal 
democracy see the limits of liberal democracy not only in its restricted conceptualisation of 
what is political, but more in the distrust of liberal democrats in mass political participation. 
The participatory democrats - here exemplified with Carol Pateman (1970) - argue that 
direct participation in politics by all citizens is not only highly desirable, it is also possible 
even in modern large scale societies. They stress that direct political participation at the 
work place and at lower levels of local government etc not only is an objective in itself but 
also has an educative effect in creating political active and responsible citizens17. As she 
puts it: 
 

                                                 
15 Lipset himself had previously argued that "political apathy may reflect the health of a democracy" 
(Lipset,S.M. Political Man, New York, Doubleday 1963, p.32. n.20.  
16. Mouffe 1990 pp 57-58. 
17 A line of thought central also to development literature dealing with participatory development and 
empowerment of subordinate groups - for instance Guy Gran. 
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  Society can be seen as composed of various political systems, the structure of 
authority of which has an important effect on the psychological qualities and attitudes of the 
individuals who interact within them; thus, for the operation of a democratic polity at 
national level, the necessary qualities in individuals can only be developed through the 
democratisation of authority structures in all political systems. 
 
  We might also note that there is another dimension to this theory of participation. 
Apart from its importance as an educative device, participation... [In whatever of these 
political systems] can be regarded as political participation in its own right. ... (Pateman 
1970 p.35) 
  
In Africa the critique of the liberal form of democracy have, inspired from the above lines of 
thought as well as from dependency theories, formed an academic distinct though 
heterogeneous group of "radical scholars". The edited collections of Nyong'o (1987) and 
Shivji (1991) are such examples. A shared view by many of the contributors is that the 
liberal form of democracy is not "meaningful" in an African context. As Mamdani (1987) 
puts it: 
 
  "For if democracy is to be an activity of meaning to all classes in society, and in 
particular to the popular classes, then its form and scope must indeed be meaningfully 
related to the living conditions of these same classes" (Mamdani 1987 p.78). 
  
In the specific Ugandan context - which he uses for exemplifying - this, he argues, has to 
imply partly economic reforms such as land reforms, changed pricing politics etc but also 
reforms of local government at the most local level. It is notable that Mamdani do not 
distinguish between democracy as a particular form of decision-making process and a 
particular outcome such as economic reforms. 
 
The African radical scholars, like in the collection of Nyong'o (1987) have otherwise been 
suspiciously vague when offering concrete institutional alternatives to liberal democracy and 
largely only point to the necessity of "smashing the state machinery". Those tangible alter-
natives have only been articulated by radical practitioners-cum-scholars like Eduardo Mond-
lane18, Amilcar Cabral19 and Museveni for that matter.  
 
Thus concrete institutions for popular democracies have in periods existed in different other 
African countries. The most prominent examples are Mozambique, Guinea Bissau and 
partly Angola. Presumably real "mass participation" or poder popular was exercised in the 
liberated zones by the Marxist inspired guerrilla movements in their struggle against the 
Portuguese colonial power (Davidson 1981, Rudebeck 1974 among others). 
 
NRM and Museveni are inspired by the many different strands of thought referred to above 
when they in their "manifesto", the ten point programme of NRM, assert in the discussion of 
point number one, concerning the "Establishment of popular democracy": 
 

                                                 
18 Founder of FRELIMO in Mozambique. 
19 Founder of PAIGC in Guinea Bissau. 
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  Democracy, as defined by one political thinker, means "government of the people, by 
the people and for the people". The only problem is that rarely do we get governments that 
are really all these three. There are a lot of mockeries of democracy around the globe. In our 
case for democracy to be meaningful and not a mockery, it must contain three elements, 
parliamentary democracy, popular democracy and a descent level of living for every 
Ugandan. In other words, there should be an elected parliament, elected at regular intervals 
and such elections must be free of corruption and manipulation of the population. In 
addition to this exercise, however, there must be people's committees at the village, muluka, 
gombolola, saza and district level. These committees deal with each level's local affairs 
subject to superior laws. ......... They are a channel of communication between the top and 
the bottom (NRM Secretariat: The Ten Point Programme). 
 
The way these "people's committees", the Resistance Councils, were made to work had 
actually quite some resemblance to Marx's ideas of democracy in a socialist state, as 
reflected in his writings on the Paris Commune of 187120. Thus the ideas of the Commune 
of a pyramid structure of elected committees with revocable members, the accountability of 
civil servants, election of magistrates, the merging of the executive and legislative as well as 
an extensive degree of local autonomy are all reflected within the RC system.  
 
Nevertheless, in spite of this apparent inheritance from Marxist and participatory thoughts of 
democracy, then the NRM is very vague or cautious about its ideological reasons for the RC 
system. Thus within the Ten Point Programme the NRM also commits itself to 
parliamentary democracy and a mixed economy with ample room for free enterprise. The 
NRM and Museveni vaguely argue that the Resistance Councils to a greater extent will 
allow people hitherto excluded from politics now to participate21 - this attempted inclusion 
of hitherto excluded groups within politics is also reflected in committee posts being 
reserved for youth and women. 
 
When the NRM is rather vague when elaborating on its commitment to the model of popular 
democracy, then this must partly be understood on the particular Ugandan background, such 
as the broad based character of the NRM22. However, the cautious ideological position of 
NRM is probably also influenced by the external pressures upon African states generally for 
adopting systems of liberal democracy, just as the previous systems of popular democracy in 
Africa have not fared very well.  
 
As mentioned earlier, forms of popular democracy have in periods been exercised in 
Mozambique, Guinea Bissau and Angola. But as one of the observers, long time committed 
to their struggle, Basil Davidson, recently noted: after independence "all three cases... -
[became] a story of defeat and even of disaster" due to external as well as internal reasons23. 
Davidson is not alone with this critique, and it becomes of a so more convincing character as 
it springs from a long term commitment to the involved movements and consequent later re-
assessment - though a more explicit self-critique of their earlier scholarship could be 
desired. Rudebeck for instance also, when re-visiting "his" village in Guinea Bissau years 
                                                 
20 Karl Marx: Civil War in France, quoted at length by Held (1987). 
21 See for instance President Museveni's swearing-in address. January 29 1986 in Museveni 1992 p.22 where he 
exemplifies this aspect with reference to his own mother.  
22 See chapter two. 
23 Basil Davidson 1992 p. 302. 
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after independence, notes not only the "retreat of the state" and the modernising project and 
the return of the villagers to the traditional Koran schools for instance, but he also opens up 
for the possibility of establishing some new kind of democratic project through these 
"traditional" cultural, ethnic and religious groups24. In his latest book Davidson also argues 
much more against one of the most fundamental modernizing projects in Africa: the nation 
state, and argues for "mass participation ....... [to be] at the heart of all those African 
societies which had proved stable and progressive before the destructive impact of the 
overseas slave trade and colonial dispossession"25. Thus we find a certain emergence of 
viewpoints between scholars previously more concerned with radical guerrilla movements 
advocating for poder popular and people like Lonsdale more apprehensive of earlier 
historical experiences and other forms of accountability mechanisms in African societies26. 
However, the prospect of the future is not a return to old types of governance but, according 
to Davidson, to establish new forms of mass participation rooted in local historical 
experiences. Davidson cites the Resistance Councils in Uganda as one of the rare and 
promising examples of change in this direction27. However, successful political 
transformations do not just depend upon finding the right political institutions as somehow 
suggested by for instance Kasfir (1992). Rather the all important research question remains, 
not least taking the failure of these progressive movements in Mozambique and Guinea 
Bissau as well as the generally poor performance of liberal democracies into consideration; 
what is the agency for promoting democracy in Africa? 
 
The fact that the majority of African countries must be considered as agrarian or even 
peasant societies leads to very bleak prospects for democracy according to a number of 
schools. Thus Marxists have for long dismissed the political potential of the peasantry in 
accordance with Marx' famous reference to the peasants as "a sack of potatoes". A grand 
theorist like Chayanov had to use a pseudonym when writing about his vision of a peasant 
democracy in the 1920 of Russia - and even though most sympathetic to the peasant way of 
life and defending their interests, he also let this utopia be created by a non-peasant elite28. 
Also historical analyses of the actual social formations of western democracies have led to a 
general consensus that without a bourgeoisie - no (liberal) democracy29. The influential 
work of Barrington Moore (1966) simply stated that the destruction of the peasantry 
appeared to be a precondition for democracy30. Huber, Rueschemeyer and Stephens (1993) 
recently readdressed the problem of the relationship between economic development and 
democracy. Their conclusion underlines rather the importance of the creation of a large 
working and middle class as preconditions for a transition to democracy. Contrary to Moore 
they found that the role of the bourgeoisie in the development of democracy in most 
countries has been highly ambiguous. However capitalist development is still generally in 
their case studies seen as the decisive precondition or as they put it: "the changes in the class 
                                                 
24 Rudebeck, Lars 1990: "Politics and Structural Adjustment in a West-African Village". AKUT working paper 
September 1990, p.18. 
25 Davidson 1992, p.295. 
26 Discussed more in details in section 1.2.4. 
27 Davidson 1992 p.311-12. 
28 In 1920 under the pseudonym "Ivan Kremnew": Puteshetvie moego brata Alakseya v stranu krest'yanskoi utopii 
(the journey of my brother, Alexei, to the land of peasant utopia or "Min bror Alexis rejse til bonde utopia", 
Gyldendals Kulturbibliotek Nordisk Forlag 1984. His cautionary critique of the agrarian policies at the time and use 
of pseudonym did not prevent his final execution. 
29 For instance summarised by Beckman 1992. 
30 Barrington Moore 1966 p.36. 
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and social structure caused by industrialization and urbanisation.... are most consequential 
for democracy"31. Nevertheless, their empirical material includes examples of how 
democratic development - defined as liberal democracy with universal male suffrage - has 
occurred in a number of agrarian societies - most notably the first European democracy 
(1870 Switzerland according to their definition), but also democratic regimes in the West 
Indies. In an implicit recognition of the lack of theory of democratisation in agrarian 
societies - and as a kind of "deviant case" explanation - they conclude with regards to the 
agrarian societies that "democratic prospects are much better in Third World countries 
without a significant groups of large landholders and with a significant agrarian middle 
class"32. But implicit this is regarded as only deviant cases from the central hypothesis that 
industrialisation and urbanisation constitute the crucial preconditions for (liberal) 
democracy.  
 
In spite of the limited prospects for democracy in agrarian societies according to studies of 
comparative politics, then the vast normative appeal of democracy and the impression of the 
persistent agrarian character of African societies have nevertheless led liberal and Marxist 
inspired scholars alike to reconsider the potential of democracy within African societies. It is 
to this discussion that we now turn.  
 
 
1.2 Agrarian Agencies for Democracy 
 
Proponents of liberal and radical democracy have both realised that African societies are 
constituted as agrarian societies. However, they tend to try to apply concepts from studies of 
non-agrarian societies - heavily loaded with implicit notions of the character of social 
structures and agency - such as the idea of "civil society" or "popular movements". This, I 
argue below, can become more obscuring than clarifying. Especially with reference to 
Scott's concept of hidden resistance and other ideas of the particularity of peasant action and 
thought, I argue that these particular features must have immense consequences for a study 
of African rural politics. Finally I briefly outline a different approach to the study of 
democracy, sensitive to a more subtle evolution of democracy in Africa, through the 
investigation of accountability mechanisms.  
 
1.2.1 Civil Society or Popular Struggles 
The concept of civil society has from the late eighties increasingly been applied in 
discussions of politics and prospects of democracy in Africa33. The use of the concept is 
though extremely heterogeneous and only barely within Hegel’s very broad definition of 
civil society as the organisational level between family and state; as when Bratton includes 

                                                 
31 Huber E, Dietriech Rueshemeyer and John D. Stephens 1993: The Impact of Economic Development on 
Democracy in Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol 7, No 3, Summer 1993, p.85. 
32 Huber et al 1993 op cit p.85. 
33. As for instance discussed in the review article by Bratton (1989) and the works of Mamdani 1990, 
Lipton 1991, Lemarchand 1992, Woods 1992, Landell-Mills 1992, Nina 1993, the special issue of Review 
of African Political Economy (no 55 (1992)) on Democracy, civil society, and NGOs, and conferences like: 
"Democratic transition in Africa" (Ibadan, June 16-19, 1992), Democratic change in Southern Africa : 
European support for good  governance and human rights / Association of European Parliamentarians for 
Africa Copenhagen, 1993. 
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Hyden’s discussion of the economy of affection as somehow part of civil society34. 
However, generally the analyses referring to civil society focus on non-agrarian actors and 
furthermore they very often reduce the concept of civil society to NGOs. Sandbrook (1993) 
is an example. In the introduction of the collection the authors refer to civil society, but soon 
it is reformulated as "civil associations" and finally narrowed down to NGOs35.  
 
In analyses where the concept of civil society is applied, the major social conflict appears to 
be between civil society as a block trying to challenge the repressive state. This may explicit 
be part of the definition36 or the focus of the actual analyses37. The concept is furthermore 
often linked to liberalisation of the economy and to liberal democracy. Thus it is not 
surprising that the approach often is criticised by more Marxist oriented scholars. Mamdani 
(1990) is an example. He insists that the use of the civil society concept underplays the 
contradictions within society and what is needed is an understanding of concrete popular 
struggles - a proposition generally supported by the group of African radical scholars38. But 
when Mamdani is talking about popular struggles in Uganda, he mentions only "the workers 
general strike of 1945 and the peasant rebellion of the same year and 1949"39 and the focus 
of other contributors in the collection of Nyongo (1987) is also on revolts and revolutions 
unless they focus on movements with only marginal peasant support such as the UDF in 
South Africa. However, these kinds of radical political actions that involve significant 
numbers of rural residents are very rare. This then brings us to a discussion of peasant 
political action; are peasant politically passive as often argued? Or are the radical critics 
arguing for an understanding of "popular struggles" not sufficiently radical as claimed by 
Scott?40. 
 
1.2.2 Peasant Political Participation 
In an analysis of African rural politics one of the most important questions to answer will 
be: how do the rural based populations perceive their own identities and interests when 
acting politically? Religion and ethnicity are often and indisputably expressed as such 
identities for political thinking and actions. Class is in an African rural context 
correspondingly often far less obvious and explicit the basis for political identity. This is 
although possibly as much a consequence of insensitive research methods as a authentic 
characterisation of the social struggles. 
 
Thus we also find that African cultivators until the 1960's were identified by researchers as 
foremost members of a certain tribe rather than by their position within the societal system 
of material production and appropriation41. However, attempts to explain and understand 
societal change and not least political action without taking that material basis into con-

                                                 
34 Bratton 1989, p. 
35 Sandbrook (ed) 1993; see preface p. vii and the introduction p.3. 
36 As Chabal 1986. 
37 As criticized by Mamdani 1990 and Gibbons 1993. 
38 For instance the collection Nyongo (1987) and article of Shivji (1991). 
39 Mamdani 1987 p.92. 
40 Scott 1993: Everyday forms of Resistance", Occasional Papers Series number 15 PRIME, International Peace 
Research Institute, Meigaku, Japan, p.1. 
41. When generalizing about the trends in social science literature on the "African Peasant" I draw heavily 
on Isaacman 1990 and Shanin (ed) 1987. 

 17
 



sideration were from the late 1960's seriously questioned. Consequently literatures on 
peasants were booming, although initially with many very crude generalisations42. 
 
Although the scholars do not adhere to one precise definition, then nevertheless the idea of 
certain interlinked facets of peasant life is persistent in the literature. Thus  
Shanin (1987) proposes a definition of peasants based on four inter-linked characteristics43: 
 

(1) Peasants family farm as the basic multi-dimensional unit of social organization... 
(2) Land husbandry as the main means of livelihood... 
(3) Specific cultural patterns linked to the way of life of a small rural community... 
(4) The 'underdog' position - the domination of peasantry by outsiders... 

 
Later Isaacman (1990) puts emphasis on conceptualising some of the heterogeneity of 
peasants by focusing on peasantries through the application of the labour process as the key 
analytical concept. 
 
From all definitions and writings a core notion of something "special" about peasant 
political action nonetheless persists. That is the relative autonomy of peasants both 
materially as they often are very indirectly incorporated within a wider economic system 
and the correspondingly culturally distinctiveness of the peasantries - whether expressed in a 
"strong" version like Scott's notion of a moral economy or not.  
 
From the late sixties peasants became acknowledged as important actors in the creation of 
world history - this was not least sparked off by the many peasant based guerrilla wars in the 
Third World (Shanin 1987b). A number of substantial works emerged, that dealt with the 
role of peasants in revolutions, starting with Barrington Moore's work (1966) and later 
focusing on Third world revolutions. The classical works that stands out are Wolf (1969), 
Migdal (1974), Paige (1975), Skocpol (1988) and Scott (1977). Although very different in 
character they all try explaining peasant political action -mainly engagement in 
revolutionary actions - in a rather long time perspective and drawing empirical evidence 
from a mass of cases and countries except African. Their focus is on the degrees of 
economic exploitation of the peasantry and peasant conceptions hereof.  
 
The literature on peasant participation in guerrilla wars in Africa has been far less 
generalizing in character. The guerrilla wars in now former Portuguese colonies in Africa 
were mainly analysed from rather crude Marxist perspectives that did not bring much insight 
into why peasants participated but rather took it for granted that they would immediately 
response to what seen as Mao inspired guerrilla mobilization of peasants in the struggle 
against Portuguese colonialism and World Capitalism at large, even in some of the better 
works like Davidson 1975 and 1981. I shall return to a discussion of the literature on 
African guerrilla wars in chapter three.  
 

                                                 
42 As noted by Ranger for instance (1987, p.314) ".........this gain had to be paid for. Making up for lost 
time, historians and sociologists of African rural societies borrowed all sorts of ideas about the peasantry of 
other continents and applied them to Africa, and to make matters worse they usually borrowed from the 
older school of peasant studies than from the new and more flexible historiography". 
43 Which corresponds to most of the literature such as reviewed earlier by e.g. Klein (1980, p.11). 
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The late 1970s and the 1980s brought a wider conceptualisation of the "political" into 
peasant studies. James Scott's "Weapons of the Weak" is in this connection a key work - 
published in 1985, based on fieldwork in Malaysia in 1978-80. Scott studied everyday forms 
of resistance; that is how the peasants through "foot dragging, dissimulation, desertation, 
false compliance, pilfer, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage and so on" (p. xvi) 
struggle against attempted extraction of value from them. His later work (1990) expanded 
especially on the corresponding subversive counter-ideology developed by the subordinate 
groups in opposition to the ideology of the dominant and the "official" transcripts. 
 
The point of Scott is very strong. A concern with politics in societies characterized by high 
risks in public declared resistance has to take his ideas into consideration. Thus just as the 
exercise of power by the dominant groups in many ways can be seen as hidden44 so is the 
resistance against domination by the subordinate groups. A problem with this focus on the 
hidden forms of resistance is its main concern with individual acts: the link to wider 
collective political action has been criticized for being missing45. But firstly, Scott’s 
argument is that the many individual acts most often add up as a stronger confrontation of 
state and landlord power than open formalised collective acts. Thus the boiling of cotton 
seeds by Ugandan peasants, who wished to avoid the forced cotton growing, became, when 
conducted by many, a much more powerful form of protest against this policy than riots, 
demonstrations or petitions. This hidden form of action furthermore is generally virtually 
risk free compared to the alternative of open conflict, just as it enable the dominant forces to 
change policies, for instance abolish the idea of forced growing of cotton, without loosing 
face. Both oppressors and oppressed have an interest in keeping this kind of political actions 
hidden - especially when the oppressed have won. Secondly Scott argues that these kind of 
political actions are - although carried out as individual acts - supported by a consistent 
counter-ideology, expressed through songs, jokes, nicknames etc. However, an ideology 
also not openly expressed, but remaining as a "hidden transcript".  
 
Scott (1985) is mainly concerned with peasant reaction to economic exploitation and not 
their potential for organised political action in wider politics. Nevertheless his assessment of 
the potentials for democracy in agrarian societies remains in a way as bleak as any other, 
since he stresses the processes of disengagement and "exit" rather than "voice"46. His 
arguments give problems to the radical and reformist scholars alike. Thus they have also 
influenced the literature on African peasant politics as indicated in section 1.2.4.  
 
The above discussion points to the difficulties involved in studies of the relationship 
between rural politics and processes of democratisation. The problem being the often hidden 
character of peasant agency on the one hand and the focus of theories of democracy on very 
particular institutions and social agencies on the other. Thus an approach like the one 
applied by Diamond et al is definitely too narrow for a study of the "historical experiences" 
of democracy in Africa as their put too much emphasis on the modern national institutions 
for democratic government. Their approach is in this way similar to the older "political 
development approach" which sees a contradiction between traditional values/-institutions 

                                                 
44 Bachrach and Baratz 1962. 
45 For instance by Turton 1986. 
46 Concepts used by Albert O. Hirschman 1970 in: "Exit, Voice and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, 
Organizations and States", Harvard University Press 1970. 
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and modernization - i.e. democratisation. This is for instance reflected in the case study on 
Uganda in the collection of Diamond et al when the southern part of Uganda is considered 
to have had an "un-democratic" political culture that had to be "westernised"47.  
 
One alternative is to bring in a more open concept of the meaning of democracy for the 
study of more long-term historical experiences in Africa. 
 
1.2.3 Democracy understood as the existence of "accountability mechanisms" 
In the fascinating collection of works edited by Patrick Chabal (1986) such a much more 
'open' conceptualisation of democracy is offered. The key concept in their discussion of 
democracy is the existence of some forms of political accountability mechanisms. However, 
political accountability is not easily defined: 
 
  "It is a dual notion. It combines the ideas of responsibility and accountability. Rulers 
claim to be accountable to their people; people try to hold them to account. Accountability is 
thus the measure of responsibility. Accountability has many meanings because it is a 
universal aspiration; it has to assume endless local disguises. It cannot be entrusted to any 
particular system, whether capitalist democracy or revolutionary socialism, every political 
system has its own problems of accountability. And when considered in historical 
perspective, it is clear that accountability has been an issue about which men and women 
everywhere have often argued and over which they sometimes have fought. They have tried 
variously to give it a new meaning, to exclude or include new categories of people entitled 
to be taken into account, or to make a publicly declared doctrine of responsibility really 
count for something in practice. So the ambiguity of accountability is its chief problem for 
the academic analyst only because it is already its most obvious, and most useful, 
characteristic for past and present actors. Its meanings and practices have always been 
changing because rulers and ruled, masters and servants, have striven to define and redefine 
what accountability would most usefully mean to them in their own situation" (Lonsdale 
1986 pp. 127-128). 
 
The volume was originally inspired by Richard Sklar's insistence on some democratic 
practices in Africa and his typology with four types of existing democracies in Africa: 
liberal democracy, guided democracy, social democracy and participatory democracy (Sklar 
1986). But these discussions of real existing forms of regimes get slightly 'muddy' and 
unconvincing as they to a large extent rely more on regime ideology than analyses of 
persistent and dominant features of the regimes and their link to mass politics. Instead most 
of the contributors to Chabal (1986) conform to Lonsdale's preposition of making the more 
open concept of accountability mechanisms central to analysis. The language of Lonsdale is 
rich, stressing the duality and various meanings attached the concept. This makes him 
inspiring for in-depth case studies but hopelessly complicated for strict comparative political 
analyses. 
 
At least it leads to a way out for alternative studies of politics and democracy if one wish to 
avoid narrow definitions of liberal democracy - which were constructed in a very particular 
part of the world in a particular time under specific economic and political conditions. After 
all, why should democracy in Lonsdale's sense be interpreted in similar ways all over the 
                                                 
47 Kokole & Mazrui 1988 p.263. 
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world at all times? This is not to indicate that Africans for "historical reasons" should settle 
with a "less democratic democracy" than for instance the Western European, or that the 
institutional set up that characterizes liberal democracies should be seen as something 
relative that can be relaxed under certain conditions. However, for the researcher to 
understand the struggle for democratisation in Africa, a broader view on democracy with 
accountability as a core concept is fruitful. One example of how accountability might be 
interpreted in an African context is found in Donald Cruise O’Brien’s essay (1986) "Wails 
and Whisper: the peoples voice in West African Muslim politics". O'Brien argues that 
different Islamic institutions each in their way have allowed for the peoples will to be 
expressed; albeit within severe limits. Such analyses make us understand how relations 
between rulers and ruled continuously undergo changes just as to what extent anything like 
ideas of democracy are on the agenda of mass politics and - thus enabling us better to assess 
the potential for political changes or reforms. Still, having said this, the above essay of 
O'Brien also shows some of the flawed traits of a use of Lonsdale concept of accountability 
in analyses of historical inceptions of democracy. O'Brien starts off his essay with reference 
to de Toqueville's claim that "The principle of sovereignty of the people is at the base of all 
forms of government and it hides under the least free of institutions". However, it is a claim 
of a political philosopher rather than the result of a scientific investigation. Accountability 
may be claimed by subjects even in societies where other principles than the sovereignty of 
the people are the basis of legitimacy. Thus the wails and whispers discussed by O'Brien are 
still far cries from any democratic ideals - no matter how much they show us about how 
accountability is exercised within the Islamic institutions. It is also inaccurate when 
Lonsdale states that "Rulers claim to be accountable to their people" as rulers may legitimise 
their rule in many other ways than upon that claim. Let us therefore try to look into the 
relationship between accountability and other concepts of political science in order to make 
some delimitation to guide a study of long-term democratisation processes.  
 
Accountability is, as also noted by Lonsdale, a concept interlinked with legitimacy48. It has 
been argued (Beetham 1991), that legitimacy can be best understood as constituted by three 
dimensions: Thus power is legitimate to the extent that: (1) it conforms to established rules, 
(2) the rules can be justified by reference to beliefs shared by both dominant and 
subordinate, and (3) there is evidence of consent by the subordinate to the particular power 
relation49. 
 
These general criteria for legitimacy can be fulfilled or neglected to various extents by 
different regimes leading to different degrees of legitimacy, illegitimacy, legitimacy deficits 
or delegitimation. Especially a clarification of the contents of the second dimension of 
legitimacy - the question of how rules are termed justifiable - is crucial for a discussion of 
the role of legitimacy and accountability in the development of democracy. The degree to 
which: 
 
(1) Sovereignty of the people, rather than tradition or divine authorization, is considered the 

valid source of authority 

                                                 
48. As Lonsdale express it: "As a value, some version of accountability supports the legitimacy of rule; as a 
practice, it tests it" (Lonsdale 1986, p. 129). 
49 Beetham 1991, p. 16. 
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(2) Merit rather than heredity or property is considered the key quality appropriate for the 
exercise of powers, and  

(3) People try to hold leaders accountable on these terms 
 
- are criteria, I would argue, that can be used to assess the democratic content of the accoun-
tability mechanisms. These demands for accountability might often be articulated in 
"hidden" forms, rather than as open confrontations and demands. 
 
This rather subtle approach to the study of democratisation is necessary in order to 
understand some of the longer-term historical developments that have led to the current 
political practices within the RC system. In Uganda, accountability mechanisms normally 
associated with liberal democracy - like for instance elections - have in some periods and at 
certain political levels been important parts of the demands forwarded towards rulers; in 
other periods and situations they have not. Especially at village level, I would argue, this 
broader approach is necessary to apply in order to understand the political changes brought 
about within the rural communities this century. Thus in chapter five I try to investigate how 
the informal village leadership and notions of authority have developed over time.  
 
1.2.4 Changing Methods for Studies of African Peasant Politics 
The various discussions of theories of peasant agency have also resulted in particular 
changes of methods within African peasant studies. Isaacman (1990) summarized in an 
impressive review the literature on peasants and rural social protest in Africa. He showed 
how three issues have been missing in Africanist literature up till 1980: 
 
 * The notion of peasants and everyday struggle, 
 * Internal conflicts within the peasantries, 
 * Peasant based social movements and insurgence/resistance ideologies. 
 
Theoretically it is important to incorporate this in an analysis; to rethink what is political as 
discussed above with reference to Scott, just as Isaacman argues for a careful and more 
specific use of the concept of peasant(-ries). More straightforwardly methodologically he 
argues especially for "listening to peasant voices": 
 

• Individual voices e.g. in the form of life histories. 
 

• Collective voices "...captured in songs, proverbs, festivals, theatre and nonverbal 
forms of popular culture such as dance" (op. cit. p.19). 

 
• ".... Oral testimonies provide researchers with the possibility of understanding the 

complexities of rural life by getting at peasant’s self-perceptions and trying to 
decipher what they might mean. While there is obviously not a perfect correlation 
between what peasants thought and the social realities in which they lived, their 
understanding of what they saw and understood is as important to consider as the 
social structures that limited their choices and options" (op. cit. p.18). 

 
Maybe Isaacman does not go sufficiently far in his reasons for recommendation of using 
oral testimonies. I feel at unease with his sharp distinction between peasant thought on the 
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one hand and "social realities" on the other. Of course each and every piece of information 
from interviews should not be taken for face value, but on the other hand it is wrong to 
argue that any objective account of social reality can be portrayed without taking the 
knowledge of the agents into account. Indeed, as argued by Giddens (1984), the structures or 
"social reality" itself is reproduced only through social action. This may then either be 
guided by a discoursive consciousness, to be articulated in interviews and songs, or by a 
practical consciousness50 only. Thus no analysis can grasp social structures without taking 
thoughts and actions of the social agencies into account.  
 
What Isaacman basically argues for is a stronger emphasis on "the knowledgeable social 
agents" (Anthony Giddens 1984), which generally is much needed in social science and 
probably even more so in the still Western dominated studies of Third World politics. But, 
as argued by Giddens, such an emphasis does not necessarily lead to one particular form of 
empirical research. I have found oral evidence to be immensely helpful, but do not entirely 
rely upon this kind of data. My survey data for instance helped me to discuss patterns of 
stratification and participation with villagers, just as the survey data served as a corrective to 
the tendency of the most articulate informants to underplay certain aspects - such as for 
instance the prevalence of landless. 
 
 

                                                 
50. Defined by Giddens (1984) as "... all the things which actors know tacitly about how to 'go on' in the 
contexts of social life without being able to give them direct discursive expression." (p.xxiii). 
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1.3 Theoretical Ambitions of the Study 
 
Other models of democracy for Africa, than merely a duplication of the institutions of 
liberal democracy, have been invited from many sides - even from World Bank policy 
analysts51. The alternative forms of popular democracy attempted during the anti-colonial 
struggles in the former Portuguese colonies have failed during independence and the 
socialist left in the west has been reconsidering the virtues of liberal democracy. For many 
of these scholars reviewed the Resistance Councils in Uganda prevail as a kind of new hope. 
This obviously makes an argument for the relevance of a study of the RCs, not only for 
understanding Ugandan politics itself, but also for the comprehension of general conditions 
and alternative models for meaningful democracy in Africa. Analyses of concrete forms of 
local mass politics are anyway the only way forward as empirical evidence for much of the 
present general literature on the character of African society and the question of democracy 
has been sometimes horrifying shallow52. 
 
The dissertation must obviously be seen as a contribution to this kind of widely requested 
studies of local politics. Especially the two first research questions of the dissertation must 
be seen in this context. The wider theoretical ambitions of the dissertation are more related 
to the two last research questions of the dissertation. One is concerned with the effects of 
rural politics upon building democratic political institutions, the other with rural discourse 
on democracy.  
 

                                                 
51 Much to the surprise of Gibbons (1993) p.9 with reference to Landell-Mills (Governance, cultural change 
and empowerment" Journal of Modern African Studies (forthcoming). Landell-Mills specifically refers to 
the Resistance Councils in Uganda.  
52 This follows the research agenda proposed by Bratton (1989) when he after a review of the literature on 
civil society and associational life in Africa proposes: "Thus, rather than taking a macroscopic perspective 
on elite politics, perhaps we should begin at a lower level of analysis by inquiring into local mass 
politics......" Bratton 1989, p.430. Ingham (1990) represents in my view such an example of a work on 
African politics with over-simplifications (his stress on tribal politics as the key explanatory factor) as well 
as dubious analysis in his case studies - see my discussion in chapter three of the guerrilla war in Luwero 
Triangle. 

 24
 



The literature on peasant politics underlines the degree of relative autonomy of the peasants 
vis-a-vis the state. Although inspired by Scott and convinced about the prevalence of 
peasants hidden struggles as means of political expression, then I argue that this is not a 
static or permanent feature. Thus just like the much acclaimed peasant disengagement from 
the state is not a static phenomenon, but rather ebb and flow as state and peasants see 
various opportunities and dangers, then the peasant hidden transcript and forms of resistance 
do not always remain hidden. Rather the demands forwarded through the Resistance 
Councils by agrarian local communities are now expressed as "voice" rather than "exit" 
since the rural communities in Uganda today to a much larger extent than previously now 
formally engage in a dialogue with the state. The argument, that I try to present here, is that 
even though the rural communities maintain their relative autonomy of the state - then the 
central governments' attempts of building a rural power base has led to a significant 
influence on the part of the rural communities upon the creation of political institutions. Not 
always through explicit demands by the rural communities, but through a more subtle 
dialogue, where actual day to day practices within the political institutions play a major role. 
That theoretical argument is a kind of a continuation of the work started by Bunker's (1991) 
concern with peasant influence on state economic policies. Bunker presents somehow a 
compromise between the emphasis upon hidden struggles and open conflicts in his analysis 
of the politics of market control in Bugisu, Uganda, 1900-1983. He argues: "through 
symbolic manipulation of the threat to exit, the Bagisu gained and used voice to expand the 
political arena and their autonomy within it" (p.13). However, his analysis is restricted to the 
question of the level of coffee prices and does not touch upon wider questions of 
governance53. My ambition is so to speak to expand his arguments concerning agricultural 
pricing to the more complex sphere of the development of democratic political institutions. 
 
The other more general argument is concerned with meanings of democracy. Not a 
discussion of the relevance of democracy for economic struggles54, but a discussion of the 
extent to which rural communities can be said to have their own distinct perceptions of 
democracy. This distinctiveness, if not absence, of rural perceptions of democracy is not 
explicitly proposed in the literature on peasant politics, but implied in the arguments about 
the general distinctiveness of peasant culture and politics55. The broader approach to the 
study of democratisation processes suggested in section 1.2.3 for explaining the role of rural 
agency in the creation of the RCs, also enable an analysis of the evolution of rural concepts 
of democracy - not only how they are discursively articulated, but also how they are 
reflected within political practices.  

                                                 
53 Although in his concluding remarks he states: "it (the Ugandan state) continues dependent on the 
peasantry, and it ignores its demands and suppresses its autonomous organizations at its own risk. It must 
accede to peasant demands or face continued economic decline and political instability" (Bunker 1991 
p.254). 
54 As otherwise often is the case when "meaningful" democracy is discussed - for instance reflected in 
many contributions in Rudebeck (ed) 1992. 
55 This distinctiveness is a pervasive proposal of much of the literature on peasant societies. This is 
remarked in the summaries by Isaacman (1990) and Shanin (1987). For a strong example see for instance 
the contribution by F.G. Bailey: "The Peasant view of a bad life" in Shanin (ed) 1987. 
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2. The Literature on RCs  
 
2.1 The Context 
 
The political history of Uganda during colonialism and the first one or two decades of 
independence has been the subject of a good many monographs. For instance Kabwegyere 
(1974), Karugire (1980), Mamdani (1976), Mudoola (1993), Mutibwa (1992), Jørgensen 
(1981), Kasfir (1975) and Askgaard (1975). Since this literature is so rich I shall in the 
dissertation rather concentrate on those historical events, periods and perspectives that have 
been missed out. Thus I include chapters on the history of local government (chapter three) 
and on the guerrilla war that led to the victory of the present NRM regime (chapter four).  
 
The literature on the political history of Uganda mentioned above can be crudely divided 
into two, depending upon what kind of political agency the authors see as most important. 
Mamdani and Jørgensen both fruitfully applied a marxist dependency perspective on the 
history of the colonial state that more forcefully than any other accounts explains changing 
state policies. But this perspective fails to account for most of the post-independence 
political events. Mamdani (1983) tried for instance later to account for the Amin period 
from a similar position, but much less successful as noted by Southall (1988). Mamdani's 
argument is that imperialism remains the major enemy - using external support for the Amin 
regime as evidence - but the local agents of imperialism, the mafutamingi56, ultimately 
pursue policies starkly in contrast to the interests of imperialism as the Ugandan economy 
begins it ultimate deroute in the early seventies. Furthermore the working class no longer 
acts as a working class as it is "lumpenized" , brutalizised and thus becoming largely 
bayaye57. What remains is thus an attempted class analysis, but without classes acting as 
classes.  
 
The other schools of thought dismiss more explicitly classes as prominent actors in colonial 
as well as post-independence politics either for fundamental epistemological reasons or in 
recognition of the supremacy gained by "the political". The army and what Mudoola (1993) 
terms "the historic interest groups": religious and ethnic groups, are the conspicuous 
political actors on the national arena fighting for state power in post-independence Uganda. 
But even how "historical interest groups" can help to explain the latest political events after 
the fall of Obote in 1985 remain to be substantially analysed.  
 

                                                 
 56. Literally it means "plenty of oil"; thus the very rich. Mamdani (1983) defined them as "a class of persons 
for whom fascist terror provided a framework for quick enrichment" (p.39). 
57 Bayaye originally means "marihuana smoker". Mamdani op.cit writes: "Fascism's most negative effect on 
the working people..... was that it lumpenized them. There was increasing disregard for productive work, 
because productive work paid less and less. People came to accept a way of life where any means of 
making money was acceptable provided it succeeded. .. .. Fascism idealized the bayaye, the ignorant, the 
rough and the tough........ bayaye thinking and bayaye traits affected the rest of the population.....(p.53-4). 
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The current failure of analysing the contemporary Ugandan state and its deeper relation to 
social forces is partly connected with the proximity of events and a sense in Uganda of being 
in a transitory period: a period open to many different political developments. In this disser-
tation I shall not directly address the question of the character of the present state in Uganda, 
but rather attack the question through an analysis in the different chapters of how state 
interventions are articulated locally, as well as how they are perceived and responded to by 
local actors. Similarly, throughout the dissertation I reflect on some of the propositions 
concerning the state and the RCs as forwarded in the literature reviewed in the next section. 
 
Having said this, let me for those more unaware of current Ugandan politics, briefly give an 
outline of the current political environment within which the RCs operate. The most 
important feature being NRM's claim of having successfully established a broadbased 
democratic government and the opposition's counterclaim that NRM is no more than a 
military dictatorship.  
 
Museveni was sworn in as President in January 1986 as the NRA guerrillas military 
conquered the official government army UNLA and entered Kampala. This followed twenty 
very unstable and violent years of Independence. These political disturbances had their roots 
in colonial history, but escalated from 1966 when Obote, at that time Prime Minister, 
clashed military with the King (Kabaka) of Buganda. Obote became president instead of the 
Kabaka, and the central part of Uganda, Buganda, was declared in a state of emergency up 
to the coup of Amin in 1971. During Amin, state violence flourished and the formal 
economy broke down - partly caused by the expulsion of the Asians who hitherto had 
dominated trade and industry. The Amin regime collapsed in 1979 when Tanzanian troops 
led a counterattack in response to a smaller invasion of the Ugandan army. Many different 
Ugandan political factions skirmished for power, several of them with their own armies. 
However, Obote’s military support appeared strongest and his supporters were prominent in 
the arrangement of the 1980 elections. Obote and UPC (Uganda Peoples Congress) won the 
elections, but few except the winners of the elections accepted the result. Some political 
opponents went into opposition in parliament, mainly the representatives of DP (Democratic 
Party) that might have won the election and definitely secured some 90% of the votes in the 
central part of the country (Buganda). Several military groups started guerrilla wars on a 
small scale from 1981. The National Resistance Army (NRA) appeared as the most 
successful and their insurgency activities contributed to the army coup against Obote in 
1985. The government army (UNLA) had for the last five years operated in an extremely 
undisciplined manner and the coup only intensified the anarchy. Life was cheap in Uganda, 
and violence appeared even more widespread and unpredictable than during Amin. 
Therefore civilians enthusiastically welcomed the arrival of the relatively disciplined 
guerrilla soldiers of the NRA - at least in the southern part of the country, as this part had 
experienced most of the violence during Obote.  
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Museveni and the political wing of the guerrilla army (NRM) established in 1986 what they 
call a "broad-based" government. Museveni himself and several of his earliest supporters 
had during the 1980 election hurriedly formed a political party (UPM). However, the party 
fared rather poorly during the election. Several older politicians from the more established 
parties were included in the NRM Government as ministers -mainly politicians from DP and 
CP (Conservative Party), but also from UPC. Elections were held countrywide for 
Resistance Councils from village to district level in 1986. These elections were repeated in 
1989 and 1992. The elections in 1989 also included elections for the majority of seats in 
parliament. Candidates for all these elections stood strictly as individuals and not as 
representatives for a party although several of them publicly were known supporters for one 
of the older parties - including the UPC. The Ugandan constitution was abolished in 1966, 
and no basic consensus has ever since appeared on the most basic issues like: how to elect a 
President and whether the country should be an unitary state or a federation including 
several kingdoms. Thus Uganda is presently in the process of debating a new constitution. 
The Constitutional Committee in charge of drafting a first proposal has received more than 
20,000 memoranda from different groups in Uganda. The committee has recently presented 
a draft constitution. A Constituent Assembly is supposed to be elected to discuss this draft 
for a final constitution or to forward issues for a referendum. The elections for the 
Constituent Assembly were scheduled for December 1993 but were recently postponed until 
March 1994. The draft constitution proposes, among other things, that elections for a 
president and the parliament should be based upon general secret ballot, but that the current 
system of "movement style politics" should be continued. i.e. the President and Member of 
Parliament are elected as individuals rather than as members of a political party. Political 
parties are legal and allowed to contribute to the political debate, but not allowed to 
campaign for particular candidates during elections. In the draft constitution it is proposed 
that a referendum is held every five years on the question of continuation of "movement 
style" politics or whether "the system of representation through political parties should be 
adopted in place of the movement"58. 
  
The fact that Museveni has been the president since 1986 without yet facing a direct popular 
vote, just as the de facto ban on overt party activities still is in force, have led the political 
opponents of Museveni to question the democratic character of the regime. A critique also 
reflected in Uganda within the debate on the RCs as discussed in the next section. However, 
during the six years of NRM, human rights conditions in Uganda have generally been sig-
nificantly improved59, just as the political conditions for production have been re-
established. These are the most important factors leading to widespread legitimacy of the 
regime abroad as well as in Uganda. The economy has improved, but is still very weak and 
extremely dependent on foreign aid. This can although almost entirely be explained by the 
exceptional decrease of coffee prices - coffee that used to account for 80% of the country's 
export earnings. Many expelled Asians are now returning to the country and substantially 
contribute to the slow re-emergence of a proper bourgeois class. A bourgeoisie engaged in 
industry, agriculture and trade and thus markedly different from the mafutamingi that 
loomed during the era of Amin, living from spoils and black market (magendo) transactions.  

                                                 
58 Uganda Constitutional Commission: The Draft Constitution of the Republic of Uganda" paragraph 98 (1). 
59 This in spite of NRM’s failure of providing peace in the Northern part of Uganda. This must be ascribed 
to some rather unwise political transactions of the government and the army in the North. In some areas the 
NRA disarmed civilians and later failed to protect them against massive cattle raids from neighbours. At 
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Mamdani (1988) characterised the NRM government as simply broad-based, without any 
guiding policy principles. However, it is evident that the room of manoeuvre for the govern-
ment is very restricted. The World Bank and donors have a very large say in the formulation 
of any government policy. Thus, in spite of critique at the ideological level from NRM 
ministers and Museveni himself, Uganda follows the IMF guidelines. Recently the Ugandan 
government was forced to cut down on military spending. It was a demand from among 
others, DANIDA, World Bank and GTZ. Museveni and others from government tried to 
argue that this was actually an original idea of government itself, but it appeared curious as 
it happened only shortly after statements of Museveni that Uganda needed a large army. The 
announcement actually took place just weeks after attacks from Sudan and Rwanda as well 
as continued reports on rebel activities in the North.  
 
The attempt of creating a reconciliatory atmosphere after so much violence also necessarily 
leads to difficulties in establishing a more distinctly defined development strategy as 
requested by Mamdani (1998). Many diverse political factions have had to be incorporated 
within the government simply to "buy peace". This may sound rather negatively, but at the 
same time this strategy has also secured the articulation of a plurality of interests in political 
discussions.  
 
No alternative academic analyses have really yet been suggested as correctives to 
Mamdani’s early assessment of the NRM government as basically just "broad-based". 
However, the current lack of a deeper understanding of the Ugandan state is also very much 
a reflection of the lack of studies of the critical political events leading to the current regime. 
The guerrilla war itself - conducted in Luwero 1981-85 leading NRM to state power - is 
obviously such a case as further discussed in chapter four.  
 
 
2.2 Writings on the Resistance Councils 1986-1992 
 
In June 1987 the Commission of Inquiry into Local Government, established by 
Government and chaired by Mahmood Mamdani, submitted its report, reviewing past 
experiences and bringing forth recommendations for reforms. The report is generally very 
favourable towards the democratic practice instituted by the Resistance Councils and critical 
towards the old system of chiefs. They recommended further strengthening of the 
Resistance Councils as basis for democratisation of local government and decentralisation of 
powers from the centre to the district. One member, Apolo Nsibambi, forwarded a minority 
statement that argues for the importance of a regional level of local governance and the 
relevance of all levels of chiefs - thus in reality a defence of the Buganda kingdom 
structure60.  
 

                                                                                                                                                 
least one case in documented whereby the NRA left several civilians to suffocate to death during custody. 
The NRM also chose to respond entirely military to "Holy Spirit Rebellion" that was largely a rebellion of 
peasants from the North. 
60. Apollo Nsibambi is presently also chief adviser to the Buganda king. 
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One year later Mamdani noted that the debate in Uganda basically stressed three different 
characteristics of the Resistance Councils: sectarian, bureaucratic or democratic61. These 
views are still represented within the public debate on the Resistance Councils in Uganda. 
 
The "sectarian" view that the Resistance Council system basically embodies the narrow 
interests of the present powerholders in Government is widely expressed in connection with 
the current debate on multiparty democracy in the many "opposition papers"62 such as e.g. 
The Shariat, The Exposure, The Economy, The Citizen, The Star, Financial Gazette, Ngabo, 
Munno etc (the two last are examples of papers in vernacular - which are especially 
abundant in Luganda). The Shariat e.g. states categorically: 
 
  While Museveni has tried to implement some economic reforms he has done badly on 
the political reforms. He has continued to advocate for no-party democracy which is a 
mockery of democracy ....... also because the R.C. system does not give a voice to the 
people63.  
 
Similarly, the front cover of The Exposure of December 1991 (No.42) shows an ordinary 
Ugandan being strangled by a brute with the inscription "Ban on Political Activities. RC 
System" written on his giant strangulating arm, thus indicating that the Resistance Councils 
simply are used as tools to suppress other channels of political expression. 
 
Politicians outside the core of the old NRA/NRM are especially worried about "how one can 
climb the ladders of NRM to top positions"64. Thus politicians from the older parties view 
the Resistance Council system as a way of keeping them out of power. 
 
Some critics of the Resistance Councils in Uganda argue that they are basically bureaucratic 
organs imposed upon people in order to oversee government policy. They compare the 
Resistance Councils with the former Mayumba Kumi (Ten cell system) under the former 
UNLF regime: 
 
  They are a state creature as was Amin's security/village councils and UNLF's 
Mayumba Kumi. They are not the product of people’s independent creativity65 
 
Oloka-Onyango (1989) argues that the RCs have been introduced countrywide in order to 
"re-enforce the NRM domination of political power in the country" (p.474). He also 
compares the Resistance Councils to former security organs like Mayumba Kumi and 
argues that power within the RC system is held by bureaucrats, especially by the DA; 
 

                                                 
61  Mamdani, Mahmood 1988: "Uganda in Transition: two years of the NRA/NRM." Third World 
Quarterly, 10, (3), July 1988. p.1176 
62 At least, to a larger or lesser degree, in opposition to NRM on the question of multiparty democracy or 
not. 
63 Shariat the week 5th to 11th November 1991: front cover article: "D.P. to stage political rally at City 
Square. 
64 Finance and Trade, vol 4, no 23, December 1991. Front page: "Multi-party? Don't even say that word 
under NRA/NRM." 
65 S. Salayga in Forward vol. 9 no 2, December 1987, here quoted from Ddungu 1989. 
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  Given that overall supervisory powers over RCs are vested in the Minister of Local 
Government, it is clear that the primary objective of the laws has been to bureaucratise 
rather than popularise the bodies (p.472) 
 
The third view, that the Resistance Councils are democratic institutions, has within the press 
especially been forwarded by The New Vision. The paper is a continuation of Uganda's 
government newspaper, but it has since 1986 gained considerable respect as a well-written 
and critical newspaper, partly attributed to its expatriate editor. The New Vision generally 
supports NRM's "soft oppression" of the political parties and forwards arguments in favour 
of the NRM view that democracy not only is a question of political parties or not. Thus in 
connection with NRM's plans for decentralisation unofficially declared in September 1991, 
The New Vision declared in its editorial under the headline "Real Democracy": 
 
  The Question of multi-partyism is still an open one and it is not yet known whether it 
will be incorporated into the new constitution or not. But sometimes the question of multi-
partyism obscures the fact that democracy has many other facets..... Democracy concerns 
giving power to the people...... The question of democracy in Uganda does not depend 
solely on multi-parties. In reality, the proposal to make RC5 chairmen heads of admini-
stration would be a far more dramatic extension of democracy than the immediate res-
toration of multi-parties66. 
 
Finally, Ddungu (1989) argues with reference to a speech by the Minister of Local 
Government that the semi-official view is a quite populist one where the Resistance Council 
system is seen as simultaneously representing the people, the state and the movement67. 
Such a view can no doubt be found especially within Ministry of Local Government under 
which RCs legally fall, but it cannot be taken as the official view of the NRM or the core of 
the Government. Thus officially the NRM has continuously stressed the need for separating 
the Resistance Councils from the state which is seen as part of the old and sick society68. 
Still, the recommendation of the Commission of Inquiry into Local Government to change 
the name of the Resistance Councils has not yet been followed: 
 
  .... so as to distance them from the National resistance Movement, lest they be 
construed as organs of the movement....... To distance them from both the movement and 
the state and to underscore their popular democratic character, we recommend that councils 
at all levels be given an appellation which may accurately reflect the character of these 
institutions as organs of the people, for example Village Peoples Councils, or Village 
Popular Councils.69 
 

                                                 
66 Editorial of The New Vision (30/10/92) with reference to a previous article in the paper (September 28, 
p.1) on Museveni announcement that RC5 chairmen will become heads of administration at district level.  
67 Ddungu 1989 p.5. 
68 Thus the National Political Commissioner and First Deputy Prime Minister E. Kategaya who forthrightly 
stated that "RCs are people's, not state organs" in Tarehe Sita/The 6th of February, Vol 5,no 4, May 1991 
p.12. 
69 Republic of Uganda 1987: Report of the Commission of Inquiry into the Local Government System". 
June 1987. p.28. 
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The public debate, wherein these view points have been represented - especially those con-
cerned the possible sectarian character of the RCs, are all largely concerned about politics at 
the national level; especially the role to be played or not by the political parties. 
 
The academic writings on the RCs have been of very varying quality and are largely found 
in the form of seminar papers, working papers and students reports with only a few 
published exceptions. Considering the centrality of these institutions in the current 
development of Uganda it is surprising how little serious research has been carried out. 
However, the increasing importance attached to the RCs in Uganda's political and social 
development can be indicated from the index's of the two collections edited by Hansen and 
Twaddle (1988 and 1991) with respectively two and 74 references, where the latter volume 
includes three contributions with RCs as their focus70. 
 
Kumar Rupesinghe (Ed) 1989 represents an entire collection of works published in 1989 
presumable for increasing our understanding of social and political developments in Uganda 
but without a single reference to the Resistance Councils - concurrently correctly criticized 
by Mamdani71. 
 
Some of the earliest works specifically devoted to an analysis of the Resistance Councils, 
like Delius Asiimwe 1989, are basically only assessments of the 1987 statute rather than the 
practice of the system. More senior people like Barongo (1990) repeats this approach much 
less successfully, adding some very optimistic assessment of the potentials as well as some 
misleading information72. 
 
The first serious assessment of the political practice of the Resistance Councils is Ddungu 
(1989). Ddungu's main argument is that the Resistance Councils were originally a genuinely 
peoples creation as they originated during the guerrilla war in Luwero Triangle, but that the 
future development of the Resistance Councils remains contradictory as "the state grants the 
RCs the right to monitor the bureaucracy but it requires in the same clause that in case of 
malpractices RCs report to higher organs of the same bureaucracy". Ddungu is not explicit 
about his fieldwork methodology but takes most of his evidence from district level politics 
in Luwero, Hoima and Mbale. He concludes that the political practices differ significantly in 
the three areas and argues for "a previously revolutionary movement being depoliticised in 
Luwero, a transitional category in Hoima and in Mbale a social project being constructed" 
(p.44). The latter point is made with reference to the capacity of the RCs in Mbale to 
confront the state bureaucrats on a number of occasions. Ddungu's arguments concerning 
the contradictory policy of the state in organizing the RCs and the many different political 
practices found within the Resistance Councils are convincing. However the outline of the 
political practices themselves, their embeddings in social structures and their own historical 
logic and development remain completely unexplained and thus obscure. 
 

                                                 
70 Kasfir (1991) and Nsibambi (1991) as discussed below, and a piece of Brett (1991) mainly dealing with RCs' 
possible involvement in economic development activities. 
71 Mamdani, Mahmood 1989: "How not to Intervene in Internal Conflicts". Bulletin of Peace Proposals, VOL.20(4): 
437-440 (1989). 
72 For instance he states: "each RCIII owns a tractor...." (p.136).  

 32
 



One of the grand old men of Ugandan political science studies published in 1991 an analysis 
of the December 1989 RC elections (Kasfir 1991). Kasfir was foremost concerned with high 
politics in Lonsdale's sense. He analysed the election in terms of its contribution to the 
process of democratisation - rather than merely assessed how democratic they were. He 
argued that the rules of the election were put down in a manner that clearly would make it 
impossible to change the government itself, but that the conduct of the elections themselves 
were "free and fair" - and in this sense a contribution to the democratisation process in 
Uganda. Thus Kasfir was foremost concerned with looking at the elections as a barometer 
revealing the political practice of the NRM government - rather than the internal politics of 
the elections themselves. Consequently, in the end of the article, he proposed further studies 
to look into "the social composition of winners and losers and how far their success related 
to class support..."73. 
 
In a later work Ddungu together with Wabwire (1991) also assess the December 1989 RC 
elections and it is here we are for the first time introduced to some of the political struggles 
played out by actors within the RCs. Ddungu and Wabwire recognise Kasfir's discussion 
about the organization of the elections and basically tries to expand hereupon through 
discussions of how ethnic groups, youth, women, religious groups and political parties in 
various ways have sought to advance their interests during the election. However, their 
emphasis is still on the organization of the elections and their conclusions focus on critiques 
hereof and proposed changes of the electoral and institutional framework. The discussions 
of the various political struggles of the protagonists in the elections remain somehow 
impressionistic and ahistorical. 
 

                                                 
73 Kasfir 1991 p. 278 (f.n.29). 
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An undergraduate from Yale, Ingvild Burkey, wrote a paper that a number of people I met 
upon the start of my fieldwork in 1991 would refer to as the "so far fullest discussion of the 
RCs"74. Indeed she gives a very good overview of the many functions of the lower level 
RCs. The paper is based upon 8 months of fieldwork in four districts: Luwero, Mbale, Nebbi 
and Rakai. Interviews are the major source of information - though the voices of the 
informants rarely are presented - whereas written materials and documentation are rather 
scarce. A number of her observations can be said to be a systematisation of general 
"hearsay" about the RCs - a point that further validates a fuller discussion of her work. Her 
main argument is that the RCs represent a state driven attempt of democratising Ugandan 
society. Thus her point of departure is the 1986 "military victory" bringing NRM to state 
power - a "young movement" with "idealism, enthusiasm and hope", but lacking "a solid 
popular base and a large and well trained corps of committed cadres". She is looking into 
three aspects of the RCs: the practice of popular participation, of popular accountability and 
popular justice. Her main conclusion is a re-interpretation of Ddungu's (1989) earlier 
argument: that the policy initiatives of the NRM have been contradictory and limiting the 
powers of the Resistance Councils. This then becomes reflected in increasing patterns of 
"departicipation" and "demoralisation". However at the same time she observes that the RCs 
have fought some rights trough: reflected for instance in their suspension of civil servants. 
This renders her initial and trough going assumption questionable: is NRM really the only 
driving force for democratisation? Thus in spite of her fundamental statements concerning 
the lack of popular pressure for democracy and specifically her failure to recognise the 
decisive character of the popular support organised through the Resistance Councils during 
the guerrilla war, she prudently concludes that the future political development is 
"unpredictable" and "further progress toward popular democracy depends on pressure from 
below". However, as the discussion of hitherto popular pressures for democracy is weak, 
just as the obstacles for this struggle merely are described as some constellation of the 
"elites", "the bureaucracy" and paternalism of the NRM all articulated through the state, it 
becomes not only difficult to predict the future, but also to understand the history and 
development of the RC system.  
 

                                                 
74 Thus Brett 1993 also especially acknowledge Burkey for information for his own chapter on the RCs and local 
government in his book "Providing for the Rural Poor". 
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Nsibambi (1991) represents the only published attempt of giving an account of the internal 
dynamics and functions of the RCs at the lower levels. But the case chosen remains a most 
peculiar one: the RCs of Makerere University, especially as the stated objective of his article 
is to "show that the Resistance Councils and committees (RCs) have created an important 
structural change in Uganda by enabling the NRM government to penetrate the country, 
especially the rural areas, in a democratic manner"75. The assumption of Nsibambi appears 
to be that an understanding of the workings of the RCs is deductible from the legislation and 
formal set-up; in which case Makerere University would be as good a case as any other. But 
that is a wrong assumption, rendering his article of very limited value. As I argue in details 
in chapter five: the lowest level RCs - especially the workings of the village Resistance 
Councils - can only be understood on the background of the previously existing formal and 
informal authority structures. In the article Nsibambi also occasionally makes rapid 
excursions into the rural areas - presumably largely based upon his work as committee 
member on the Commission of Inquiry into Local Government - to repeat his minority 
report statements, such as the supposedly continued popularity of the chief system in spite of 
its politicisation after independence76.  
 
Sabiiti (1992) is at the time of writing the most recent publication on the RCs. Empirically a 
questionnaire survey forms the core of his contribution. 300 questionnaires were sent to ten 
different districts to "RCs, ordinary people and government officials". The 150 questions 
deal with quite a number of issues, but his analysis fails to move beyond a very rough 
descriptive outline of the distribution of the answers. The design of the survey itself is 
furthermore methodologically questionable, as no sampling in any statistical sense has taken 
place. His final conclusions mainly dwell upon the need for further education of the RCs, 
the need for allowing interests being openly articulated and the need for a democratic 
political culture. Well meaning recommendations, but scarcely founded upon any of the 
investigations of the research. 
 
Finally a number of undergraduate students from the Institute of Public Administration and 
department of Law at Makerere have submitted reports on various aspects of the Resistance 
Councils. They have been carried out with few resources in terms of time, money and super-
vision, but still quite a number of them make interesting empirical observations particularly 
concerning the workings of the RC courts. I draw upon some of their findings especially in 
chapter six. 
 

                                                 
75 Nsibambi 1991, p.279. 
76 Nsibambi 1992, p.286: "....[Obote] was assisted by partisan and corrupt chiefs. We should, however, make it clear 
that the institution of the chief is still cherished and respected in Uganda". 
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2.3 Implications for Fieldwork Strategy 
 
The Resistance Councils are today most crucial political institutions in Uganda, and their 
importance is reflected in a heated and on-going debate in the Ugandan media. However, 
systematic academic analyses are still scarce and most of these academic works on the RCs 
remain as working papers and unpublished university papers. The general public discourse 
as well as much of the academic writings focus on the RCs as possible alternatives to 
multiparty-democracy. The questions of particular political institutional problems associated 
with Uganda being a largely agrarian society has only very peripherally been addressed. 
Furthermore, the history of rural governing institutions and power structures, except for the 
disputes concerning the historically "sectarian" character of the political parties, is rarely if 
ever taken into account when the problems and prospects of the Resistance Councils are 
discussed.  
 
The lack of connections between analyses of the deeper social and political structures and 
the workings of the RCs is striking in all the academic works. The problem is accentuated 
when we note how little work actually is done on these very social and political structures 
themselves. Due to the political disturbances fieldwork almost stopped from the 1966 
abolishment of the earlier constitution, just as the coup of Amin and turbulence up to 1986 
did not ease work conditions for social science inquiries.  
 
It has in some circles become fashionable to discuss the struggle for democracy in terms of a 
conflict between state and civil society. When for instance Ddungu examines the state-
society relationship it is obviously not merely with this vague theoretical framework in mind 
but in acknowledgement of the particular historic prevalence of state violence in Uganda. 
Nevertheless, even so, an understanding of the development of the RCs as an institution as 
well of the articulation of politics through and within the RCs has to move beyond the state-
society dichotomy and dig into the social composition of society or "the people" itself.  
 
The problem then is how to delimit the study. As the distinguished historian Marc Bloch 
observed, writing on feudalism in the Middle Age: 
 
  The framework of institutions, which governs a society, can in the last resort be 
understood only through knowledge of the whole human environment77.  
 
However, in a presentation some delimitation has to be done.The focus selected in my 
analysis of the Resistance Councils is on the location of the RCs within the historical 
development of political institutions as perceived from the local level by the peasantries.  
 

                                                 
77. March Bloch: "Feudal Society". (English Translation) Vol I, p.59. University of Chicago Press 1961. 
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External forces, the economic environment and the general transformation of the 
postcolonial state in Uganda have all had consequences for the development and 
performance of the RCs, but their role is admittedly and deliberately only touched little upon 
in this present work. My focus is instead on the "human environment" as perceived locally, 
and how an understanding of this helps to explain not only the current functions of the RCs 
at the local level, but also substantial parts of the history of the institution as well as broader 
issues such as the meaning of democracy and democratic struggles in agrarian societies. 
 
In order to answer the four research questions of this thesis, two broad methodological 
issues have been emphasized so far: 
 

• The need of a historical approach; the evolution of the RCs needs to be linked to 
the history of the rural governing institutions. Their history remains in itself 
rather obscure; un-researched and probably with great local variance.  

 
• The need for listening to rural voices in order to get to peasant perceptions of 

events and institutions. 
 
In appendix one I outline more in details how these intentions practically have been 
reflected within my fieldwork. Thus I shall not enter into that discussion here, except to 
explain my main reasons for the choice of fieldwork areas, and the limitations it imposes 
upon the study. 
 
As it may already be apparent for the reader, Uganda is a very diverse or plural society. 
Considering its political history it is also possible to argue that it to some extent is a dual 
polity; reflected for instance during the 1980 election in a general support for UPC in the 
North and East and DP support in the populous South78. Definitely, the history of Uganda 
has been perceived locally very different from region to region. Thus the Resistance 
Councils are also locally embedded in very different contexts. Therefore the choice of 
fieldwork areas has significant consequences. 
 
My main concern is not to locate the RCs within the factional political struggles and their 
ethnic or regional bases for mobilisation. Nor is it primarily to evaluate the RCs as a 
possible alternative to multiparty democracy. Rather my research interest is to investigate 
the relevance of the RCs as democratic political institutions for the rural communities - as 
reflected in my four research questions 

                                                 
78 Mazrui 1988. 
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In my choice of fieldwork areas I am therefore not particularly concerned with the 
postulated North-South divide, nor in looking into variations per se. My choice was rather 
guided by three criteria: 
 
 (1) Where can I find rich and detailed studies of earlier local politics, that would allow 
me to understand the introduction of the RCs in a longer term perspective? Here I found that 
Buganda was by far the best-studied region as the old East African Institute had paid 
particular emphasis on studies of this region.  
 
 (2) Where can I study the genesis of the Resistance Councils during the war? - This is 
mainly in Luwero District; especially the Sub-counties Nakaseke, Semuto and Kapeeka. 
 
 (3) How can I select fieldwork areas outside the war zone for some comparative 
studies, while still applying participant observation as a research strategy? (considering the 
previous discussion of methodology of peasant studies). This criteria puts some limits upon 
how many areas I can study. It also makes an argument for selecting another field site within 
the same language area, but still outside the Luwero war zone. Mukono was probably the 
district within the Buganda region most clearly out of the NRA war zone as smaller parts of 
Mpigi and Mubende Districts were part of the Luwero war Triangle. 
 
Thus I ended up with selecting two areas for field research, both within Buganda region: one 
district within the NRA war zone, Luwero, and one district outside the war zone: Mukono 
(see map no 3).  
 
Some of these discussions are more elaborated in appendix one. This choice obviously 
limits some of the findings about the RCs; especially about the possible universal legitimacy 
of the Resistance Councils in Uganda - but as argued these were never my primary 
concerns. My brief visits to Arua, Iganga, Kamuli, Kapchorwa, Moroto and other districts in 
Uganda as well newspaper readings showed me a lot of variation, concerning e.g. the local 
importance of religion or political parties in politics and the type of political issues; from 
land disputes to cattle raids. Still, certain similarities also appeared in regards to such this as 
the autonomy of the lowest levels of administration, and the districts as the most notable 
arena for open conflicts between RCs and the bureaucrats. 
  
However, the problems of the extent to which RCs have contributed to a change of power 
relations within the rural communities themselves as well as between the rural communities 
and the state have to be addressed contextually. Fieldwork was mainly carried out from two 
specific villages in Luwero and Mukono districts; but they are case studies immediately 
relevant for the large central part of Uganda. The studies also contribute to an understanding 
of both the general relevance of the RC system to rural communities in Uganda, as well as 
the relationship between rural politics and the construction of political institutions.  
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3. Trends in the Development of Local Government in Uganda  
 
 
The Resistance Councils are legally defined partly as the elected components of the local 
government structure and partly as lower level courts – thus this introductory chapter on the 
historical development of local government institutions and politics. 
 
Politics in Uganda has furthermore to a large extent been local politics; the arenas where 
Ugandan politicians could act; mobilize popular support, agitate and legislate have for long 
periods been the districts or kingdoms. This was especially the case in the years leading up 
to Independence where the colonial administration sought to "educate" Africans politically 
by increasing their participation in local government politics and in the period immediately 
after Independence in 1962 up to 1966 when a federal constitution and central government's 
reliance on rural voters mobilised through essentially local party machines gave immense 
influence to local politicians.  
 
This trend was reversed in 1966 when Obote cancelled the constitution and the Kingdoms 
were abolished. The period after 1966 remained a period with constant changes of the local 
government structures. The centre was clearly strengthened at the expense of the districts 
that for most of the period between 1966 and 1986 did not even have elected councillors. 
The introduction of RCs represents in this sense undoubtedly a break with this history of 
post independence. But what were the consequences of the changes in the local-centre 
relations in the period up to 1986? Why did these changes occur? And what is the 
significance of the democratisation of local government that the introduction of RCs 
represents in this respect? 
 
Those questions are difficult to answer as very little research has been carried out on local 
politics in the period of 1966-86. It is not that nothing has been published on post-indepen-
dence politics in Uganda. But virtually all analyses - definitely after Amin - focused on 
national politics and virtually no fieldwork was carried out for perhaps obvious reasons in 
this period. Thus as noted in the most recent bibliography on Uganda: 
 
  It is.... essential to bear in mind the limitations of the empirical evidence on which 
much of the writing over the last twenty years has been based. ... This is especially the case 
at the local district level.... (Gertzel 1991 p.20) 
 
The earlier analyses of local politics furthermore had their biases. Buganda is by far the best 
studied region, but its early history is very elite biased, and the many dramatic events in the 
later history of the relationship between Buganda and the colonial government and later 
Uganda government have overshadowed internal political conflicts in Buganda in the 
otherwise many rich studies of Buganda politics during the colonial period and up to 1966. 
Furthermore, histories "from below" were not fashionable at that time79. Thus the major 
research project at the East African - later Makerere - Institute of Social Research 1952-70 
was the "East African chiefs" project and later follow-ups80 that all focused upon patterns of 
formal leadership and the institutions of the chiefs.  
                                                 
79. By "histories from below" I refer to a wide and complex set of approaches within social sciences, 
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This chapter is, within these limitations, an attempted reconstruction of the main themes of 
the history of local government and local history in Uganda in particular within the areas I 
worked: the eastern part of the old Buganda Kingdom. The period up to 1966 is rather well 
described for this region and I rely largely upon secondary sources. However, for the period 
after 1966 secondary sources are very scarce I increasingly use newspapers and accounts 
from my informants in the region and occasionally contrast this with the "official" story in 
the Report of Inquiry into Local Government established by the NRM government. A report 
that otherwise remains as the only documentation of local government in the period after 
Amin's coup in '71. 
 
 
3.1 Pre-colonial and Early Colonial Local Government 
 
Politics in Buganda has a long and lively history documented as far back as around 1400. 
The historical accounts give particular emphasis on the struggles between different factions 
for political power located in the hands of the Buganda king: the Kabaka81. By the end of 
the 19th century the political factions of the Buganda royal court all made use of the new 
opportunities given to them by alliances with representatives of the new religions: initially 
Islam, later Catholicism and Protestantism and power struggles were as bloody as ever. The 
end of the 19th century was actually marked by a bloody civil war within Buganda between 
factions fighting under these religious banners.  
 
The period up to the end of the 19th century was apparently otherwise a period where power 
in the Buganda kingdom became increasingly centralised in the hands of the king and his 
appointed chiefs (the bakungu chiefs) at the expense of regional and hereditary leaders, the 
bataka82. However, the civil war of 1888 led to the "triumph of chiefs over royal 
authority"83 which then was finally cemented by the British through the Uganda Agreement 
of 1900.  
 

                                                                                                                                                 
developed from ca 1970's, concerned with more emphasis upon the agency of subordinate groups. It is a 
reaction against structuralism and elitism. Thus Frederiksen (1990) refers in her discussion of this approach 
to the history workshop movement in Britain, the studies of youth cultures at Birmingham University and 
women's studies as examples. Their methodological concerns then later became represented within the 
changes of approach to peasant studies in Africa as discussed in chapter one. 
80 The key publications are Richards 1960, Fallers 1956 and 1964. Robertson (ed) 1982: Uganda's first 
Republic: Chiefs, Administrators and Politicians 1967-71" was the last publication associated with this 
project. 
81. A major source is Kaggwas history of the Baganda Kings: "Basekabaka be Buganda" first published in 
1901 in Luganda, translated into English by Kiwanuka in 1971. 
82 Kiwanuka, M.S.M. 1969: "The Evolution of Chiefship in Buganda ca. 1400-1900" in University of East 
Africa, Social Sciences Council Conference, 1968/69, History Papers, Makerere Institute of Social 
Research. pp. 111-121. The word "bataka" (plural of mutaka) has many different meanings depending on 
the historical period and social context. See the discussion of the meaning of "mutaka" in our chapter four 
and in Robertson (1978) p 112.  
83 Ibid. 
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When the British arrived in Uganda in the late 19th century they were very impressed by the 
hierarchal social organisation they found in Buganda. The Kabaka as the monarch with a 
hierarchy of chiefs under him who extracted taxes and functioned as military commanders 
in times of war resembled very much what the British perceived as a "civilised society". The 
real power of the Buganda Kingdom (though weakened by civil war), the limited capacity of 
the Colonial military force at the time84 and the after all limited British interest in the area85 
led to an agreement being signed between the most powerful Baganda chiefs, the Kabaka of 
Buganda and Harry Johnston representing the Foreign Office. It was an agreement 
unusually favourable to African elite interests: the majority of the best arable land in 
Buganda was designated as "mailo land"; private property of the some 1000 most important 
chiefs and the Kabaka. The British establishment of their presence in Buganda is a prime 
example of "indirect rule". The British recognised the Buganda king and ruled through him 
and the chiefs just as they gave especially the chiefs a very favourable bargain in the 
allocation of land. The Baganda military power then became instrumental in the subjugation 
of the rest of Uganda - especially the big and competing kingdom of Bunyoro to the 
northwest of Buganda.  
 
From 1900 onwards the British established an imitation of the Baganda hierarchy of chiefs 
in the rest of Uganda and often had Baganda to man the posts86. The chiefs outside Buganda 
did not get freehold land, but had a fairly high salary as well as various locally defined rights 
to a specific amount of labour from their subjects. 
 
The power of the bakungu chiefs in Buganda became immensely increased through the 1900 
agreement. Besides the traditional duties of judging cases and collecting tax they now got 
the support by the British and the acquisition of mailo land;  
 
  Bakungu chiefs gained a double hold over their peasant subjects; these subjects were 
(now) also their tenants. That double hold enabled bakungu chiefs to silence any sizeable 
undercurrents of rumour mongering in their localities87.  
 
Thus the British not only cemented a political hierarchy but also established a class society 
in Buganda based on landownership and the rights to extract rents from tenants.  
 

                                                 
84 "The colonial state's military force consisted of two battalions totalling 1,520 troops and 45 officers, plus 1,060 
policemen. For their part the Bakungu chiefs had at least 3,000 and possibly as many as 12,000 supporters" 
Jørgensen p.50. Stanley had earlier estimated the Baganda army to have been far bigger with an army of 125,000 
and a navy of between 16-20,000 men (Fallers 1964, p.83). 
85 The British interests in Uganda were mainly of long term strategic character at that time. During the discussion in 
the London Chamber of Commerce it was emphasized that foreign powers control of the source of the Nile had to 
be prevented; as control of the Nile is crucial for the control of Egypt which again was considered crucial for the 
control of India. 
86 The use of Baganda Chiefs was officially abolished in 1911, but continued in certain areas (Kigezi) up to 1930. 
See Jørgensen p.82. See furthermore Twaddle 1993 for a brilliant account of the career of one of the most notable of 
these colonizing Buganda chiefs: Kakungulu.  
87 The quotation is from Twaddle, M 1969 (p.240):  "Bakungu Chiefs of Buganda under British Colonial Rule, 
1900-1930" in University of East Africa, Social Sciences Council Conference, 1968/69, History Papers, Makerere 
Institute of Social Research. pp. 237-248. The paragraph on consequences of the 1900 agreement for the institution 
of chiefship builds largely on Twaddles argument. 
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But, in the 1920s, the British were no longer military dependent upon the Baganda chiefs. 
The main part of revenue came no longer through the taxes collected by the chief, but 
through the sale of cash crops grown by the peasants. Peasants furthermore expressed strong 
resentments towards the chiefs in this period and the levies paid to the Baganda chiefs by the 
peasants obviously lead to a lesser amount paid to the colonial government88. Thus the 
British prevented further taxes to be collected by the chiefs as they in 1927 forced the 
council of the Kabaka and the chiefs, the Lukiiko, to pass the Busulu and Envuju Law89. 
This law put a fixed upper limit on the level of taxation to be paid to the chiefs. In time this 
leads to only a nominal fee being paid. 
 
As mailo land is split up and education spread election to chiefly office in Buganda became 
from around 1930 clearly a matter of 'merit coupled with education'90. 
 
This pre-colonial system of rule among the Baganda that the British so eagerly endorsed and 
duplicated for the administration of the whole of Uganda has by a number of historians been 
termed "undemocratic" as opposed to more "democratic" systems of rule among the 
societies in northern and eastern Uganda that were much more loosely organised. The 
Baganda chiefly structure was without doubt very hierarchial. It is also true that the pre-
colonial Kabakas showed some very despotic features including occasional killings of 
subjects merely in order to display their powers. 
 
However, I suspect the construction of early Baganda history to have been somehow biased 
in favour of a picture that stressed the strength of the Baganda ruling classes and suppressed 
the power and role played by competing elites (such as the bataka) as well as the subaltern 
groups. Lonsdale91 has commented upon how the Kikuyu elite in Kenya successfully 
transmitted a picture to the British of "traditional Kikuyu society" - a picture that served 
their interests. Concurrently I find it striking the extent to which the history of Buganda is 
constructed by the Baganda elite itself and by historians reliant on elite sources. Thus one 
key figure in the construction of Baganda history is Kaggwa. He was among the winning 
chiefs in the civil war and became the Baganda Prime Minister (Katikiro). He is the author 
of several books (in Luganda) on the pre-colonial history of the Baganda. Furthermore, for 
the main ethnography on the Baganda written by Roscoe in 1911: "It is worth noting also 
that it was Kaggwa who summoned most, if not all, of the informants Roscoe used as his 
sources"92.  

                                                 
88 For resentment against the chiefs in this period see for instance Low,D.A. 1964: "The Advent of Populism in 
Buganda" in Comparative Studies in Society and History vi (1964), pp.425-44. 
89 See for instance R.C.Pratt: The Politics of Indirect Rule: Uganda, 1900-1955" in Low and Pratt 1960. The politics 
of the Busulu and Envuju Law of 1927 is discussed pp.236. Busulu is the Luganda name for the obligation of the 
peasants (bakopi) to perform one month of labour for his landlord or chief. The peasant could in ca 1926 
alternatively pay ten shillings in cash. Envujjo is a kind of tithe paid by the tenant to the landlord. It is a tribute in 
kind from the peasant produce of beer or food. For additional information on the obligations of the peasants at that 
time see Pratt op cit p.234. 
90 Twaddle 1969 op.cit. p. 242. 
91 Lonsdale 1992 The Moral Economy of Mau Mau, for instance p. 319 onwards. 
92 Kiwanuka 1971 p xxvi in his introduction to his translation of Kaggwa's "Basekabaka be Buganda". 
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Kiwanuka writes in his introduction of his translation of BaseKabaka be Buganda:  
 

Everyone interested in Buganda's past, be he a historian or not, will remain in Kaggwa's 
debt. His influence on Kiganda historiography has been tremendous, and it would be 
unwise today to accept any information independent of his. His books were available 
and the fact that BaseKabaka has gone through four editions in the last sixty years 
(1901, 1912, 1927, 1953), is evidence enough that the books have been widely read. 
Even in cases where the informants may not have read his books, one cannot be sure 
whether they have not been influenced by the people who have themselves read the 
books93 

 
Indeed on one occasion when I asked a Buganda spirit medium some questions I was told to 
come back the next day "as it was not wise to discuss such matters at dusk, and as he would 
have to consult some books before he would be able to answer my questions". When I came 
back the next day I found him reading "BaseKabaka be Buganda" by Kaggwa and "Amanya 
Amaganda Ne'nono zango" by Nsibi. 
 
I include this rather lengthy comment on the elite bias in the construction of Baganda history 
in order to emphasize that popular accountability mechanisms may have existed to a far 
greater extent than we may realise. One of those mechanisms that were described for the 
period was the possibility of the peasants to "vote by their feet"; to move to another chief if 
this was found more advantageous94. This obviously curbed chiefs' power as land was in 
abundance and labour was in short supply. Another counterpower also explored in the 
literature was the existence of the bataka structure - a so to speak parallel power structure to 
that of the bakungu chiefs. However, both these institutions are disorganised through the 
1900 agreement and the consequent establishment of colonial rule through the Bakungu 
chiefs.  
 
The chiefly powers are on the other hand slowly eroded through the later colonial period 
through laws like the Envuju and Busulu laws and through the spread of education and 
disintegration of the chiefly monopoly on landownership by the market forces. 
 
 
3.2 Late Colonial Local Government 1949-62 
 
The period around 1949 represents a break in the policy of local government in Uganda in 
the sense that whereas the early period of British rule in Uganda entirely had depended on 
indirect rule through the office of chiefs, then different forms of legislation aimed at 
"democratisation" of local government were passed in the latter period. The first piece of 
legislation in this direction was the 1949 local government ordinance95.  
 

                                                 
93 Kiwanuka p.xlviii. 
94 Thus for the Baganda farmers it is was an active search of a good chief as implied in the Luganda verb 
"okusenga": "attaches himself in loyal dependence to a superior" Fallers 1964 p.74. 
95. See the chapter of Audrey Richards "Changing local Government Policy 1950-70" in Robertson 1982 (ed).  
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Before 1949 councils existed in Buganda all the way from the parish (muluka), the 
subcounty (gombolola), the county (saza) up to the Kingdom where the "parliament" was 
called Lukiiko. However, none of these councils were composed by elected members, but 
were overwhelmingly dominated by the chiefs. The situation in the other kingdoms was 
similar whereas the system of local government was even more dominated by "autocratic 
chiefs" outside the kingdom areas96. 
 
Richards (1982) argues that the introduction of the elected members in 1949 must be seen as 
driven by initiatives from the colonial administration - as it supported a general policy 
defined by the Foreign Office and by particular colonial administrators in Uganda at the 
time97. However Buganda had in the 1940's experienced a number of "disturbances" where 
the participant rioters demanded - among other things - democratisation of the councils. It 
was most clearly demonstrated in the "1949 Disturbances" where the organisers of the riots 
approached the Kabaka with the following petition: 
 
  Your Highness, 
 
  We your people of Buganda have come before you with five important matters in 
which we ask for that most important thing, FREEDOM (original emphasis) ........ 
 
  1. Your Highness should open the rule of democracy to start giving people power to 

choose their own chiefs. 
 
  2. We want the number of sixty unofficial representatives to be completed (of the 

Lukiiko, ed). 
 
  3. We demand the abolition of the present government. 
 
  4. We want to gin our own cotton. 
 
 

                                                

 5. We want to sell our produce in outside countries - that is free trade98. 
 
Obviously the first two or three points of the petition are direct demands of a 
democratisation. It seems strange if such pressure expressed during the disturbances, and 
thus most likely uttered in one form or another before, would not have motivated the 
colonial government to pass the 1949 ordinance. Following the ordinance, 31 "unofficial" 
members of the great Lukiiko were to be appointed by a kind of electoral college based on 
parish and sub-county elections"99.  
 

 
96 Burke 1964, p.37. 
97 Richards refers especially to "Despatch on Local Government" Colonial Dispatch, February 15, 1947, and to the 
arrival of Sir Andrew Cohen who "was appointed Governor of Uganda after spending several years as head of the 
African department of the Colonial Office, where he tackled the subject of local government reforms with great 
energy, set up an African research department, and came out to Uganda determined to hurry the Protectorate 
towards Independence" (Richards p.20). 
98 Uganda Protectorate 1950:  Report of the Commission of Inquiry into the Disturbances in Uganda during April, 
1949. Entebbe Government Printer 1950, p.21. The points are further discussed in the report para 460-78. 
99 Richards 1982, p.22. 
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Richards notes100 that some dissatisfaction with these reforms were voiced by higher chiefs, 
but that the law was finally passed without any further problems since only little change 
actually was brought about in the Lukiiko and in the other kingdoms. The law must however 
have meant greater changes outside the kingdoms where councils never had functioned and 
where chiefs ruled even more autocratic than in Buganda.  
 
In 1951 legislation was passed to allow for some slight democratisation of the councils at 
parish (muluka) level; "the council was to be composed of the parish chief, his deputy, the 
major local landowners and their agents (batongole) who acted as chiefs' assistants, two 
members elected by popular vote and up to six co opted members". The "popular vote" was 
constituted by "every male native over 21 who has paid tree poll taxes and three luvalo taxes 
in the miruka......101.  
 
More radical changes were embodied in the District Administration Ordinance of 1955 
based upon recommendation from C.A. Wallis. The ordinance "provided that elected 
members should be in majority on the district councils". A number of services, such as 
primary education, dispensaries, basic health services, water supplies and local roads were 
devolved to the districts. The policy was implemented throughout Uganda the following 
years102. 
 
This policy of democratisation of local government was a general feature of British colonial 
policy at the time and went hand in hand with its emphasis on Community Development. 
However, this conceptualisation of democratisation did not allow for African political par-
ticipation outside these defined boundaries. A number of other issues were at the time of 
overriding political importance to the Baganda that complicated the implementation of 
democratic local government institutions in Buganda. The Baganda feared that Uganda 
would towards independence be integrated with Kenya which would have meant inclusion 
in a settler state just as they tried to defend the future status of Buganda as an Independent 
kingdom within the future Uganda. These political disagreements evolved into a conflict 
between the Governor (Cohen) and the Kabaka. The conflict went into a deadlock and the 
Governor sought to solve it by declaring an emergency, arresting the Kabaka and deports 
him to England in November 1953. This was probably the last step he should have taken as 
this rallied all otherwise opposing political forces in Buganda behind one common cause: 
the return of the Kabaka. He returned in 1955 as the colonial government signed a new 
Buganda agreement that buried the idea of an East African federation and gave considerable 
recognition to the status of the kingdoms within Uganda - especially Buganda.  
 

                                                 
100 Richards op cit p. 23. 
101 Richards 1982 p.23. In Richards 1954 p.182 she specifically refers to a law for Buganda: "Law for the 
establishment of Lower Councils in Buganda (Legal Notice no 112, 1951). 
102 See Richards 1982 p. 24. Buganda was strictly speaking not included in this policy directive. The policy of 
Buganda was described in the Namirebe / 1955 Buganda agreement but followed on these points much the same 
line; i.e. devolution of services and elected representatives in the councils - see Sathyamurthy pp 367.  
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The political debate had in these years centred on the return of the Kabaka. But some 
democratisation of local councils had taken place so that in 1955 in Buganda 60 represen-
tatives elected by a process of indirect elections outnumbered the Buganda Government 
officials by 32103. Political parties were starting up in Uganda in this period; competition 
between Catholic and Protestant factions was fierce just as there was tension between the 
newly elected members of the Lukiiko and the chiefly establishment. The indirect elections 
to the Lukiiko were furthermore marked by substantial fraud104.  
 
The miruka councils remain in this period fora for what the literature terms "local pop-
ulism"105. It has been remarked that politics in Buganda in this period is marked by a curious 
blend of populism (popular demand for democratisation, early establishment of political 
parties,) and neo-traditionalism106 (focus on Buganda independence within Uganda and 
Eastern Africa, popular demands cast in "bataka"-revival and support for the Kabaka). 
Indeed it can occasionally be difficult to understand the wide support of the Baganda 
peasantry to the kabakaship and its accompanying neo-traditional institutions as it appeared 
to be in the "objective interests" of the Baganda peasantry to oppose many of those 
traditions that legitimise the mailo land ownership system whereby a rather small elite in 
Buganda continuously has maintained control of the best land, just as they for long periods 
had extracted substantial land taxes from the peasant farmers. The wide appeal of neo-
traditional politics particularly in Buganda also seems curious as trade unions, farmers 
unions and demands for a democratisation of government also had strongest support in 
Buganda. 
 
Some of the case material in Richards (ed 1954) study of immigrant labourers in Buganda in 
the 40s'and 50's may give us a clue for a better understanding of the popular support in 
Buganda for the kabaka without resorting to "false consciousness" as ways of explanations 
as well as tell us something about the issues discussed at the miruka councils. As further 
elaborated on in chapter five; the Baganda peasant farmers became increasingly dependent 
upon immigrant labour from other ethnic groups, just as they had to compete with these for 
land. The Baganda were only a slight majority within Buganda from around 1948. The wide 
popular support for e.g. the Kabaka among the Baganda peasants must in this context be 
understood as a defence of Baganda privileges - especially access to land - against foreign 
ethnic groups. 
 

                                                 
103 Sathyamurthy 1986 p.369. 
104 Sathyamurthy 1986 p.370. No other secondary sources refer to these elections and Sathyamurthy gives no 
references in his discussion hereof. The counties in Buganda at this time were still distinctively "catholic", 
"protestant" or "muslim" in the sense that the post as saza chiefs in each county had been established in the 1900 
agreement on the basis of religion - thus hardly a opportune environment for party competition when parties also 
mobilised on religion. 
105 Sathyamurthy 1986 p. p.369. See also various chapters in the Kings Men. 
106 See Apter 1967 for a view of Buganda politics of the period as largely "neo-traditional". See Low 1964 for the 
elements of "populism" in the same period of Buganda politics.  
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The Baganda elite had the upper hand in the Lukiiko and they successfully managed to 
refuse direct elections for Baganda participation in the Legco107. Direct elections for the 
Legco were held for the rest of Uganda in 1958. The Buganda government (the Baganda 
elite) tried to negotiate an independent status for Buganda within the coming independent 
Uganda - including its own army, police force, High court etc and control of Kampala and 
Entebbe. The British colonial administration refused to discuss such matters with anyone 
else but the elected members of the Legco.  
 
The Lukiiko then, in apparent lack of understanding of the true balances of forces, declared 
Buganda independent from the Protectorate Government as they passed a resolution on 30th 
of December 1960108. 
 
The Colonial administration ignored the resolution and went ahead with preparations of a 
general election for a National Assembly. The Buganda government - the Kabaka and the 
chiefs - decided that the elections in Buganda should be boycotted. But 3% of the electorate 
was sufficiently brave to register and voted for the candidates of the Democratic Party (DP) 
that was established initially to fight Protestant dominance - most notably reflected in the 
chiefly hierarchy in Buganda.  
 
Because DP won all the candidatures from Buganda, it secured a majority of seats in the 
new National Assembly though UPC polled a larger number of votes over all in Uganda. 
Obote from UPC was the official leader of the opposition. He was instrumental in the 
appointment of the Uganda Relationship Commission (the Munster Commission under the 
chairmanship of Lord Munster)109 that submitted its recommendations for the constitution of 
Uganda in June 1961. A constitutional Conference was held in October 61 that granted 
Buganda a federal status and semi-federal status to the other kingdoms Toro, Ankole and 
Bunyoro as well as the districts.  
 
A great deal of resentment was expressed in Buganda against the elected Prime Minister 
Ben Kiwanuka from DP - as he had ignored the boycott and dared to establish himself above 
the Kabaka110. Immediately afterwards the chiefly and Protestant establishment founded a 
new party: KY party (Kabaka Yekka meaning "the King Alone" in Luganda). The victory of 
KY was foreseeable in the February 1962 elections for the Lukiiko as the party used the 
chiefly hierarchy to persuade and intimidate the Baganda to vote KY and as anything else 
would be perceived as the betrayal of the Kabaka.  
 
The KY and UPC formed what many writers have termed as an "un-holy" alliance and thus 
defeated the DP. Obote became Prime Minister and the Kabaka President of Uganda - and 
remained King of Buganda when Uganda got Independence 9th of October 1962. 

                                                 
107 The Legislative Council - most often referred to as the Legco - was established in  1921 to cover the whole of 
Uganda. The Buganda government refused for a decade to participate at all as they argued that the 1900 agreement 
had spelled out the relationship between Britain and Buganda. Later they participated with non-elected members. 
See Sathyamurthy 1986 p.243 for the establishment of the Legco and pp.380 for the controversies in relation to the 
direct elections in 1958. 
108 Sathyamurthy 1986 p. 382. 
109 Sathyamurthy 1986 p.385. Sathyamurthy writes (p.396) that Obote also played "a notable part in securing a great 
deal of what the Baganda wanted" at the Constitutional Conference in London september 1961 f.n.89. 
110 Jørgensen p.200. 
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3.3 Local Government under Obote I 1962-71 
 
Thus Uganda gained its independence with a very decentralised system of government. The 
country was divided into 13 administrative units: four kingdoms (Buganda, Ankole, Toro 
and Bunyoro) and nine districts (see map 1). 
 
Especially the Buganda kingdom enjoyed great autonomy. It had its own police force, court 
system, "internal" system of local government and the right to incur public debts. But the 
period of 1962-66 also gave remarkable power to local politicians elsewhere, who's 
influence on national politics in the period according to Leys (1967) was substantial. Leys 
focused on Acholi district and concluded 
 
  "...... the net outflow of resources from Acholi to the rest of Uganda, and especially to 
the urban areas, was reduced between 1962 and 65. The indicators of this are the raising of 
the fixed price paid to growers for lint cotton, at the cost of running down the Cotton Price 
Assistance Fund: the reduction of export taxes on cotton; the reduction of school fees and 
(in effect) of the standard rate of tax; as against a continuing increase of central government 
expenditure in the district. The evidence also shows clearly that some part of these changes 
can be directly attributed to the efforts of Acholi politicians: what they worked for and got 
was a net improvement in the peasant's share of national income (p.103) 
 
Thus Leys saw the period of one where "peasant politics" were favoured. However, the 
period was also, or perhaps to a larger extent, a period where the urban areas and state 
bureaucrats reaped many fruits of Uhuru - which was reflected for instance in very high 
salaries. Thus the Ugandan civil servants during this period were paid "expatriate" salaries - 
contrary to their East African colleagues. 
 
Kasfir (1976) saw it as a period of ethnic politics; a period where the ethnically defined 
localities kept escalating their local demand towards the centre. The central rulers, notably 
Obote, had finally to "shrink the political arena". Kasfir referred in his book especially to a 
process whereby the central rulers tried to get ethnicity out of politics - but what basically 
happened was that local people got out of politics. The period was in sum suitably described 
by Hyden's characteristic of the post-colonial state as "soft". Numerous local and sectional 
demands were pressed forward the central government, demands that during the first couple 
of years of independence drastically drained government finances. 
 
Conflicts constantly occurred between Buganda and central government over the status of 
Buganda in general and specific disputes concerning such issues as Buganda's (mis-) 
management of funds, Buganda's over budgeting and rights to central government grants 
and finally the transfer of the "lost counties" back from Buganda to Bunyoro111. The Kabaka 
refused to sign the bill concerning the lost counties when it was presented to him in 
September 1964.  

                                                 
111. See Sathyamurthy 1986 chapter seven. The "lost counties" were areas lost by the Bunyoro to Buganda after the 
conquest of Bunyoro by a joint British and Baganda force during the very early colonial period. The "lost counties" 
remained a political issue thereafter as the area were inhabited with people who identified themselves more as 
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The conflict between Buganda and central government culminated early in 1966 when a 
faction within UPC (partly "infiltrated" by KY politicians) and KY politicians accused the 
government (most notably Obote and the deputy commander of the Ugandan Army Idi 
Amin) for corruption and coup plots. Then Obote attacked back on 22nd February and had a 
number of Ministers arrested and accused the Kabaka to have been involved in a coup plot 
and unconstitutional behaviour. He referred to such things as the Kabaka's refusal to sign the 
lost counties bill as well as being involved in planning troop movements and consulting with 
foreign powers112. On April 15th the National Assembly can pick up a new constitution in 
their pigeonholes: 
 

The 1966 constitution drastically reduced Buganda's executive power. The public 
service commission of Buganda and indeed of other kingdoms and districts were 
abolished; the Kabaka's government could no longer appoint its own chiefs. Buganda's 
independent courts were abolished. The constitution envisaged close central supervision 
of Buganda's finances. It abolished official lands for the chiefs and the three ministers 
of Buganda. No longer could chiefs exercise their votes in their Kingdom assemblies. 
The Lukiiko's right to send representatives to the national Assembly was rescinded, and 
direct elections were stipulated as the only acceptable method of returning Buganda 
representatives to the National Assembly" (Sathyamurthy 1986 p. 435). 

 
In a response the Lukiiko passed a resolution on May 20th that demanded the central 
government to "remove itself from Buganda soil" (including Kampala) before May 30th 
1966. The central government responded to this as an act of rebellion and the army - under 
the command of Idi Amin - attacked the Kabaka's palace on May 24th 1966.  
 
The National Assembly dominated by the UPC discussed a new constitution from June to 
September 1967. Uganda is declared a republic and a unitary state. The kingdoms are 
reduced to districts and Buganda divided into four districts: East Mengo, West Mengo, 
Masaka and Mubende (see Map 2). "Tribal" names were avoided, and ethnicity is for 
instance not recorded in the 1969 census113. 
 
The new Local Government Act of 1967 restricted the powers of the district councils sig-
nificantly. After 1966 all the councillors in the new districts were nominated by the Minister 
and thus dependent on his goodwill114. The aim of Obote was not only to confront the 
Baganda opposition but also to fight all elements of neo-traditionalism in the country. Obote 
wanted to build a modern state: 
 
  "I want to make this clear to African States, and particularly our neighbours. Sir 
Edward is apparently living in the Stone Age. But this is the era of nationalism."115. 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bunyoro than Baganda, but were ruled by Baganda chiefs. 
112 Sathyamurthy 1986 pp.431. 
113 Richards 1982 p.30. 
114 Sathyamurthy p.477. See also Richards 1982, p.30. 
115 Uganda Argus Thursday May 26, 1966: "Obote speaks of 'three pronged plot': Uprising planned last month". 
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Thus for the first time in Uganda, a uniform, but also very un-democratic, system of local 
government is spread all over the country. Chiefs are now to have the same privileges and 
salaries everywhere and it was foreseen that all (higher) chiefs should be able to be 
transferred from one part of the country to the other rather than be embedded in local power 
structures. 
 
The rural administration - most clearly reflected in the appointment of chiefs - became very 
politicised after 1966; membership of UPC became conditional for chiefly appointment or 
appointments for any political posts for that matter116. Richards (1982b p.48) reports a 
"clean sweep" of chiefs in Buganda - some 85% of all chiefs are estimated to have been 
appointed after this political change. It is thus a whole new type of leadership that is 
introduced in the rural areas. What were the consequences for administration in the rural 
areas - especially Buganda?  
 
The study of local government in this period has to report: 
 

It is difficult to gauge the effect of the great turnover in chiefs that took place in 1967. 
Detailed studies at the parish level would have been necessary in order to get any deep 
understanding of the ordinary villagers point of view (Richards 1982, p.51). 

 
Sathyamurthy (1986) saw the Baganda response to the attack as "resignedly" compared to 
their reactions during the 1953 exile of the Kabaka. But at my field sites I often got stories 
about the violence that occurred at the time of conflict in 1966. Robertson gave a very vivid 
eyewitness account of the events in Kangulumira117 and from Nakaseke I got accounts that 
furthermore pointed to the outbreak of local ethnic conflicts: 
 

It was May 24th 1966 when the Kabaka's palace was attacked. I very well remember 
the date and the month because I was old enough and I was in Senior three. As the 
attack started in Kampala, we left Kampala with my brother and cycled to Nakaseke 
where I was born. I arrived at my father's but found many bridges blocked by civilians 
to prevent the government army motor lorries to pass through. Our uniform and badges 
helped us much to prove that we were students escaping from Kampala. Before the 
attack of the Kabaka's palace, the Mengo council was formed by the Kabaka Yekka 
party and this party was very much supported by the people of Nakaseke because they 
were all Baganda. So Nakaseke became battle field. It was because the non-Baganda 
(Aluulu and Langi) were somehow many and started to fight Baganda. Those non-
Baganda were all UPC supporters, whereas the whole Baganda were supporting 
Kabaka Yekka which was a Kabaka's party. 

 

                                                 
116 See Richards 1982 p.49 as well as pp. 30-34 for the politicisation of chiefs. 
117 Robertson 1978 chapter ten. Besides describing the degree of violence Robertson also make interesting 
observations of the identities and motives of the protagonists. Baganda youth appear to be the most vigorous 
participants in the riots, other ethnic groups appear to support the riots against the government albeit reluctantly. 
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So many people were killed, the civilians killing themselves, whereas the soldiers were 
killing non-UPC supporters. Roads were blocked and holes were dug that none could 
move from one place to another. That was a civil war. People cut banana plantations 
and coffee farms of UPC supporters and destroyed many houses of the late Musazi and 
his farm he had at Timina. Nakaseke became a battlefield because of Aluulu and Langi 
who were Obote's people. The government (soldiers), which was called special force by 
that time, killed a lot of Baganda burned down their homes and ate cows and goats. 
What helped that civil war to end was that the Baganda had no guns and also Aluulu 
and Langi had no guns. They both had spears and pangas so when the government 
soldiers came to Nakaseke they all used to run away because they used to shoot direct 
into the people who had gathered. It was even announced through radio that anybody 
found in a group would be shot down. So everyone feared to die and the area became 
cool after a short time, while many people had been killed and properties destroyed and 
robbed118. 

 
Buganda is declared in a state of emergency extended every six months until the coup of 
Amin in 1971. The newly appointed chiefs have little legitimacy, which is reflected in 
problems of tax collection. And I wonder to which extent the ethnic tensions ever were 
resolved. The Baganda may have resigned, but they were not ruled with active content. Thus 
I also have my doubts about to which extent the legal reforms of 1964119, which only after 
1966 applies to Buganda, whereby Native courts ruled by the chiefs were disbanded in 
favour of Magistrate courts at sub-county, county and district levels, were effectually 
implemented. Thus in the case of the much more friendly environment of Mbale in the 
eastern part of Uganda it was noted: 
 

"The new magistrates were, by and large, young men and, in keeping with the 
nationalist policy of the Government, were rarely Gisu speaking. Suspicion of the new 
magistrates, uncertainty as to the new forms of the law, expense, as well as the distance 
to the sub-county headquarters, all deterred people from making full use of the new 
courts. Thus the lower chiefs tended to remain important arbitrators in village disputes. 
However, they had no official powers to enforce their settlements and even these 
informal functions were banned in 1967"120. 

 
In the absence of contradictory information it is fair to presume that the new courts did not 
succeed any further in Buganda. What most likely happened in this period with many 
political and legal reforms and little political legitimacy in rural Buganda was thus an ever 
increasing gap between how local administration was supposed to function as described in 
laws and directives and what was actually happening on the ground.  
 

                                                 
118 From Kasolo Salongo: "A History of the RCs in Nakaseke" written on my request in May 1992. 
119 The magistrate courts act of 1964, discussed by Suzette Heald: "Chief and Administrators in Bugisu" in 
Robertson (ed) 1982. 
120 Heald 1982 op.cit. p.86. 
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3.4 Local Government under Amin 1971-79 
 
Much has been written about the coup of Amin that ousted President Obote from office in 
1971121. This section will focus on the changes this lead to at the local government level 
especially in Buganda. The initial period of Amin was characterised by some populist 
policies as well as the abolishment of all political activities including those within local 
government. The hallmarks of the entire period of Amin: concentration of power in the 
hands of the military and security organs and their abuse of human rights and the collapse of 
the formal economy, were obviously also reflected within the local government institutions.  
 
Different regions and groups experienced the coup of Amin differently. Many - also the 
Baganda initially welcomed his coup. Amin tried to initiate various popular policies in his 
first period of rule. Thus Amin allowed the body of Kabaka Mutesa, who died in London in 
exile in 1969, back to Uganda to be buried. Still Amin emphasized that this should not be 
taken as recognition of the Buganda kingdom122. 
 
It is generally recognised that Amin did not exactly democratise the Ugandan polity, which 
was also reflected in his local government policies, where one of his first tasks in 1971 was 
to entirely abolish the structure of elected district councils and instead strengthen the Central 
Government appointed District Commissioners"123, just as he banned all political parties124. 
Uganda was broken up in even more local government units and reconstituted into nine 
provinces usually led by army personnel125 
 

                                                 
121.  Kiwanuka 1979, Martin 1974, Sathyamurthy 1986 pp.609, Jørgensen pp 267, Mamdani 1983. See also the 
bibliography of Gertzel 1991. 
122 See Amin "Speech at the Opening of the Conference of Buganda Elders" 5 August 1971 in Speeches by Idi 
Amin 1972. 
123 Bwengye p. 37: he refers in a footnote to Decree no 2 of 1971 dated 2nd February 1971 as documentation. See 
also Satthyamurthy p.477. 
124 Bwengye op cit refers in a footnote to Proclamation no 1, Legal Statute no 1 of 1971, dated 2nd February 1971. 
Government Printer. Entebbe 1971. 
125 According to a decree issued 1972; Sathyamurthy 1982, p.29. 
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But Amin organised elections of chiefs - the first and last general elections ever to be held of 
chiefs in Uganda. It is generally not given much, if any, notice in the discussion of Amin or 
changes in local government policies126, but this was the first time in the history of Uganda 
that rural residents had a say in the selection of their administrators. Elections of chiefs were 
among the demands of the 1949 rioters, just as Obote had been pressed to promise elections 
of chiefs in 1970127. Amin also noted in his speech to the Buganda Elders "pressure was 
expressed particularly in Buganda in the form of threats not to pay Graduated tax unless 
such (unpopular) chiefs were removed"128 The elections were held in March 1973129. It was 
again probably a "clean sweep" of chiefs that occurred - at least in Buganda. The elections 
were apparently carried out more as "consultations" than elections: people - men and women 
- would at parish (muluka), subcounty (gombolola) and county (saza) meetings line up 
behind their preferred candidate, but the final choice appeared to have been with the army 
officers who supervised the "elections" as indicated from interviews: 
 
 

                                                

Q: Both Saza, Mutongole and Muluka chiefs were elected? 
 A: Yes, all levels. All by lining up behind the people one wished. 
 Q: Were you there in person? 
 A: Yes at all elections. At Gombolola level it is Sebiyembe who won but another one 
was appointed (Mr Mbalwa). Why Sebiyembe was not accepted was because be had stood 
for Mulukaship elsewhere and the authorities then decided to keep him at that level. 
Otherwise it was not necessarily the person with the greatest number of votes who won. 
($Informant 40: #43). 
 
Another informant130 reported how he was caned during one of the meetings when elections 
were held because he had raised various unpopular questions. Thus the elections of chiefs 
presented only a very partial democratisation of the local polity. 
 
The period of Amin is otherwise said mainly to have been characterised by a militarisation 
of local government131 - but the extent to which it really took place has been questioned by 
Gertzel (1988). What was important to note was the arbitrarily and unchecked exercise of 
power by the army and the notorious State Research Bureau. Their actions became headlines 
in the international press and is also well documented in the writings referred to earlier. We 
have little documentation on how this was manifested in the rural areas132, but in the urban 
areas it was clear that nobody was out of reach of the State Research Bureau as even the 
Chief Justice and Bishops "disappeared" or were killed.  

 
126 It is for instance not mentioned in the Report of Inquiry into Local Government. I myself only realised that 
elections had taken place after it was mentioned to me by informants in Luwero and Mukono. However it is briefly 
mentioned in Jørgensen.  
127 Jørgensen p.307. 
128 Idi Amin: Speech at the Opening of the Conference of Buganda Elders" 5 August 1971 in the Speeches by Idi 
Amin 1972 p.27. 
129 See Jørgensen p.307-8. The elections were discussed in for instance Voice of Uganda March 12th 1973, March 
7th 1973, March 6th 1973 and Taifa Empya. 
130 Informant 050, interview section #48. 
131 Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987 p.15. An article in the Voice of Uganda March 5th 1973 
(p.4) proposes all chiefs to be military personnel.  
132 Sathyamurthy 1982 mentions p.30 that only "by 1978 even those living in remote rural areas had experienced the 
terror unleashed by Amin's soldiers". Still informants in Luwero in particular would - probably in retrospect with the 
violence during Obote II - refer to the period of Amin as "peaceful".  
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It is also generally acknowledged that the formal economy of Uganda totally broke down 
during Amins regime which had severe consequences for the administration of both central 
and local governments. After 1973 civil servant salaries became of very little value with 
obvious consequences for their performances. The starvation of local governments of central 
government grants that is documented for later periods (1981-85)133 must have begun during 
Amin.  
 
However, the district administrations manage to survive as it is exactly the formal economy 
that collapses and as local taxation basically is on the informal peasant economy collected 
through graduated taxes and market dues. Thus in the 1980's it is documented how local 
district administrations are almost entirely dependent upon their own revenue collection. 
The districts survive but mainly in order to cover running costs: salaries etc but rarely capital 
investments134. 
 
Amin also had the 1973 Land Reform Decree passed. Mamdani (1983, p.50) argues that it 
led to land grabbing by the new "lumpen capitalist class" the mafutamingi135 who became 
absentee landlords, but documentation of the effects of the decree remains scarce.  
 
The election of chiefs may have given the Amin regime some popularity and some of air of 
democracy to the system of local administration. But the managerial style of the regime 
remained military and was reflected in various ways at local level. Thus in Bulyake the 
parish chief choose to retire as he otherwise felt himself to be caught up between the 
community and the higher authorities. In Kangulumira the village chief was ca 1975 
transferred and a new one instated without election. He was so unpopular that he was killed 
by a village mob after the fall of Amin in 1979136.  
 
 
3.5 Local Government under UNLF, Obote II and Okello, 1979-85 
 
The ousting of Amin brought no significant democratisation of the system of local 
government, even though multiparty elections were organised for parliament in 1980. The 
district councils were revived, but the members became nominated from the top rather than 
elected by the people in the districts137. 
 

                                                 
133 Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987 p. 95. 
134 Discussed in greater detail in chapter 7. 
135 Literally: "those with plenty of oil" - i.e. the very rich. Mamdani define them as a class: "A new social 
group......a class of persons for whom fascist terror provided a framework for quick enrichment" Mamdani 
1983 (p.39). The mafutamingi were the ones who got a share of the spoils from the expulsions of the Asians 
and who were able to engage in activities like coffee smuggling protected by political and military 
connections. 
136 Various interviews in Kamira and Kangulumira 1992. 
137. Commission of Inquiry p.21. 
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The ousting of Amin led to general anarchy in Kampala as residents and soldiers went 
looting shops and settled scores with Amin’s men. Riots also broke out in villages like 
Kamira where the mutongole chief was killed by angry villagers taking revenge for 
humiliations during his rule138. As far as I could establish, the change of central government 
regime did not at this time lead to a general change of chiefs - at least not in the areas around 
Nakaseke and Kangulumira. 
Instead Mayumbi Kumi - a system similar to the Tanzanian ten-cell system - was introduced 
at village level by the UNLF regime after the overthrow of Amin139. Information on the 
actual performance of these institutions at village level is very scarce. The Committee of 
Inquiry into Local Government (p.21) merely notes that they "had mainly a security 
function". These institutions probably worked very differently in different parts of the 
country. Thus very few of my informants in Luwero had any memory on the Mayumbi 
Kumi as the guerrillas at the outset of the war disbanded them. However my informants in 
Mukono remembered the Mayumbi Kumi very well and recalled that they also worked as 
local dispute settlers. They were though highly associated with UPC and not equally popular 
among all residents in Kamira. Nor did they apparently have much independent authority 
compared to the later RC1s as illustrated by interviews like these: 
 
  Q: What of Mayumba Kumi. Didn't they settle disputes? 
  A: Mayumba Kumi existed and they settled disputes. But it was established by one 

group, the UPC. And the chairman had to be nothing but UPC and if anyone took a 
complaint before, them, unless he was UPC, there was no way he would win the case. 
($Informant 046: #38) 

 
  Q: Did the Mayumba kumi settle cases?  
  A: The Mayumba Kumi were the first people we approached but they had little power 

because they had these chiefs on top of them. And these chiefs could use these 
Mayumba kumi as their probably office messengers. They could only bring message 
from the chief: please tomorrow we are going for the clearance of the road, tomorrow 
we are going to clear the well, tomorrow we are all assembling to the gombolola to 
listen to this and that, but they had little power in settling these cases. But however 
they could settle some small ones on condition that they get permission from the chief 
again. Otherwise then the chief could order the case to be taken back to him. ($Inf-
ormant 057: #42) 

 
 

                                                

 Q: What did the Mayumba Kumi do? 
  A: They worked with the people to settle disputes and such matters, but the RCs have 

more authority than Mayumba Kumi. 
  Q: And the disputes settled by RC are similar to those that were settled by Mayumba 

Kumi? 
  A: Yes, but the RCs have much more authority: even being able to disarm anyone. 

($Informant 39: #29). 
 

 
138 Various interviews in Kamira and Kangulumira. For readers knowledgable of Kamira village through 
the readings of Robertson (1978) it can be added that he was the brother of Amos.  
139 Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987 p.21. 
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As another significant feature of the Obote II regime the local authorities at district level 
remained throughout starved of central government grants as documented by the 
Commission of Inquiry140. Only between 1.6 and 4.3% of the central government budget 
was in this period allocated local authorities, who had to rely entirely on locally raised 
revenue - mainly graduated taxes. Thus central government block grants accounted for less 
than 13% of the budgets of the district administrations in 1985 and more than 75% of the 
locally generated revenue derived from graduated taxes. 
 
Local political bodies were, in spite of the re-introduction of multiparty democracy in 1980, 
not really revived in this period - at least not in Buganda. The Luwero Triangle - Luwero 
district with parts of Mubende and Mpigi districts - became the scene of terrible massacres 
carried out by government soldiers. "Counterinsurgency activities" were also carried out in 
the rest of Buganda where other guerrilla armies - such as FEDEMU were suspected to 
operate. Intimidations and killings of DP politicians became common all over Uganda and 
especially in Buganda. Chapter four elaborates more on this period. 
 
The new regime in 1985, immediately after the coup against Obote, was not in power suf-
ficiently long to introduce substantial political changes at the local level. Nevertheless chiefs 
in the area around Kangulumira were once again replaced. 
 
 
3.6 Summary of History of Local Government 
 
The formal system of local government in Buganda shows a remarkable degree of 
continuity from 1900 to ca 1949 with its emphasis of the "traditional" Baganda hierarchy of 
chiefs. However, the contents of the office of the chief changed gradually from a position of 
a rather autonomous landlord-cum-administrator to one of a bureaucratic government 
employee. During the late colonial period elements of agrarian Buganda fight for a 
democratisation of local government, as it is reflected in the report on the disturbances in 
1949 in particular. Nevertheless, the colonially guided democratisation of local government 
from ca 1949 is rather partial and is soon abandoned by other events after the achievement 
of Independence.  
 
The period of post-independence is one of constant institutional changes of the system of 
local government. The number of districts and their names is for instance changed 8 times141 
and numerous changes are introduced concerning the responsibilities of the district 
administration and central government in the period after independence up to 1986. The 
many reforms are manifestations of the importance paid to centre-local relations by the 
various governments. The frequent changes can be seen as a kind of attempted 
"psychological penetration" of the countryside by the centre142 - that is an emphasis on part 
of the government on manifesting its existence and importance through the introductions of 
mere changes in local institutions, rather than putting emphasis on the direction or content of 
the change.  
 

                                                 
140 Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987, pp.93-97. All figures on budgets stems from this source. 
141. Report of Commission of Inquiry into the Local Government system. p. 117. 
142 A concept used by Valker 1991 in his writings on decentralisation policies in Southern Africa. 
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One result of the many institutional changes in combination with the economic collapse is a 
great discrepancy in post-independent Uganda between the formal rules and actual 
performance of local administration. A theme that will be more elaborated upon in chapter 
five and six. 
 
The period of post-independence leading up to 1986 when the NRM gains power is 
experienced differently by different localities, which makes it difficult to talk about one 
history of local institutions in Uganda. But certain trends remain clear: a general loss of 
influence of the local politicians on the centre, a decrease of the importance of the local 
institutions themselves and a vulgarisation of political conduct. Uganda started off in 1962 
with a very decentralised government and with strong local polities, but ended soon up with 
a very centralised system of governance with very little - if any - democratic representation 
at local level, even in the periods where multiparty democracy at least nominally was in 
existence at national level. The violent national political culture as articulated especially 
through Amin, but also the rule of Obote and Okello, was reflected locally in incidences of 
daily mob justice143 and widespread local violence in the case of regime transitions at 
national level.  
 
Thus the introduction of RCs represents a major immediate change of the local political 
arenas in Uganda. First of all because the nationwide reforms in 1986 granted all levels of 
local government a significant level of formal democratisation. District councillors are 
elected for the first time since 1966 and popular elected councils with legislative and 
executive powers are introduced for the first time ever at village, parish and subcounty 
levels. The discussions in the foregoing sections have showed how this democratisation at 
the local level for long periods in various ways had been requested and fought for by various 
sections of the agrarian communities. The changed institutional set up represents clearly a 
formal democratisation. The chapters five, six and seven will explore the extent to which 
this is reflected in real politics within the RC system. First, however, the next chapter will 
outline the very early history of the Resistance Councils themselves and the conditions 
under which they evolved; the guerrilla war in the Luwero Triangle. 

                                                 
143 See Christine Obbo: "What went wrong in Uganda?" - especially pp.211-12 in "Uganda Now - Between decay 
and Development" edited by Holger Bernt Hansen and Michael Twaddle. James Currey 1988. 
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4. The Guerrilla War in Luwero Triangle - Rural Voices 
 
 
This chapter is about the guerrilla war that took place in Uganda in the so-called Luwero 
Triangle144 from 1981-85. The guerrilla war was the first in postcolonial Africa that brought 
a new regime to power. My ultimate aim is to establish the possible linkages between the 
mobilization process during the war and the post-war relationship between the state and the 
rural communities and local politics. Studies of guerrilla wars often link the success of post 
war political transformations to the mobilization process during the war145. In the case of the 
resistance Councils in Uganda this has also been done in one of the rare works on the RCs 
(Ddungu 1989). 
 
Virtually no academic research has been published on this war, and I shall only construct a 
partial history of the war; thus not a chronological account of events, but an investigation of 
the almost classical questions regarding guerrilla wars: How did the guerrillas try to 
mobilize support in the rural communities? how far did they succeed? and what were the 
motives for the rural communities to participate? Those are the questions that I shall try to 
answer in this chapter. The legacy of the war is so to say more or less the subject of the 
following chapters, but certain more immediate questions concerning the legacies arising 
from the particular patterns of mobilisation analyzed here will also be discussed at the end of 
this chapter.  
 
The bulk of the material used for this chapter is interviews and songs that I collected in the 
former war zone during my fieldwork in Uganda 1991-92. I rely heavily on oral testimonies 
from rural residents; largely, but not entirely peasants. As outlined in chapter one, 
methodologically I was inspired by the general concern within peasant studies at the time of 
my preparation of my research with "listening to peasant voices"146 - however it is 
surprisingly still not a very used method within the literature on peasant wars147. I shall 
elaborate a bit more on my material in section 4.4. 
 

                                                 
144. An area only some 40 kms North of Kampala, largely within Luwero District, but covered also parts of Mubende 
and Mpigi Districts. See Map no 3 for district boundaries.  
145 A good comparative example is Theda Skocpol: "Review article: What Makes Peasants Revolutionary?" in 
Comparative Politics Vol 14 (1982) pp 351-75 where she emphasizes the importance of the establishment of direct 
links between "peasants and revolutionary political and military organizations" for results "favourable to local 
peasants interests". 
146 As reviewed by Isaacman, Allen 1990: "Peasants and Rural Social Protest in Africa" in African Studies Review, 
vol 33, no 2 (September 1990), pp 1-120. 
147 As criticized by Kriger (1992) although I find some of her critique too far fetched. In some parts of her book (e.g. 
p.130) she narrows her critique to the absence of peasant voices presented in the final texts. 
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4.1 Peasant Revolutions: Theories and Methods and The Case of Zimbabwe 
 
When I set out writing this chapter I had just completed reading Kriger (1992): "Zimbabwe's 
Guerrilla War - Peasant Voices" and I obviously owe many of my thoughts on the Guerrilla 
war in Luwero to her and other scholars writing on the Zimbabwean war, most notably 
Terence Ranger and David Lan. I draw heavily on the literature on Zimbabwe; not so much 
because I find that the situation in Zimbabwe was similar to the Ugandan situation, but 
rather because I found the most fruitful "conceptual schemes"148 for the understanding of 
guerrilla mobilisation of rural communities within the Zimbabwean literature.  
 
As I argued in chapter one, rural guerrilla wars have, not least since the Vietnam War, 
attracted wide academic attention. But the majority of the works have foremost been 
concerned with the specific structural conditions that would lead to peasant rebellions rather 
than understanding peasant's own motives. Thus peasants were foremost considered as 
"economic creatures"; peasant participation in guerrilla wars is generally explained by the 
degrees of economic exploitation and peasant perceptions hereof. Emphasis is furthermore 
on the social structures, rather than peasant action - their research question is: "under which 
conditions do peasants rebel?".  
 
The writing on peasant participation in guerrilla wars in Africa has been far less generalizing 
in character. The guerrilla wars in the former Portuguese colonies in Africa were initially 
analyzed mainly by authors sympathetic to the anti-colonial struggle from rather crude 
marxist perspectives that did not bring much insight into why peasants participated. These 
works rather took it for granted that peasants would immediately respond to what was seen 
as Mao-inspired guerrilla mobilization in the struggle against portuguese colonialism and 
World Capitalism at large - even in the better works like Davidson 1975 and 1981. Later, 
more critical works were published on the wars in the former Portuguese colonies, but I find 
that it is the writings on the Zimbabwean guerrilla war that have brought really new 
perspectives on how to understand peasant participation in African wars and revolutions. 
Three studies - all regionally based - stand out: Ranger (1985), Lan (1985) and Kriger 
(1992). 
 
As opposed to earlier literature on peasant participation in guerrilla wars in Africa, these 
studies put much more emphasis on the peasants as social agents. Ranger analyzed how 
peasant consciousness in a particular district was created through a century of agrarian 
change and how their participation in the guerrilla war to a large extent was a defense of the 
"peasant option"; Lan showed how peasant religious "articulators": the spirit mediums re-
interpreted rural authority and the legitimate claims to land, to allow the outside coming 
guerrillas to operate just as they controlled them. Kriger looked into the "darker" sides of 
guerrilla mobilization, analyzed guerrilla use of coercion and showed the importance of 
internal conflicts in peasant societies for the patterns of peasant participation in the war.  
 

                                                 
148. By a "conceptual scheme" I refer to a suggested way of thinking about human behaviour: a way of explaining 
human action within certain given structures rather than attempting to establish general laws for human action. 
Giddens critique of excessive structuralism has in this respect in particular informed me.  
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Some of the differences in conclusions about the nature of the war may be explained by 
differences between the geographical areas they have studied, but the major differences stem 
from their different methodological approaches. Kriger's (professed) reliance on "peasant 
voices" and her use of the internal differentiation of the rural communities as an explanatory 
point of departure have inspired me methodologically, whereas I remain sceptical towards 
her use of rational choice theory and her conclusions about the centrality of guerrilla 
coercion. 
 
Asking the same kind of questions as the literature on the guerrilla war in Zimbabwe gave 
me very different answers concerning the war in Luwero. These striking differences in the 
patterns of mobilisation may also explain great many of the differences of the political post 
war legacies in the two wars. I shall not try to conduct a strict comparative analysis of the 
wars in Zimbabwe and Luwero, but rather use the literature on the war in Zimbabwe as a 
source of inspiration for asking questions as well as for thinking about explanatory patterns. 
 
 
4.2 Background to the War in the Luwero Triangle 
 
The much-disputed results of the 1980 election in Uganda formed the immediate 
background to the war. The general election was organized by a Military Commission 
established in the wake of the ousting of Amin from power through the assistance of 
Tanzanian troops. Four parties contested the election: The Democratic Party (DP), Uganda 
Peoples Congress (UPC), The Uganda Patriotic Movement (UPM) led by Museveni and the 
Conservative Party (CP). 
 
The UPC was lead by the former president Obote who came to power through an alliance in 
the 1962 election with the Mengo landlord elite and their party Kabaka Yekka (KY) against 
DP. That alliance broke up in a very tumultuous way in 1966 when Prime Minister Obote 
(or rather his army under the command of Idi Amin) attacked the palace of the Baganda 
King, killed a number of palace guards, crushed attempts at rebellion in the Buganda 
countryside, cancelled the constitution and declared Buganda to be in a state of emergency, 
which lasted until his fall in 1971, when Amin took power after a coup. 
 
The result of the elections in 1980 was - according to Muwanga, the Chairman of the 
Military Commission - a sweeping victory of the UPC. UPC won 72 seats, the DP 51 seats 
and the UPM one seat.  
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The Commonwealth Observer Group generally approved the conduct of the elections. 
However, the majority of outside observers argued that the elections were rigged and that 
the Observer Group left the country much too early149. There was definitely fraud, and some 
argue that the DP most probably had won the election150. DP supporters had already begun 
to celebrate their expected victory in Central Uganda when it was declared that only the 
Chairman of the Military Commission, who was closely associated with Obote, was allowed 
to make any announcements of election results - an action which obviously lead to a loss of 
whatever legitimacy the election otherwise may have had. Still most of the elected DP 
politicians went into parliament to sit as "loyal opposition" or traitors to the struggle for 
democracy depending on ones view.  
 
But Museveni and 26 followers went to the bush to start what later became the National 
Resistance Army (NRA) - initially mobilizing mainly on the question of the rigged 
elections. The guerrilla struggle went on for some five years until it ended with the 
victorious march of young and ragged guerrillas into Kampala. 
 
 
4.3 Writings on the Luwero War: The Voice of NRA 
 
Academicians have been remarkably silent on the war in Luwero.  Omara-Otunnu (1987) 
writing on "Politics and the Military in Uganda 1890-1985" has only a very few words to 
spare on the guerrilla war: 
 

  .... - the UNLA managed to wage a vigorous counter-insurgency campaign against 
the groups that were opposed to Obote’s administration. The situation was contained 
and the country kept under one over-all administration, but only at the expense of 
considerable social dislocation in the areas of operation (my emphasis). The main 
areas affected was the "Luwero Triangle", north of Kampala, where the NRA and 
Buganda-based groups were active, and north-western Uganda where sporadic raids 
against Government positions were carried out by the groups originating from the West 
Nile. (158). 

 
Why does Omara-Otunnu mention this terrible war just as a case of "considerable social 
dislocation"? The answer is that this part of Uganda’s history is excessively politically con-
tested; it points to the legitimacy of the new NRM government and to the illegitimacy of the 
former Obote government. Many of the political observers involved in these discussions 
have had a stake in the practice of Ugandan politics151. 
 

                                                 
149. See for instance: Hooper Ed and Louise Pirouet 1989: "Uganda". The Minority Rights Group, Report No. 66. 
London 1989, Africa Confidential (1981) or Hansen and Twaddle (1988). 
150 Africa Confidential Vol 22, no 4 wrote: ".....it seems highly probably that the DP did actually score an outright 
victory" (p.3).Hansen and Twaddle (1988) writes in their introduction: ".....Insofar as it is possible to say at this 
distance, the DP would probably have won formally had Obote's allies not controlled the counting of the votes; or 
rather re-counting, as the earlier counting was suspended by Obote's ally, Paulo Muwanga at the very moment when 
the DP appeared to be winning" (p.2). 
151. It may in this relation be worth noting that Omara-Otunnu's brother was part of the 1985 government and before 
that Ambassador of Obotes second regime. Kanyeihamba that I quote later in the paper was a DP candidate himself 
during the 1980 election he is writing about.  
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Different foreign powers also had various interests to defend. In 1983 US government 
officials recognise that a war is actually going on, where the Ugandan government carries 
out wholesale massacres of the civilians in Luwero. The number of people killed is 
estimated to be near 200,000152. Large parts of the press still reject this as "guerrilla 
propaganda" and the British government continued its limited support to the Ugandan 
army153.  
 
Some scholars outside Uganda have mentioned certain episodes of the war in passing. 
Gertzel (1988) argues - based mainly on rumours - that a lot of internal conflict did take 
place among civilians in the war zone; possibly with class character. Southall argues that 
individuals had to desert the NRA for various reasons and that the movement in periods had 
serious problems154. 
 
A number of books, such as Hansen and Twaddle (1986 and 1988) and Rupesinghe (1987), 
have dealt with the problems leading to the political crisis in Uganda, but they do not really 
deal with the war in Luwero itself. However, they all appear to approve the estimates of the 
US government officials that probably 100-200,000 people were killed - an enormous figure 
concentrated in a very small area with a population of less than a million155. Others argue 
that 50% of the entire population in the Triangle were killed! (Kanyeihamba 1988, p.72) or 
that 90% of the population in certain areas were killed (Twaddle 1988, p.314). The 
arguments about numbers reflect our immense ignorance of the war; as Southall (1988) 
comments: ".... Uganda was essentially un-newsworthy and was left in a blanket of silence 
by most world news media......... in this blackout it is was very hard to tell what was going 
on, or which rumours to believe." (p.63). 
 
When we are searching for accounts of more than one paragraph on the war, we are really 
left only with texts strongly associated with the NRA. The NRM Secretariat published 
“Mission to Freedom” in 1990 and is a collection of articles published during the war by the 
NRM/NRA in their paper: "Uganda Resistance News". Another text is the novel by 
Bukenya, Alex B. (1992): "Inside Luwero Triangle". Below I briefly analyse these two 
texts.  
 

                                                 
152 The New York Times, September 4, 1984.   Late City Final Edition. Section A; Page 3, Column 4.  
153 Africa Contemporary continues to be extremely sceptical about Museveni and keeps praising Obote in this 
period (see the volumes of 1981-87). For the continuing British support in spite of American criticism see Oliver 
Furley: "Britain and Uganda from Amin to Museveni: Blind Eye Diplomacy" in Rupesinghe (ed).  
154 Southall 1988 "The Recent Political Economy of Uganda" in Hansen and Twaddle (eds) 1988. p.63 - but he 
doesn't give any documentation. 
155 As a comparison the estimated number of war dead in Zimbabwe stands at 40,000(Kriger op.cit p.4). 
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The articles in Mission to Freedom had obviously to serve propaganda measures during the 
war. The articles deal mainly with the military victories of the NRA and policy statements 
from the NRA/NRM. This history of the war is mainly a collection of detailed accounts of 
battles between the NRA and UNLA. Military and technical jargon are used throughout 
with specific references to tactics and types of arms, and revolutionary jargon like "As the 
people's war advanced to its inevitable end, the fascist regime in Kampala gets more 
desperate" (page 108) etc. Almost nothing is mentioned about the relationship between 
NRA and the civilians except that it is a "people's war" and pictures are shown of "NRA 
mobilizers in a political discussion with villagers in Semuto, 1981" etc. The Resistance 
Councils or peasant mobilization is not mentioned very often. Much is concentrated in the 
following paragraphs: 
 

RCs are responsible for carrying out NRM political and military programme within the 
military zone. The structure and organisations of the RCs are as follows: The entire 
adult population of a village - the smallest unit of these committees forms a village 
council which in turn elects a village committee of nine members. Then all village RCs 
in a parish form a parish council, which elects a parish committee. The same pattern is 
repeated up to the national level.  

 
This arrangement has so far facilitated a free flow of ideas from villages to the national 
level and vice - versa. This method as initiated by NRM has laid an edifice for 
democracy in the liberated areas let alone cementing the civil - military harmony.  

 
RCs also act as an forum through which NRC explains to the society its objectives, the 
war strategy and the concept of democracy. Through this system of democratizing the 
society, the election of officials at various levels has been conducted successfully by 
direct participation of the population. Although the committees were operating initially 
clandestinely, they succeeded in mobilising the public towards the war effort. Their role 
was inter alia to provide information about the enemy's activities, movements and 
report his agents among the society. RCs also obtained foodstuffs and provided 
camping sites for the troops. 
 
Whenever the security situation improved and the intelligence network became more 
effective, it was possible to hold public rallies of more than 2000 people, in the war 
zone, with forward observation posts 10 km away. However, what facilitated this 
arrangement was the commitment of the population in particular and the efficiency of 
NRA forces in general (page 257-8). 

 
The above paragraphs make interesting proposals concerning the relationship between the 
NRA and the peasantry and the character of the war itself. Did the NRA really establish 
liberated areas? Did "civil-military harmony" really exist? Did RCs really work as more 
than mere support organisations for the NRA - did NRA "lay an edifice for democracy"? 
 
Obviously "Mission to Freedom" also avoid certain questions concerning problems 
encountered in the mobilization of the peasantry, conflicts within the peasantry and between 
the NRA and civilians or any other problems in the war except "lack of arms". First of all it 
is naturally the history of the NRA written by the NRA - even though it was marketed in 
Uganda in the daily newspaper New Vision as "The History of the War".  
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Inside Luwero Triangle by Bukenya is the only novel published so far on the war within the 
Luwero Triangle 1981-86. It was published in 1992, six years after the victory of NRA. If 
we expect that the years passed since the war has encouraged the writer to reflect more 
critically on the events at that time; if we expect a novel like "A non Believers Journey"156 
we are terribly disappointed. 
 
A number of characters - all involved as members of the NRA are followed from the onset 
of the war to the final victory in 1986. Bukenya describes the different phases of the war and 
also tries to describe the different motives for those joining the NRA. 
 
The novel can be described as the "official account" of the war since the author himself is a 
member of the NRA writing as a journalist on the NRA magazine: 6th of February. What is 
described is a unitary and ever committed movement fighting for a just cause. Questions 
about power struggles within the movement, conflicts among the civilians in the war zone, 
misbehaviour of the NRA or even problems encountered in the war strategy are never 
raised157. 
 
However, we can still read about how the NRA would like the story to be told, and certain 
points stand out in this connection. 
 
Bukenya stresses the "non-sectarian" character of the NRA. A Chapter is thus devoted to 
the story of how the Acholi soldier John Okello defects from the UNLA and joins the NRA 
and who after having joined and fought together with the NRA for a while realize "that the 
composition of the NRA was as diverse as the tribes in Uganda" and that the myth that 
NRM was a Bantu out-fit was as hollow as the perpetrators of that myth (p.97). 
 
Another theme of the book is portraits of horrible government (UNLA) violence. 
Interestingly Bukenya stresses the mobilizing effects of this violence: 
 

All over the place, dead bodies of all descriptions littered the terrain; ranging from grey-
haired men and women to babies. Some had fallen face down as they tried to run away 
from death.... Some had been mutilated and their private parts stuffed into their mouths 
before being killed. Women dead with babies cradled in their arms......... The 
commanders of the UNLA had displayed their ignorance of counter-insurgency tactics. 
What they didn't know was that by harassing, robbing and killing innocent civilians, 
they were loosing their credibility as a national army; hence forcefully driving the 
population into the infant National Resistance Movement (my emphasis). (P.29) 

 

                                                 
156 Nyamfukudza, S: The Non-Believers Journey (London, Heinemann 1980) - a novel on the guerrilla war in 
Zimbabwe. 
157 An example is the story of the death of the guerrilla commander Kaggwa; "killed by a stray bullet": " The story 
caused some temporary confusion within the ranks of the combatants and the civilian population. However, 
politicisation ensured the integrity of the revolutionary forces (p.56).  
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The NRA appears to have mixed feelings about all this violence. The violent attacks on the 
civilians in Luwero by the government soldiers are naturally described as utterly horrifying 
and are condemned, but the violence was probably also predictable. Some of the writings of 
NRM in this period apparently see this government violence as a political instrument, 
possibly quoting Fanon: 
 

.... As one old resistance fighter once put it, "violence dehumanises and violence 
liberates"158 

 
and  
 

.... Emphasis must once more be placed upon the therapeutic function of mass political 
awakening to Obote's destructive role of our nation and his sickening violations of 
human rights.159 

 
The motives of the fighters joining the NRA are described as diverse, including "those who 
came solely for adventure" (p.13) and those who  
 

"…Firmly believed that a democratic pro-people government could and should exist in 
Uganda, as a government of nationalists and patriots controlling the state machinery, 
directing and using the state powers to better the lot of the suffering masses" (p.13) 

 
The author distances himself from this Marxist Leninist inspired rhetoric by letting his main 
character, David Semugenyi, have a third and more personal motive: he simply had to find 
his family (p.13). As Semugenyi gets more directly involved in the war and gradually rises 
to the rank of Platoon Commander, he accepts the necessity of "cleansing the land" by 
joining his elder brother already in the army (p.23). However, his brother Fred, who 
otherwise was the "politically educated", occasionally gets his doubts about the political 
leadership and the political ten point programme of NRM, but finally dismisses his thoughts 
as "subversive" and asks his girlfriend Jane to forgive him (p.60). The book ends with the 
military victory and capture of Kampala by the NRA. Semugenyi is re-united with his 
girlfriend who has also become a guerrilla soldier. 
 
When Bukenya deals with the liberating mission of the NRA, he refers to more than 
liberation from just the immediate regime: 
 

Each bullet she released from her automatic submachine gun meant freedom for the 
long-suffering masses, down-trodden for the last twenty years (p.98). 

 

                                                 
158 Mission to Freedom p.69. 
159 Mission to Freedom p.86. 
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The period of oppression is established as twenty years: the period of Independence. The 
NRA is no longer fighting only because of fraud during the 1980 election. The war is now 
directed against the kind of politics that dominated throughout post-independent Uganda: 
political mobilization along ethnic or religious lines, opportunistic leadership etc - what 
Museveni promises when taking over Kampala is thus "a fundamental change"160. - A 
promise of change that is not commented upon by Bukenya. 
 
Finally, before proceeding to the attempted construction of the guerrilla war based upon 
rural informants, it should be noted, that none of the commentators and authors referred to 
so far have really discussed the war in terms of a classical guerrilla war. That is, none have 
really regarded the relationship between guerrillas and civilians as the crucial element. 
Rather both opponents of the NRA and NRA itself have largely referred to the war as a 
purely military operation. Critiques of the NRA have referred to the guerrillas as bandits 
forcing civilians to support them and the NRA themselves have largely seen the war as 
conducted by the army - giving rather limited recognition to the importance of civilian 
support and immense sacrifices of the people of Luwero. 
 
 
4.4 The Text: Rural Voices from Luwero 
 
The following analysis is mainly based upon two types of texts: tape-recorded interviews - 
most of which were conducted in Luganda with a research assistant as interpreter - and 
songs collected in Luwero from different groups who were singing during the war. I include 
the original Luganda text when I find they add additional meaning.  
 
The songs were composed and sung during the war at for instance the mass meetings held in 
liberated areas of Luwero. Most of the songs are rather long texts all in Luganda and differ 
in this respect sharply from the official NRA songs, most of which are quite short chantings 
of slogans in Swahili. The composers I interviewed were Baganda (male and female) 
peasants or schoolteachers. One of the most productive composers was leading a school 
choir and now also composing songs about AIDS or songs for occasions such as the 
Ssabataka's161 visit to the area. The songs resemble in style the popular "Kadongo" songs by 
Sebatta and other singers in Kampala. These war songs are obviously a kind of "Praise 
Poems" but can still tell how both the enemy, the NRA and the war were perceived by the 
rural peasantry at large162. 
 
The way people responded to my questions like "how did you personally experience the 
war?" was very uniform. The periodization of the war was for instance very consistent. Parts 
of the stories are almost of mythological character. This creation of a "Luwero saga" is 
obviously most clear in the songs, but also is found in the interviews where certain events 
acquire almost biblical dimensions.  
 

                                                 
160 President Museveni's swearing-in address. January 29, 1986. 
161. The Ssabataka is the "head of all clans" in Buganda; this was the official title of Ronald Mutebi, the heir to the 
Buganda crown during most of my fieldwork, now recently officially coronated. 
162 For expressions of critique within official praise poems, see for example the chapter on Ndebele Royal Praises in 
Vail and White (1991).  
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The war is something that comes "little by little". People hear about the guerrillas. A 
landmine then blows up a bus. Government soldiers pour into the Luwero Triangle and are 
immediately involved in various atrocities towards civilians. Museveni and the NRA 
decides at a certain stage to evacuate the population to Singo: a swampy area some 80 km 
from Nakaseke. For the peasants moved to this place it is as if they have joined Moses in the 
exodus from Egypt through the desert. However, the NRA was not able to sustain the many 
civilians in this area, and had in the end to tell them to go back and co-operate with the UPC 
Government. This whole story is captured in the song "Ani Yali Amanyi" and obviously I 
faced the danger that my respondents relied more on songs like that one rather than their 
own personal experiences.  
 
In my selection of informants I tried to include different ethnic groups, different socio-
economic strata, different age groups, members and non-members of RCs, men and women 
as well as alleged NRA and UPC supporters163. It was not easy to go behind the "official 
story". The war was extremely violent and has naturally left deep wounds within the com-
munity. Friends and enemies were to some extent identified in ethnic terms - which led to 
instances of "ethnic cleansing". My attempts in Luwero to interview enemies of the NRA 
guerrillas and former UPC supporters were largely futile. While conducting the interviews 
in Luwero I lived with a family, which we may characterize as belonging to the Buganda 
farmers establishment, which probably did not ease my access to groups more critical of the 
NRA guerrillas. However, I believe that the situation in the former Luwero Triangle simply 
does not allow that kind of interviews at all. It is not only a matter of an "un-conducive 
atmosphere"; all UPC youth-wingers were for instance simply reported killed or had fled the 
area. This is partly countervailed by some interviews conducted outside the core war zone in 
the eastern part of Mukono District in a community largely composed of non-Baganda who 
supported UPC. Here I also felt it much easier to get other points of view, for instance 
concerning what other ethnic groups perceived as "Buganda chauvinism" or examples of 
NRA violence.  
 

                                                 
163 In appendix no 6 I give a very short description of all the 57 informants that had their interviews taped. When In 
brackets I refer to the number of the informant and the number of the interview segment when I quote these 
informants in the text.  
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4.5. Peasants at War; Degrees of Support for NRA 
 
The question of whether guerrillas actually receive popular support in the rural areas where 
they operate is most often taken for granted in the literature on peasant wars, or the question 
is at least not seriously addressed using data from peasant informants. Kriger's study of the 
war in Zimbabwe is an exception and she concludes - albeit problematically - that the 
Zimbabwean guerrilla army ZANLA succeeded to a large extent in the war through 
coercion of the rural population. A guerrilla war might possibly be fought with no, or very 
little, popular support as showed for instance by RENAMO in Mozambique. 
 
Some newspaper reports on the war give NRA some blame for civilian casualties164. Just as 
Ingham (1990) writes - although without the slightest documentation: 
 

They (the NRA guerrilla operations) began to be levelled against civilians with a view 
to forcing them to support the anti-government campaign. In spite of their leaders 
hatred for Obote, the majority of Ganda were reluctant to become embroiled in civil 
war yet again. Considerable force had often to be used to ensure their acquiescence to, 
and involvement in, the guerrillas' activities. (p.28). 

 
How should we adequately measure popular support for the NRA? I found myself to rely on 
interviews with a cross section of the population in Luwero, where I would compare the 
accounts of different groups, compare stories of particular events, like the first appearance of 
the soldiers or guerrillas in a particular village, try to get different versions of one particular 
arrest or murder etc. Alternatives such as surveys, that are still considered useful when 
public opinion is measured in Western Countries, would clearly be without meaning in this 
context.  
 
From the interviews I carried out in Luwero it seemed clear that the war and NRA 
mobilization progressed in several steps, where the violent counter insurgency of the 
government soldiers appears to have been a decisive factor.  
 
First a few people in the countryside were contacted who were considered to be supportive 
of the war against Obote. That was early in 1981. The guerrilla war then starts to take off, 
but collection of food for the guerrillas and meetings take place in secrecy. The Obote 
regime initiates a violent counter insurgency. The UNLA soldiers alienate the peasantry 
totally and more and more people start to support the NRA. NRA continues to mobilize and 
the Resistance Councils are formed. 

                                                 
164. The Washington Post , November 28, 1983: ".....In their panic, the guerrillas began to attack the peasants as well, 
and  countless civilians were forced to flee deeper into the bush to escape the guerrillas and the Army, numerous 
western diplomats said....". 
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In 1982 The Luwero Triangle is out of government control and the elected Resistance 
Councils and the NRA are the only forms of government - Luwero Triangle is temporarily a 
liberated area. This is the period of large political meetings. Most of the government army is 
in 1983 sent to Luwero and the pressure upon the NRA makes them decide to withdraw up 
north to Singo. Large parts of the peasantry - perhaps the majority - of the core war zone in 
Luwero are evacuated as well by the NRA. The NRA cannot manage to feed the peasants 
for long or protect them from the government soldiers and after some months they are sent 
back to their homes. Up to 1985 Luwero Triangle remains heavily infiltrated by the NRA, 
but the civilian population is constantly on the run from government soldiers or kept in Red 
Cross Camps. The Government in Kampala never re-establish control of Luwero, but very 
large numbers of UNLA soldiers are designated to the area trying rather unsuccessful to 
fight the NRA and terrorizing the civilians in frustration. Some scholars report about very 
severe military problems of the NRA in the period immediately before the coup against 
Obote in July 1985165. However, the guerrilla activities of the NRA and the subsequent 
bloodletting of the UNLA are without doubt critical factors for explaining the army coup 
against Obote in 1985, just as the NRA rapidly after this coup emerges as the major military 
force in Uganda. A few months later NRA can successfully fight its way into Kampala. 
Consequently Museveni is sworn in as President January 1986. 
 
What remains central to my argument is that the war by the civilians in Luwero is perceived 
in at least three significant stages: the period of early mobilization of by the NRA, the 
consequent violent counterinsurgency that makes the majority of civilians decide whom to 
trust, and finally the following bloody war leaving few civilians entirely neutral. 
 
The civilians in Luwero can be divided into groups according to their support of the NRA 
guerrillas. Later, in sections 4.7 and 4.8, I shall look into the different and at times 
conflicting motives for the peasant support of the NRA. 
 
People committed to a political struggle who actively seek to engage them in the war: In the 
beginning of the war selected older and mature men are approached by the guerrillas in 
order to initiate civil support for the guerrillas. This had to be done in secrecy as many 
civilians in Luwero still supported the government; 
 

... The political coordinator came to my area and selected my father (Joshua Mukasa) 
and told him to recruit his friends who were willing to help the guerrillas (abayeekera). 
This was not an easy task, since involvement could get you killed. Not all villagers 
liked the collaborators, for if you had collaborators it would mean deaths in the whole 
village. This was also a matter of political parties, where UPC supported the 
government. If these people heard that so and so was collaborating with the guerrillas 
they would report him to Bombo barracks straight away. The political leaders 
nominated by the guerrillas were told to select so many people to form council 
committees, which were to help in looking for food for the guerrillas, to explain to the 
people the aim of the guerrilla war and to educate the masses about the policies of NRA 
(informant no 1, #22). 

 

                                                 
165 See Africa Contemporary Record Vol XVIII p.B466. However, no particular documentation is referred to. 
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A number of those elders who joined early as supporters of the guerrillas saw the fight as a 
continuation of the struggle between Obote and the Baganda as it started in 1966; 
 

Luwero is a place, which hated UPC right from the past. It started when Obote attacked 
the Lubiri (the palace of the Buganda king, the Kabaka) at Mengo. You know that the 
people of Luwero love the Kabaka so much. Therefore when the guerrilla war (Obuyee-
kera) started here, we quickly joined because we were going to fight Obote. ... RC 
meetings were held in secrecy in the villages fearing that those elected could be hurt 
afterwards. Among the residents were people who hated the guerrillas and could report 
us to the enemy group because they said we were bringing trouble to the area. 
Informant 29: #6) 

 
Then the young people are recruited for the guerrilla army through these selected contacts: 
 

1981 we first saw... Our children who are school going started informing us that there 
are people in the bush. We argued, and did not believe them. Some of these children 
started going and joined the bush inhabitants (abomusiko), but we still held a lot of 
disbelief. They tried to explain to us why the had joined the bush (Informant 2: #3.) 

 
... War started in 1981. It came on slowly by slowly, we could not understand this 
surely. We heard other people mention the name guerrillas (abayeekera). We used to 
wonder what sort of people are these! Are they people or animals. It was until much 
later when Museveni approached us and started selecting certain individuals among the 
villagers. He taught these people and then in the end sent them to us, to inform us and 
give us reasons why the war had started... Thus we participated; the youth joined the 
army. And I for my part, I was trained as a member of the peoples' militia (.... 
ntendekebwa nga people's militia) (Informant no 3, interview section #2.) 

 
Some were also recruited from Kampala or districts outside the war zone such as Mukono. It 
is important to note that virtually all the initial contacts of NRA in the rural communities 
were among what we might refer to as the "village establishment". The most prominent 
local businessmen and largest landlords had means to escape to for instance Kampala, but 
owners of bigger farms remained. These elder Baganda men were the first to be contacted, 
and they remained local leaders in the struggle. One of them, Lutta, had a guerrilla camp 
named after him in appreciation of his sacrifices166 - the camps were otherwise generally 
named after freedom fighters from the anti-colonial struggle in Mozambique and elsewhere. 
 

                                                 
166 According to the history constructed by people in Luwero, then Lutta was interrogated to death by the 
government soldiers as he refused to talk about the whereabouts of the guerrillas. At the very same time Museveni 
himself and other guerrilla leaders were hiding nearby on Lutta's land. 
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Residents in Luwero who joined later 
The counter-insurgency of UNLA was very violent indeed. Counter- insurgencies are 
always violent, but I could not find much evidence of UNLA attempts to win the hearts and 
minds of the civilians in Luwero after the guerrilla war had started. The UNLA soldiers took 
it for granted that all civilians in the area supported Museveni. One song by a local group in 
Nakaseke - "Bulyake ani yali amanya"167has enough humour to express the tragedy with 
quite some satire; 
 

Obote's leadership was very difficult  
Ye ye ye It was very difficult Obote's leadership was very murderous 
Obote's leadership with Okello and his men all of them were murderers 
They started slowly by slowly that they are searching for guerrillas. Now you hear what 
are guerrillas. 
 
Coffee they were guerrillas  
Iron sheets they were guerrillas  
Bicycles they were guerrillas  
Chicken they were guerrillas  
Goats they were guerrillas  
Bananas they were guerrillas 
Pigs they were guerrillas  
Women they were guerrillas  
Watches they were guerrillas  
Money they were guerrillas  
Bring money bring money168. 
 

One of the most striking points of the song is the emphasis put on the hypocritical behaviour 
of the government soldiers who claimed to search for the NRA guerrillas; "now you hear 
what are guerrillas"... Civilians and observers would during the war in Luwero wonder if 
this was a conscious policy of the Obote government - that the Baganda population should 
be "decimated"169. 
 
The extreme violent behaviour of the UNLA naturally alienated the peasantry at large and it 
became the major motive for joining the NRA guerrillas: 
 
  A: I supported NRA, because originally I supported Obote but one time when they 

came here they simply killed us. One day the soldiers came to Timina asked where the 
dairy farm was and killed 2 people who were even UPC supporters. Thereafter the 
killing of fellow UPC we got very frightened and left it for NRA. 

  Q:  Why did you support UPC? 

                                                 
167 Meaning: "Those from Bulyake (Parish) who knows".  
168 Recorded in Bulyake, translated from Luganda - the last sentence song in Swahili; language of the soldiers. 
169 Texts like "Letter from Worried Acholi Soldier" published in Africa Now, August 1983 were probably NRA 
propaganda, on the other hand Obote as well as Paulo Muwanga came in the period with very threatening remarks 
directed against the civilians at large in the Luwero Triangle. Africa Confidential reported in August 1984 (VOL 25, 
no 17): "The objective for the governments campaign in the triangle, apart from razing the area, was to reduce the 
number of potential Baganda recruits to the NRA. Troops have consistently had orders to shoot to kill on sight".  

 71
 



  A:  I was not a member of UPC. Why I said I supported UPC was because I paid 
taxes but I did not support it. (Informant 18: #17)  

 
  A:  After our release (from an interrogation by government soldiers), we decided to 

support the guerrillas because the government authorities from which we had sought 
help instead wanted to kill us. So we left (Katikamu) and came back to support the 
guerrillas. (Informant no 11 #7) 

 
Some of our children were going to school. War found them here and it caught them. 
On learning that they would face death soon, they had no alternative but to join the 
army.  

 
  Q:  Is that the reason why they joined the army? 
  A:  Yes, they thought it best to join the war, rather then be found and killed as goats 

outside the sheds, for instance some of my children here. They knew that even if they 
did not join the war as fighters, they were at one time to face death. So they joined to 
fight and die brave (bayingira obuyeekera okulwana, bafe masajja). Both at home and 
in the bush death lay. (Okufa kwali wano awaka ne musiko) (Informant no 1, #38) 

 
....In September, the soldiers started staying here (the Bayeekera). They did not harm us 
but the government soldiers were just killing people and this caused us to leave the 
government and we fled to Museveni's government for Museveni's was not killing us. 
What "killed" Obote's government was that his soldiers were always killing people and 
did not allow them to leave war zones, attempts were always frustrated. After that year, 
in January 1982 we were being killed in numbers here, and we fled. (Informant 18: #1) 

 
A song from Kapeeka composed during the war makes the point very directly: 
 
  Today, today is for blood 
  parents and their children were killed 
  looking into the house you could just see blood 
  looking into the banana plantation you could only see dead bodies 
  Then I decided to go with Museveni170 
 
Reluctant or non-Supporters 
A number of people would try not to get involved with either side during the war, like 
Muinda Lafairi a Munyarwanda agricultural labourer in Namasujju village; 
 
 

                                                

 Q: Do you know any reason why the war started? 
  A: Ah.....  I don't know because I am not the one who started it and it start up from 

near here. 
  Q: Did you yourself participate in the war? 
  A: No. I ran. 
  Q: How about assisting them? 

 
170 Olwaleero, olwaleero musaayi, Bagadde nabaana bonna batibwa, kutunula mu lusuku nga ndaba milambo, 
kwekusalawo oggende ne Museveni. Part of a song recorded in Kapeeka May 27th 1992 (tape 27, no 4) - transcribed 
and translated. 
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  A: Maybe when the Obote's soldiers found you were young you could carry bananas 
of course - you couldn't refuse. 

  Q: How about Museveni's? 
  A: These did not disturb at all, not even carrying bananas for them. (Informant 22: 

#27)  
 
A number of those who could afford to leave their farms would do so. Especially those with 
family or property in Kampala or Mukono would leave. The older widow with whom I 
stayed in Namasujju had fled herself with the children to Kampala, but her husband stayed 
behind to take care of the cattle; he was the first to be killed when the government soldiers 
reached Namasujju. 
 
A few informants gave examples of guerrilla coercion. However, the degree of coercion was 
weak compared to, for instance the Zimbabwean experience, not to mention the UNLA 
violence; 
 
  Q:  Was it the same committees that judged people during the war? 
  A:  Yes it was the committees. Wherever we fled, on every village we went to there 

was a chairman responsible for it and together with the committee would listen to the 
cases. Punishments included guarding the road (my emphasis). But there was one 
disadvantage during the war. They would force people from the disturbed areas to go 
and guard the roads. This was a bad thing and it had to be changed later so that any 
refugee did not have to guard the roads for anything could have happened to his 
people and he might not know where they'd gone. (Informant 18: #28) 

  Q:  What did you do in the war?  
  A:  We only did guard duty especially we catechists who were trusted by the 

guerrillas. We would be asked for advice on what could be done during meetings. 
They would also ask us for food and if one did not give in any he would be thought of 
as a non supporter and possibly taken into the guerrilla camps and imprisoned under-
ground or killed (my emphasis). Anyone not supporting them was understood to be a 
supporter of the enemy. (Informant 20: #25). 

 
The informant describes a general pressure to support the NRA and the hypothetical punish-
ment for not doing so. I failed to obtain any concrete examples of coercion except for the 
above case of road guarding. On the contrary, all evidence suggests that the NRA received 
general popular support from the rural communities in Luwero, most notably from the 
village establishment. The mature men, the better farmers, the Baganda were in the forefront 
of the mobilization process as members of the RCs. Kriger uses the absence of the village 
establishment in the Zimbabwean guerrilla support organizations, where instead subordinate 
clans were forced by the establishment into the committees, as evidence for the lack of 
popular support of ZANLA. Using the same type of argument here would point to popular 
support for the NRA.  
 

 73
 



 
4.6 UPC Supporters 
 
Only some 10% voted for UPC in Luwero during the 1980 election171. Nevertheless UPC 
supporters, especially the UPC Youth Wing or "Aba-Youth", were extremely feared and 
active in the war. The war was by far only between the NRA and UNLA; 
 

Question: What obstacles do you encounter when expanding your operational area? 
Commander: Enemy agents, youth wingers and at times hostile chiefs172.  

 
Occasionally the UPC supporters are described in purely ethnic terms; as Acholi or 
"Baluulu" a Luganda term for a member of any of the Alur Tribe in Northern Uganda.  
 
  Q: Who were UPC supporters?  
  A: These were Acholis, Abaluulus who used to kill people. 
  Q: Why were they UPC supporters? 
  A: They wanted to take the whole country to themselves. (Informant 26: #24) 
 
Other supporters were people who took advantage of the channels of patronage provided by 
the ruling party: 
 
 

                                                

 Q: What sort of people was the UPC? And why did they support U.P.C?  
  A: I cannot say who they are because they are still here. 
  Q: Not their names but their characters? 
  A: Mainly the Baluulu, the Langi, and a few Baganda who "wanted to taste sugar". 

Non UPC supporters were unable to get sugar or salt. (Interview no 12. #30) 
 
Most strikingly "youth" are in general referred to as UPC supporters of the most violent kind 
(further discussed in section 4.8). These Abayouth not only assisted soldiers in interrogations 
or by pointing out supporters of NRA, they also carried out "private raids" for money, for 
girls or in order to settle old scores. 
 

There was a "battle" with the youth (UPC youth wingers) who knew of the presence of 
the girls in my home. The "youth" were a very bad lot moreover they were our own 
children, our very own stock (flesh/blood). (Informant 14: #5) 
 
During the night, the youth (UPC) came, they lit the thatch of a nearby hut and came 
with the burning thatch into the house and started burning us with it looking for any 
clothes. We screamed and begged them not to kill us, we thought they were soldiers. 
They took what ever they wanted. (Informant 18: #4) 

 

 
171. Even according to the official figures from: Uganda. Office of the Electoral Commission: "Report of the 
Electoral Commission 1980. UPC got in general something like 12% of the votes in the area of the Luwero Triangle 
- the same as in the area where I did most of my work: the old "Luwero constituency South Code 063" where - 
according to the commission - CP got 2,166 votes, DP 30,228 votes (J.Senteza), UPC 4,299 votes (Haji Sebirumbi 
Musa) and UPM 270 (I.K. Musazi) votes of the total 36,963. 
172 Interview by Tommy Lansner of NRA guerrilla commanders in Luwero in 1981, reprinted in Mission to 
Freedom p.67. 
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  Q:  You have told me about UPC youth wingers. What sort of people were they? 
  A:  They were youths; Rwakasisi173 is the one who started the group. He ordered 

the authorities in the region to select youths who would be trained in military matters. 
The Batongole chiefs would call meetings and select so and so's son and he would be 
given a gun. He would then start hunting people, instead of guarding the area. Once 
any got a gun they turned to robbery and murdering. If he wanted a girl and had been 
refused he would resort to killing. (Informant 20: #42) 

 
  A:.... But at that time those UPC youth wingers wanted to take our property and they 

said you.... however you don't know much about this, they say "this is a guerrilla " and 
they say "we want to check his home"... The youth-wingers were the people who used 
to come and take the people to the detaches of UNLA. Those youth-wingers are 
mainly the ones who killed people in this area. Those were the people who stole all 
our properties. And they are the ones who stole my car. 

  Q:  Only Nilotics or there were some Baganda? 
  A: There were some Baganda and Baluulu and Badama. At that time they were very 

young people - not old, 20, 23 years old. But they were very dangerous and killed a lot 
of people and those skulls you see at the Ssaza headquarters, those are the people who 
were killed by the youth-wingers and UNLA. (Informant 28: #11 - interviewed in 
English) 

 
Many youths misbehaved thinking Museveni cannot win the war...... The youths had 
continued to steal during the war, and reporting to Obote's men people's hideouts and 
then attacks on the locals. The youths would dress and be soldier impostors using toy 
guns to attack people and take away their property. (Informant 31, #16) 

 
Obviously a number of local motives lurk beneath the support for NRA or UPC; class, age 
and ethnicity can more forcefully than anything else account for individuals actions during 
the war - this is where I draw most heavily on Kriger and her accounts of "struggles within 
the struggle" in the Zimbabwean guerrilla war in the 1970's. 
 
 
4.7 Struggles within the Struggle: Ethnicity and Class 
 
A number of political identities appear clearly to be intertwined. Questions of class and 
ethnicity constitute one set of such inter-linked identities.  
 
The Central Uganda; the old kingdom of Buganda, has since the early colonial period been 
the centre of Uganda’s cash crop production - especially coffee, but also cotton. Emigrant 
workers went here to work on the Baganda farms since the 1920's. They came especially 
from Rwanda, Burundi and the Northern parts of Uganda. In Buganda ownership of land 
has in periods been formally restricted to the Baganda and even after independence it has 
proved difficult for non-Baganda to own land here. Class and ethnicity are therefore clearly 
interlinked in Buganda; the big landowners are Baganda, the majority of the small scale 
peasants are Baganda, but the majority of the landless workers are non-Baganda. The 
UNLA army that went for the counter insurgency in Luwero was almost entirely composed 
                                                 
173 Minister in Obote II's government. 
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by people from the Northern Uganda - people generally referred to as "Abaluulu" by the 
Baganda. 
 
A clash between the ethnic groups can therefore very well be interpreted in class terms. 
However, we should be careful since the "classness" of the conflict varies and is constantly 
intertwined with "ethnicity". The Baganda desire to revive the old kingdom - to restore 
Kabakaship - can obviously also be seen in a class perspective, not least since the leadership 
is composed of major landowners and as a land reform with re-establishment of the "feudal" 
mailo-land ownership is part of their agenda.  
 
The two informants quoted below are both Baganda and owners of some 100 acres of land 
each and as such landlords or big farmers. 
 
 

                                                

 Q: What kind of people were UPC men? 
  A: They were mostly Baluulu and a few Baganda. All Baluulu around here were UPC 

members. They were very many, one could have about 300 squatters174 on his land, all 
Baluulu and supporting UPC. (Informant 32: #24) 

 
The baluulus are "squatters" - obviously a most threatening class to a landowner. With the 
backing of the UPC Government they could appropriate property in the name of punishing 
guerrillas. 
 

There were very many (Baluulu) in this area and all of them were UPC supporters. And 
whenever they'd see - that time we were some how rich we had vehicles, a truck, a car, 
and a lot of cows, 200 cows - all of which were taken.... (Informant 28: #11) 

 
UPC supporters had a habit that made us angry and fight. A person had no property and 
no rights; some people who were poor supported UPC in order to loot other peoples 
property. Things like TV sets and radios would be looted. The soldiers if they found 
any money on you would take it. Cars were taken. Such people with no respect for 
society were UPC supporters.  They had authority in their hands. A UPC in this area, 
was free to do as he wished. (Informant 29: #25) 

 
Obviously these informants themselves see the attacks both in ethnic and in class terms. 
However, it was only people from the northern tribes (the "Baluulu") who were charged as 
UPC supporters. The large groups of Rwandese, Burundi and Tanzanian agricultural 
workers apparently never got involved in the UPC - possibly because they were never 
allowed Ugandan citizenship, despite being born in Uganda, and thus not allowed to 
participate in elections and party politics175. The conflict with the "abaluulu" was 
furthermore never defined entirely in ethnic terms; thus many Baganda would give accounts 
of how they were warned by "abaluulu" friends before UNLA counterinsurgencies.  
 

 
174. I have taken the liberty to translate "musenze" as squatter here, as the informant in this context clearly wants to 
stress the lack of legitimacy of their occupation of the land. 
175 The immigrants from Rwanda and Burundi have ever since their arrival in the 1920's been described as 
extremely subdued - much to the satisfaction of the Baganda farmers. See Richards 1954. 
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However, still ethnic identities play a major role in the oral history of the war as told in 
Luwero whether in the songs or in my interviews. This current construction of ethnic 
identities in Luwero, and elsewhere in Buganda, has foremost its roots within the colonial 
labour and agricultural policy as pursued from the 1920's. From around that time it became 
clear for the colonial government that the "Kenyan model" of a settler economy had to be 
abandoned in Buganda. Instead the colonial government tried to establish a cash crop 
producing peasant based economy in the southern and central part of the country and 
encourage the immigration of workers to these parts from elsewhere in Uganda and Africa. 
The different immigrant groups pursued different work and settlement strategies that also 
led to rather different responses from the Baganda peasantry. As is more elaborated on in 
chapter five; whereas the Banyarwanda and Barundi tried to be assimilated within Baganda 
culture, the "Baluulu" tried instead to defend their autonomy just as they possibly to a larger 
extent than other groups also competed with the Baganda peasantry for access to hired land 
from the landlords. The older study of Richards (1954) of the position of immigrant labour 
clearly underscores the rather tense relationship especially between the Abaluulu and 
Baganda.  
 
The local ethnic conflicts have for long been kept alive as ethnicity so often immediately 
before and continuously after independence is used as a mobilizing factor by the political 
leaders, just as local competition for resources as well as class conflicts continuously also 
have been cast in ethnic terms. Thus local versions in Nakaseke of the 1966 conflict 
between Obote and the Kabaka also emphasize the outbursts of local ethnic conflicts 
between Baganda and Baluulu176. Therefore, the initiation of a guerrilla war in this area 
could hardly avoid a situation whereby many local conflicts become spurred by, or at least 
articulated as, conflicts between Baganda and Abaluulu. 
 
What about the struggle for kabakaship and the active revival of Kiganda ethnicity - how 
important was that as a motive for participating in the struggle? A Song: Agawalagana mu 
Nkola became popular during the war among the Baganda. The song has been interpreted as 
evidence of a widespread wish among the Baganda of reviving their old cultural institutions 
at large177. A number of older Baganda definitely saw the guerrilla war in Luwero as a 
continuation of the hostilities between Obote and the Baganda which started in 1966. Some 
like this older Muganda farmer in Mukono were personally involved in resistance of some 
sort since that time - in the 1980's he was a member of a secret committee in Mukono 
sending supplies and recruits to the guerrillas in Luwero: 
 

I supported Kabaka Yekka from 1962 when Obote won the elections..... He (Obote) 
attacked the Kabaka and locked up several of us, myself inclusive, in Luzira (Prison) 
and he kept on extending the periods of detention every six months under state of 
emergency law. It was not until Amin overthrew him that we were released..... I have 
gone into this to show you where the war between the Kabaka and Obote began. - I was 
involved in that. (Informant 046: #50) 

 

                                                 
176 "A History of the RCs in Nakaseke" by Benjamin Kibuka Kasolo Salongo, Nakaseke 1992. I refer more to this 
history in chapter 6 when discussing this period.  
177 "Agawalagana mu nkola" an article by Ronald Mutebi in Africa Events March 1986, reprinted in Weekly Topic 
June 19, 1992 p.9. 
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Individuals of the royal family like Prince Jjuko - brother to the Ssabataka Ronald Mutebi, 
heir to the kingship - were active in the NRA. He was according to my informants in 
Mukono linking up with individuals in Mukono to support the NRA in Luwero. He became 
part of the "interim-government" in Western Uganda in 1985178 and he participated in later 
negotiations between the Baganda and Museveni about the restoration of the Buganda 
Monarchy179.  
 
How the NRA dealt with this situation will be discussed in section 4.9. 
 
 
4.8. Struggles within the Struggle: Youth and Women 
   
Age and gender have increasingly become recognised categories for explaining patterns of 
conflict and stratification within rural societies (Isaacman 1990) although our knowledge of 
especially patterns of age conflicts still is very embryonic. 
 
As we have seen, "Youth" was an often referred to category, when peasants talked about 
their experiences with UPC during the war. Youth also participated very actively in the 
NRA army, just as they acted as spies and guards at roads warning the guerrillas with drums 
or the "liri mu chamber180". However, the youth did not participate that actively in the 
committees during the war; those jobs seemed to have been reserved for the elders, although 
I got some contradictory information in my interviews - possibly because of geographical 
differences. 
 
Women participated in the NRA army as soldiers and nurses. Women were obviously very 
active in the all important function of the RCs: to provide food for the guerrillas, just as they 
participated in the secret meetings of the Resistance Councils.  
 
Women and Youth are both considered being subordinate in (rural) Uganda. Their 
participation in the war should according to general theories have led to some post-war 
emancipation. However, although they were both very active during the war - their 
participation followed different patterns and had different post-war outcomes. 
 
The UPC Youth were described as "cruel", "misbehaving", "stealing" etc and often seen as 
out of even UNLA control as they would "dress and be soldier impostors, thus using toy 
guns to attack people and take away their property" etc. 
 
Usually peasants in Luwero would refer to the young soldiers in the NRA as "abaana" 
(children) or "abalenzi" (boys) rather than "abavubuka" (youth) not to speak of "abayouth" 
which seemed to be reserved for the UPC Youth Wing. That may partly refer to the fact that 
quite a lot of the soldiers in the NRA were very young children; the so-called "kadoogos"; 

                                                 
178 Prince Jjuko was appointed special assistant to the NRM chairman attached to the secretariat when Museveni 
announced an interim government to administer the areas already under control by NRA in November 1985 (BBC 
Summary of World Broadcasts November 6, 1985, Wednesday page: ME/8101/B/1 source: (b) Kenyan 'Daily 
Nation' in English 5 Nov 85.) 
179 Reuters North European Service August 10, 1986, Sunday, AM cycle. Headline: Museveni agrees to discuss 
monarchy with Buganda elders. 
180. Luganda: "it is in the chamber"; a home made gun made during the war: one bullet in a small steel barrel. 
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children of 12-15 who, as orphans from parents killed by UNLA, were brought up by the 
NRA. However, the choice of words also refers to a desire by the elders to control the youth 
who can otherwise easily behave dangerously. 
 
Occasionally the informants in Luwero also expressed some nervousness about the youth in 
NRA. In a song composed during the war, "Fuba fuba Ssebo Museveni" (Keep on struggling 
Ssebo Museveni) by a group in Kapeeka they sing: 
 
 

                                                

 I ask our militia boys 
  Cock your ears as I will advice you 
  You should not intimidate people or beat them 
  This is what will bring back peace181 
 
Another informant, otherwise sympathetic to the resistance against Obote, also had his 
doubts about the reasons for the participation of the youth in the guerrilla army: 
 
  Q: Did you say that only certain people, the rough boys, joined NRA but the 

gentlemen did not? Who were these gentlemen? what made certain people join and 
others not? 

  A:  You see rough people by that I mean in this area you'll find a lot of young 
people who are not going to school and they are doing nothing at home, so they took 
that advantage of joining the NRA and most of them their aim was to befriend the 
army personnel and then go out to terrorize people. That is what I meant. 

  Q:  Do you have any examples of those boys going out and terrorize people? 
  A:  That was their aim. But when they went there, they were transferred from this 

part to another area that they did not know...... (Informant 019: (interviewed in 
English,)). 

 
Thus "youth" is a feared category in rural Luwero. When the soldiers of NRA are called 
"children" this refers to some control by the elders as opposed to the UPC youth wing that 
indiscriminately will get people killed. The control of the youth was partly exercised 
through the Resistance Councils during the war: 
 

I was in the people’s militia. The committee used to choose the youths to join the army, 
check on the youth’s behaviour for instance a youth must be well behaved and 
trustworthy, must be good hearted. The committee would critically analyse his 
behaviour before he joins the forces. (Informant no 3, #10) 

 
The elders largely controlled the committees, although the post of the "Secretary for Youth" 
was introduced during the war. The decision to include youth in the committees appears to 
have come from the NRA rather the peasantry. Again, there might have been some regional 
differences; 
 

Every youth, whoever had energy had to guard or act as a watch out. We were 
given drums, which were used to signal the guerrillas wherever we saw Obote's 
soldiers coming. Sometimes, we would be given a gun with 1 bullet....... 

 
181 Recorded in Kapeeka, translation from Luganda. 

 79
 



  Q:  What was your role in the war committees? 
  A:  I did not participate. Those were difficult times. And then the youth were feared 

and were not appointed. It was the elderly that would be selected and even if there 
were 2 only in a village they would constitute the committee. (Informant 16: #9 and 
#16). 

   
  Q: Who participated in these early committees? 
  A: These were the abataka (elders) as these are the ones who would manage to gather 

the people and win support for Museveni. The youths were bad (abavubuka bali 
babbi). They were more interested in theft just like Obote's soldiers and could not 
behave very well like the abataka. The secret committees were nine membership 
councils as it is today. (Informant 31. #14) 

   
  Q:  Who decided that there should be a woman and youth in the RC's? 
  A: When we met in our camps, we arranged it so before going to the people. 
  Q: The commanders or the people? 
  A: The commandant, the I.O. (intelligence officer), political leaders, and the 

subordinates in the army would meet and discuss it. 
  Q: What reasons were given for the inclusion of women and youth? 
  A: In every area, those hold a lot of responsibility. Consider the women, in Uganda 

there are many women; if one does not involve the women he looses support. And so 
with the youth, if not involved, their support would be lost. In these times, we the 
elders are fewer than the youth and if their mandate is ignored, a lot of support is lost. 
(Informant 29: #18) 

 
The involvement of women in the war as soldiers and on the committees appeared to be 
much less controversial. The women mainly participated by providing food for the 
guerrillas. Thus the inclusion of women did not appear threatening to men in the same way 
as the involvement of the youth was threatening to elders, although the participation of 
women in council matters or in warfare clearly was seen as something new or "unusual". 
Whether that has brought any long-term changes in the gender relations is a different matter. 
 
 
4.9 NRA Mobilization and Rural Expectations 
 
On which basis did the NRA mobilize the peasants in Luwero? How did the NRA operate in 
this minefield of "struggles within the struggle"? What promises were made? What issues 
were avoided by the NRA? What did the peasants expect? What did NRA mean by political 
education? What kind of relationship was established between the NRA and the peasantry 
that would be reflected in post-war politics? 
 
The war-initiative was clearly with NRA. The majority of peasants in Luwero did not under-
stand initially who was fighting the guerrilla war: 
 

We were told that the war had started when a rumours spread that the guerrillas had 
moved in from Singo. We did the not understand the word guerrilla (abayeekera), we 
believed they were Europeans (abazungu) with beards. (Informant 012) 
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They encouraged us to fight for ourselves, for once we realized that the guerrillas 
weren't Europeans we also realized that it had to be no one but us to liberate 
ourselves.... (Informant 14: #20) 

 
The alien character of the guerrillas is stressed by the use of the confusion of the guerrillas 
with the ultimate outsiders: the whites (abazungu) - just as I on one occasion was informed 
about the initial understanding of the guerrillas being animals. But the guerrillas were not 
whites, neither animals - they were people who needed the support of the peasants in 
Luwero; they needed to mobilize. 
 
As noted earlier, NRA initially contacted a few trusted individuals and then later expanded 
mobilization as the UNLA committed atrocities against civilians. The basis for NRA 
mobilization then, to some extent, became simply restoration of peace by overthrowing the 
government of Obote. 
 
However, peace is more than just absence of war: 
 

These coordinators first befriended us and informed us why they went to the bush. They 
also told us what we would expect of them if they came to power, what they would do 
for us once they had overthrown Obote's government. They meant freedom/peace (e-
ddembe). They would guard us; ensure security and no more killings or theft. 
(Informant 2: #11) 

   
  Q: Why was NRA fighting? What were you fighting for. 
  A: It was fighting for freedom (eddembe lyo'buntu)182 and respect for a citizen within 

his own country. NRA on the whole said, it was fighting to protect the people in their 
own areas. A person is not just killed carelessly (kutta mugeli ye kyegyo). NRA could 
not steal; this was prohibited. They would ask and be given, if one did not have, it was 
o.k. (informant no 3, #4)  

 
NRA not only promised "peace" in some distant future, but tried to exercise some basic 
principles in practice during the struggle: NRA soldiers were not allowed to steal or rape - 
the civilian control over the soldiers were exercised through the war time RCs. The RCs 
would ask for papers if individual NRA soldiers came to their area and would report 
misbehaving NRA soldiers to the camps, where the soldiers would be judged and punished. 
Punishment of the NRA soldiers most often included a stay in a "ditch" for a couple of days 
or weeks, kandoya (being tied with the arms behind the back in a way that may cause severe 
damage), or in rare instances death. 
 
Another aspect of the "ddembe" provided by the NRA was leaving civil administration with 
the RCs after expelling unpopular chiefs. More popular chiefs could become part of the RCs 
themselves. Criminal and civil cases would be settled during the war by the elected RCs. 
These institutions developed during the war. 
 

                                                 
182. Eddembe lyo buntu is a Luganda expression that constantly is used when rural residents in Luwero want to 
explain the meaning of democracy and freedom - see the next chapter, section 5.10.3 for a discussion. 
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NRA apparently went to the bush with a political programme emphasizing little more than 
the re-introduction of parliamentary democracy. Thus the establishment of Resistance 
Councils was not initially part of the guerrilla strategy as the First Deputy Prime Minister 
and National Political Commissioner, Eriya Kategaya who fought in the bush, stated 
recently in an interview: 
 

These RCs were born out of necessity to survive during the struggle. When we started, 
we used to go and approach influential people in the village and convince them about 
our struggle, convince them of our strength and although the enemy looked very strong, 
we could transform that because of the correctness of our cause. This went on from 
1981 to mid-1982, just contacting individuals. In the course of this, there was a problem 
that if you picked upon a wrong man in the village that would be the image of the 
Movement... That is when we decided that the leadership in these villages should be 
elected. In any case, we were struggling for democracy... The RCs are logical, natural. 
You cannot talk about people having power to decide their fate without constant or-
ganizations. (New Vision 9.10.91 p.4.) 

 
Thus during the guerrilla war a dialogue had emerged between the NRA and the peasants. In 
particular, informants told me how "democracy" was discussed: that the NRA promised the 
elected RCs to be in charge of local affairs in future after their victory, just as the very idea 
of the RCs emerged through that dialogue. Issues like taxation and education were 
apparently also touched upon. Land reforms, however, were not an issue since the core of 
NRA supporters were bigger farmers and middle peasants if not landlords. 
 
The NRA could also mobilise on a few more immediate utilitarian appeals, as they in 
periods were able to protect the civilians against UNLA violence, to distribute food as well 
as give some medical aid. Still they could not do so continuously, and in my interviews the 
informants would often dwell on the government soldiers terror they expected to follow any 
guerrilla attack and their own futile requests of protection from the NRA forces.  
 
NRA mobilization and Baganda "neo-traditionalism" 
As we have seen some parts of the rural community in Luwero supported a return of 
traditional Baganda values such as "traditional" forms of religion and the re-installation of 
the Kabakaship.  
 
In Zimbabwe spirit mediums were important mediators between people and the guerrillas, 
just as spirit mediums have played crucial roles for mobilization in the guerrilla wars in 
Zaire and Mozambique. However, that was not the case in Uganda. One of the old spirit 
mediums I spoke to, who was active in the war as a committee member183, told me how 
individual soldiers from the NRA would come and approach him for protective medicine, 
for advice or assistance in connecting them with the ancestors or the lubaale. However, it 

                                                 
183 He might not have been very "typical". He had participated as a soldier in the Second World War where he 
fought in Burma and had a very worldly outlook - knowledgeable about current events in Eastern Europe for 
instance. He wouldn't recognise himself as "omusamize" the standard term for spirit medium as the term has 
become discredited through Christian propaganda but preferred the term "omukongozzi" (translated in Murphy's as 
"a person who carries another person on his shoulders or the chauffeur of the Kabaka). He is still active - treating 
people with mental disturbances. He lost four sons and a daughter during the war. 

 82
 



had to be done secretly - the NRA far from backed the policy. The disapproval of Museveni 
has been disclosed on several occasions: 
 

When we were in Luwero, the peasants would invite me to participate in their 
ceremonies. They would say: Omukulu, kirabika olutalo lunno telugenda mumaso 
bulungi kubanga tetunaba kukolo byakinnansi, meaning that the war was not going 
very well because we had not performed traditional ceremonies. So they would take me 
with them, slaughter a goat, then we would jump over it, and they would say we would 
have to eat all the meat at once because if any of it remained, the ceremony would not 
have been completed - just the same ideas as Lakwena. They would then say: Nga kati 
bwokoze omukulo, nebwogenda nemundu emu, owamba Kampala, meaning: "Now that 
you have performed the ceremony, even if you go with one gun, you can capture 
Kampala." They would reason that this was now possible because kubanga emisambwa 
gya bajjajja ffe kati gyenyiggidde mulutalo - that since the spirits of our ancestors had 
been mobilized and were now part of the war effort, we did not have to worry about the 
actual scientific preparations for waging a war.  

   
Then I would say: Banange bajjajja mubagamba nti eby'olutalo ebya wano 
babindekere, meaning, "please tell our ancestors that since I am on the spot (conducting 
the war) let me handle the present situation - tell them just to bless me!" And my 
peasant comrades would agree to leave the conduct of the war effort to me. In this way, 
I would combine collaborating with them with educating them, because I could not 
allow the peasant ideology to gain the upper hand in the Movement: that would have 
been very dangerous indeed if not totally disastrous.  

  
We also had some of our peasant soldiers who believed that if they carried reeds into 
battle, they would not be shot. We had to confront this and rule that anybody who said 
anything more about carrying reeds into battle would be shot by firing squad. We said 
we would give him his reeds, let him perform his ceremonies and shoot him to see 
whether or not his reed would protect him. That was the end of the reed theory in our 
army.......184. 

 
As already discussed, the NRA had close ties to supporters of the Kabaka. However, my 
informants from Luwero, who had participated in the political rallies held by NRA in 
Luwero during the war, were all very clear about the fact that the question of Kabakaship 
was not an issue on which the war should be fought. Prince Jjuko also officially denied such 
propositions185.  
 
Thus the NRA did not give in concerning the possible use of traditional religion or 
kabakaship as part of a mobilisation strategy, but their ideas of peasant democracy may have 
been changed. The leadership of NRA in the bush had strong links with the political left 
from University of Dar es Salaam and had been involved with and trained by FRELIMO in 
Mozambique. NRA was accused of trying to spread "communism" - but that was clearly not 

                                                 
184 Address to Makerere University students and staff at Freedom Square, Makerere University, Kampala. June 8, 
1991 printed in Museveni, Y.K. 1992: "What is Africas Problem?". Speeches and writings on Africa by Yoweri 
Kaguta Museveni. NRM 1992, p.116. 
185 See Reuters North European Service  August 10, 1986, Sunday, AM Cycle. 
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on the agenda in Central Uganda where the village establishment in particular formed the 
core of resistance. The scope of political education therefore seemed to have been limited to 
a "correct military strategy" and arguments for "non-sectarian politics". 
 
 
4.10 Legacies of the War 
 
The NRA, NRM and Museveni came to power in January 1986 as the guerrilla army fought 
its way to and through Kampala. The RC system came to form the core of the political 
reforms of the new government. In 1985, before the "liberation", NRA had set up its 
alternative administrative system of RCs in western Uganda. From 1986 the new 
government began with more difficulty to set up this system in the Northern and Eastern 
parts of the country. In 1987 the Resistance Councils and Committees Bill was passed by 
government, which legally defined RCs as popular elected local government institutions, 
and in 1988 the Judicial Amendment Bill was passed which gave the RCs the legal power to 
function as courts.  
 
Nationwide elections were held for RCs in 1987, 1989 and 1992. The 1989 elections 
included elections for the majority of seats in parliament, whereas the elections of 87 and 92 
only were elections of committees from village to district level. This nationwide 
establishment of the Resistance Councils can be said to be an outcome of the guerrilla war. 
But also how the Resistance Councils actually perform and the balance of powers within 
these structure can in many ways be regarded as legacies of the war.  
 
The next three chapters will in detail outline how the RCs function at various levels and 
assess the extent to which they have made state officials accountable to the rural 
communities as well as made subordinate groups within the rural communities participate in 
politics. Without embarking too prematurely on these discussions, then let me briefly outline 
how guerrilla war legacies can explain some of the most salient features. 
 
As mentioned earlier, post-war outcomes favourable to local peasant interests are within 
theories on peasant wars generally considered to depend upon the links established between 
the guerrillas and peasants during the war (Skocpol 1982). In the case of Zimbabwe, that 
must be considered as the academically best researched case in Africa, the arguments 
concerning the relationship between guerrillas, peasants and war outcomes have been heated 
like elsewhere, because such discussions obviously also are serious assessments of the 
legitimacies of the very regimes in power. Several positions can be pointed out, but it is fair 
to conclude, that whereas the earliest contributions were rather positive concerning the 
assessment of the links established between guerrillas and peasants and optimistic 
concerning the future of peasant participation in Zimbabwean politics, then the later 
contributions have been far more sceptical concerning both these questions. Some authors 
talk about a "revolution betrayed" (Astrow 1983), whereas others, most notably Kriger 
(1992), tries to locate the current problems in the very process of guerrilla mobilisation. If I 
should make a very crude comparison of the situation in Zimbabwe and Uganda, then it 
appears as if one feature of the mobilisation process in particular can account for at least two 
crucial differences in the post-war political situation.  
 

 84
 



The post-war relationship in Zimbabwe degenerated from an early state responsiveness to 
peasant goals to "quite another balance of powers" as feared by Ranger a few years after 
independence186. The Zimbabwean local party structures and war committees comparable to 
the Resistance Councils in Uganda were soon abandoned after the war. A local government 
reform was introduced from above without building on these previous war committees. 
Strong central planning measures were soon re-introduced, even though peasant resistance 
against this form of planning formed part of the motives for peasant support to the guerrillas. 
Some year’s later even chiefs were re-introduced to take over power from elected 
committees. 
 
In Uganda it might still be too early to talk about lasting changes brought about after the 
war, but as I argue in much detail in the following chapters the Resistance Councils have so 
far empowered local communities vis-a-vis state structures especially at the lower 
administrative levels. This will be qualified later, and it might have several reasons, but the 
pattern of mobilisation during the war is one.  
 
In Zimbabwe it is evident that locally marginalized groups such as stranger lineages187, 
women and youth especially took a lead locally in the organisation of support of the 
guerrillas. According to Kriger they also used the powers associated with their links with the 
guerrillas during local conflicts. After the war these war committees had little local 
legitimacy and elders tried to re-establish their powers (Ranger 1985). The situation in 
Uganda is contrasting; here it was exactly the village establishment that from the very 
beginning was in control of the war committees. This has had consequences for the degree 
of continuity at the very local level, as discussed in the next chapter, but it also explains the 
durability of these structures and their endurance in dealing with state institutions such as 
chiefs, magistrates etc.  
 
Interestingly Kriger tries to argue against the "radicalisation thesis" that mobilisation 
processes during guerrilla wars are decisive for post war outcomes, but as this very brief 
comparison shows: then the two markedly different processes of mobilisation can well 
explain some of the crucial differences in post war outcomes. Thus this comparison 
confirms the relevance of investigating the postulated relationship between guerrilla 
mobilisation and post war relations between the state and peasants.  
 
However, the reasons for the political reforms in Uganda can only partly be explained by the 
course of the guerrilla war. Other explanatory factors include also a wish of the NRA leader-
ship to stay in power without being challenged openly by the older political leadership and 
their still powerful political parties in a multiparty election while at the same time showing a 
commitment to a democratisation of Ugandan society. The NRM government obviously 
hopes to establish a new popular base upon the Ugandan peasantries through the RCs as an 
alternative to the older political parties. Another important factor is the extreme weakness of 
the Ugandan state apparatus. Uganda can for instance simply not afford maintenance of law 
and order in the rural areas through "modern" institutions such as paid policemen, judges 
                                                 
186. Ranger, 1985, p.319. 
187 Non-chiefly clans in Shona community structures are called "vatorwa" or "strangers". They are often in majority 
within the village where the chiefly clan otherwise is the single largest clan. Members of the chiefly clan enjoy 
certain privileges and conflicts occurred between chiefly and non-chiefly clans during the war in Zimbabwe 
according to Kriger (1988, 1992). 
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etc188. The RCs have to a large extent provided a democratic and cost effective solution to 
that problem as un-paid RC members largely have carried out local administration below 
district level since 1986. This same pressure was not experienced by the Zimbabwean post 
war government as the Zimbabwean state was so much more well endowed with resources 
and as the insistence upon democratic governance was not that zealous yet among donors.  
 
When the NRA took over state power in 1986 it also took over a state bureaucracy in 
shambles and with little legitimacy within the population. Fighting corruption figured 
prominently on the ten-point programme: the political manifesto of the NRA, and the new 
political leadership obviously didn't trust the bureaucracy189. The new NRA/NRM 
government would therefore happily leave the initiative of local administration with the RCs 
rather than the bureaucracy. As the legal powers of the RCs were not initially spelled out, 
this obviously led to quite a number of conflicts between the RCs and state organs such as 
Magistrates, Chiefs and Police of which the local press were full of examples in the period. 
Ddungu (1989) argues that the 1987 Bill was a state-cooption of the RCs - but at village 
level government interference remained distant. Few would actually have heard about the 
law. What mattered was the sense of accountability that was inflicted upon especially lower 
civil servants in the area; a villager could no longer simply be arrested without the 
consultation of the RCs, chiefs would no longer issue harsh orders but rather request for 
cooperation, soldiers would report themselves to the village RC etc. It was a new political 
moral order backed at the top by the NRM government. 
 
The wide legitimacy enjoyed by the RC system especially in the southern part of Uganda 
stems to a large extent from the fact that it was from the beginning exactly the village 
establishment that was mobilized for the RCs. This also explains why reforms within the 
rural communities have been so limited. Another major legacy of the war lays here. The 
core leadership of the NRA had strong connections with for instance FRELIMO and 
belonged in many ways to a "radical left", but never attempted - as FRELIMO - to introduce 
radical reforms concerning re-distribution of power within the rural communities between 
age groups or genders, not to mention ownership of land. 
 
The NRM did preserve a seat for women and youth respectively within the nine member 
RCs, but has not otherwise pursued any attempts to alter the roles of these groups in society. 
On the contrary, as argued in the next chapter, the RCs have been instrumental in the control 
of youth. Women have to a slightly larger extent been able to use the RCs to their 
advantage. Women had previously largely been excluded from political leadership posts in 
the village such as chiefs or as "abataka" (elders). Now they are at least represented with one 
member when cases are settled by the RCs. A number of these cases such as divorces 
disputes regarding heritage as well as cases of "wife-beatings" or other household disputes 

                                                 
188 The Ugandan economy and system of tax collection started seriously to decline during the early years of Idi 
Amin (from 1973 onwards) and has never really recovered. An indicator of the breakdown of the formal economy is 
the Minimum wages that fell in real terms from index 111 in 1970 to 6 in 1980! - see Jamal 1991: "The Agrarian 
context of the Ugandan Crisis" in Hansen and Twaddle (eds) 1991, p.87. 
189 The rather antagonistic relationship between the NRM and the bureaucracy shown itself on several occasions. I 
was myself rather surprised to hear Museveni address the Annual Conference of Ministry of Local Government 
October 1992 (an audience composed mainly by high ranking Local Government Officials and partly by RCs): 
"....civil servants were arrogant to the RCs....good manners could have told the civil servants to listen to RCs, but 
they didn't....the civil servants were not answerable to you (the RCs)....that was the only problem (of the 1987 Bill). 
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are of crucial interest for women as a group and are dealt with by the RCs. This legacy at 
village level is dealt with more in details in the next chapter before we proceed to a 
discussion of state-community relations in chapter six and seven.  
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5. Resistance Councils and Village Authority  
 
 
5.1 Democracy at Village Level 
 
NRM refers to the Resistance Councils as a system of popular democracy, since it will 
enable the vast majority of especially rural residents to participate directly in politics, 
particularly in the general meetings at village level through the Resistance Councils 1 
(RC1). This claim constitutes an important part of the political ideology of NRM190.  
 
This chapter presents an analysis of whether the introduction of Resistance Councils at the 
lowest level - the village - have empowered hitherto subordinate groups, that is whether they 
now to a larger extent participate in formal politics at village level. This question has never 
been addressed in the literature on RCs. The quantitative level of participation within the 
RC1s has occasionally been discussed, and certain authors have questioned the viability of 
the RC system with reference to low or decreasing indicators of these quantitative aspects of 
participation191. However, the discussion of the quantitative levels of participation at RC1 
level has always focused on aggregate levels of participation; i.e. whether "many" 
participate in meetings or not. It has never been systematically addressed whether 
participation in RC politics has been biased in favour of certain groups within the rural 
communities - maybe with the exception of women’s participation. The villages - the rural 
communities - are nevertheless highly stratified communities. One major objective of this 
chapter is to discuss the character of these stratifications at village level along age, gender, 
socio-economic status, religion, education and ethnicity. In the chapter it is then investigated 
whether these stratifications are correlated with specific levels of participation within the RC 
system. The relevance of such questions is not least to be considered on the background of 
our previous discussion of how the Resistance Councils were developed during the war in 
Luwero, where local level conflicts played such a prominent role in the mobilization 
process.  
 
However, first it is necessary to analyse how institutions of village authority historically 
over a longer period have developed in order to appreciate the qualitative changes brought 
about by the introduction of the Resistance Councils; a kind of analysis that so far has been 
absent from studies of the Resistance Councils. 
 

                                                 
190. See NRM Secretariat the Ten Points Programme, point number one "Establishment of popular democracy" (n.d. 
- 1986?, p.7-9), and President Museveni's swearing-in address January 29, 1986: "Ours is a fundamental change" in 
the collection of speeches Museveni 1992: What is Africa's problem" p.22. During the Regional Conference on 
Local Self Governance..... in  Kampala 30th August to 4th September 1993 The Deputy National Political 
Commissar NRM Secretariat Jotham Tumwesigye also stressed the point that Resistance Councils promoted the 
participation of people in politics - contrary to political parties that according to him only encouraged competition 
for offices. 
191 Arguments of this type are occasionally brought forward in the press. See also Burkey 1991 and Sabiti Makara 
1992. 
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5.2 The Evolution of Village Authority 
 
One aspect of the systems of village authority in Uganda remains clear in spite of the huge 
regional and even very local differences. That is the existence of a dual - and at times 
competing - system of governance: one is the representation of the state through the chief, 
another is an organic village authority. By "organic village authority" I understand the 
leadership of the village that in its form, function and membership is defined and created by 
the village members themselves192. The organic village authority will thus generally be 
legitimate but not necessarily democratic in the sense that all sections of the village 
participate equally in the selection. The institutions of organic village authority vary from 
region to region in Uganda and have traditionally been studied by anthropologists, who took 
the ethnic group or tribe as their point of departure for their analyses.  
 
The organic village authority in Uganda has taken various forms such as elders councils, 
systems of clan leaders or landowners. However the hierarchy of chiefs and its 
representation at village level has as least since 1966 been universal in Uganda - and before 
that very resembling among the different regions, due to the British Colonial policy that 
from ca 1900 duplicated a revised form of the Baganda chief system throughout Uganda. 
These government appointed chiefs worked all over Uganda as tax collectors, police, judges 
just as they were involved in the enforcement of various agricultural practices, health 
regulation and other government directives. After 1986 they remained at the local level 
essentially only as tax collectors, as the RCs largely took over all other functions. 
 
The discussion below of the chief system is mainly based upon secondary sources and 
applicable for the whole of Buganda, whereas the following section on the evolution of the 
organic village authority in Central Uganda to a larger extent is with particular reference to 
the two villages of my fieldwork, as that section to a much larger extent is based upon oral 
evidence. 
 
5.2.1 The Chiefs 
It is important to note, that the post-colonial system of chiefs in no meaningful way can be 
coined "traditional" even within Buganda, from where their system ostensibly was exported 
to the rest of Uganda. The system of chiefs in Buganda was too fundamentally changed 
through colonialism in spite of the proclaimed policy of indirect rule. One result of this 
transformation was the creation of a state appointed salaried bureaucracy from county down 
to parish level. The mutongole (village) chiefs worked without pay in a precarious balance 
between the higher chiefs and the organic village authority. 
 
The chief system had, as discussed in chapter three, probably considerable legitimacy in 
Buganda during the colonial period, but lost this during independence due to excessive 
politicisation and corruption of the office193. But even before that it was - as discussed below 
- no longer an organic village authority. 
 

                                                 
192. Thus ultimately inspired by Gramscis definition of the organic intellectuals. 
193.  This view is expressed by the Commission of Inquiry into Local Government. See chapter 6 for a more detailed 
discussion. 
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The basic political structure before 1900 in Buganda was the kyalo or village194. Each 
village had a chief that was either head (mutaka) of the "land owning" clan or appointed by 
the Kabaka195. The chiefs had to compete with each other’s in order to make tenants 
(basenze, singular musenze) settle as clients. This act by the basenze whereby they 
established the link with - or subordinated themselves to - the chief is described by the 
Luganda verb okusenga. Similarly the process of leaving the chief was termed okusenguka. 
This possibility gave, according to Southwold (1964), considerable power to the tenants for 
whom constitutional checks of the power of the chief then was unnecessary: 
 

The number of chiefs, and the intensity of competition between them, one the one hand; 
the abundance of land and of chiefs competing for followers, on the other; these factors 
would suggest that the chief had greater need of keeping his musenze than the latter had 
of staying with the chief. The musenze lacked constitutional checks, not because his 
position was too weak to obtain them, but because it was too strong to require them. We 
may be sure that the village chiefs who survived as chiefs were those who ingratiated 
themselves with their people by their efficiency, justice, wealth, generosity and 
humanity (Southwold 1964 p.214). 

 
Thus the pre-colonial chief in Buganda had the character of an organic village authority. 
However, the 1900 agreement changed the relationship between the chief and his musenze 
in a number of ways. Land became the property of a few high ranking Baganda chiefs who's 
powers now also were backed by the colonial authority. Chiefs were the only real 
landowners for a period after 1900. Later the office of the chief became separated from 
landownership, as land was bought and sold as a commodity and as the office of the chief 
remained an appointed post controlled by the Kabaka. Many farmers would buy their own 
land, just as the smaller peasants through legislation in 1928 was protected against eviction 
by the landlords. Thus Southwold could regarding the 1950s note: 
 

The relation of clients to a patron has been reduced to a formal economic relationship; 
and peasants now talk and act as if they owned their plots, and sometimes say, in this 
context, "we are all chiefs now" (Southwold 1964 p.216). 

 
The political structure of administration was also streamlined after the 1900 agreement. The 
parish (muluka) was now the lowest administrative level. The Kabaka appointed all chiefs 
and especially chiefs from sub-county and county level were often transferred. Only the 
chiefs at parish level remained permanent local residents and due to rather low salaries etc 
they gradually lost status. The studies in the Kings Men showed how the lower ranks of 
chiefs increasingly became filled with people with no more significant wealth than other 
residents. And as Southwold notes - based upon research in 1957: 
 

                                                 
194 This section is largely built upon: Southwold, Martin: "Leadership, Authority and the Village Community" in 
The Kings Men edited by L.A. Fallers 1964 and other contributions to The Kings Men. 
195 The power structure in Buganda before 1900 was composed of 3 different types of chiefs: two appointed by the 
Kabaka (the batongole and bakungu) and one type of chiefs who inherited their powers (the bataka). Their 
particular roles in pre-colonial Buganda and the development of their offices remain somehow obscure - see L.A. 
Fallers, Kamoga and Musoke: "Social Stratification in Traditional Buganda" in the Kings Men edited by Fallers 
1964. The changing meaning of the term bataka/mutaka is further explored in the end of this section. 
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People frequently say that a chief is respected more as a landowner than as a chief - 
without recognizing that since most muluka chiefs are not, in the full Ganda sense, 
landowners at all, this means they are denied much of the respect given to their 
predecessors (p.216).  

 
The colonial authorities at this time also realized the crucial difference between the chiefly 
structures now created in Buganda and what I term the organic village authority; as Lord 
Hailey in 1950 observed about the Buganda chiefs: 
 

The personnel of its executive organisation [the chief system], unlike the personnel 
employed in systems which make use of traditional Native Authorities, are not the 
customary representatives of a tribal or clan community, and cannot command its 
instinctive support196. 

 
That is exactly the difference between the two types of leadership; the power of the Buganda 
chiefs is formal but restricted, whereas the organic village authority reflects a mediated "will 
of the people" and can therefore, in the eyes of the colonial administrators, "command 
instinctive support". 
 
5.2.2 The Organic Village Authority 
Now, if the chiefs were not part of the organic village authority, then who were? 
Surprisingly the Kings Men is silent on this point - the various contributions to the book 
simply refer to "the people" rather than a distinct alternative leadership. However, such 
leadership did emerge, although it undoubtedly took various forms in the different localities 
even within Buganda. It is for instance reported, that some of the foreign immigrants could 
elect their own leadership that would try cases and insist on all communication to take place 
between them and the chiefs197. 
 
When Robertson (Robertson 1978) conducted his study in the very Eastern part of Buganda 
in 1965 he found that certain elders; the abataka, and one elder particularly, The Mutaka, 
who in an informal way was chosen as a leader formed the organic village authority. Giaza 
was The Mutaka of Kamira village at the time of Robertson’s visit: 
 

From the perspective of the newcomer the Bataka exerted an obscure but pervasive 
influence, evident from the very beginning when they escorted him round the boun-
daries of his farm. By contrast, the authority of Musoke, the village chief, was formal 
and circumscribed, but in several respects more frail ... Wasozi, the deputy chief, had 
been elected by the people of Kamira and performed most of Musoke's official task for 
him, but he was undoubtedly a puppet of Giaza and the others. He was certainly 
respected by the community, if only for the conscientious way in which he performed 
his unrewarding task, but no one said they depended on him... Answering my question, 
he himself said he depended on Giaza; with no apparent sense of contradiction he 
designated him as the "senior man" of Kamira (Robertson 1978 p.114). 

 

                                                 
196 Hailey, Lord 1950: Native Administration in the British African Territories Vol I, p.2. Here quoted from 
Southwold 1964 f.n.34. 
197. Southwold 1954, p. 156. 
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This term: the abataka (singular: mutaka) is probably the nearest we can come a universal 
designation of the organic village authority in Buganda. Here it should be noted that the 
term abataka has had quite a few different meanings in Uganda198. The root of the word 
ttaka means land and as such the bataka refers to the "custodians of village land, for it was 
they who approved and witnessed farm boundaries" as noted by Robertson (1978 p.112). 
However, the official definition (as in Murphy's dictionary) is mutaka as the head of the 
clan. This use is still also very common, not least since the advisory councils of the Kabaka 
(or Ssabataka; another title of the Buganda king: the head of all clans) have been revived. 
Generally many different clans would be settled in one village, thus the local clan heads are 
not necessarily also the mutaka the village leader. Another meaning is specifically 
associated with political events in the 1940's: large tracts of land were before 1900 owned 
by the Bataka chiefs who then were left out of the 1900 agreement. Later protests against 
the colonial government in the 1940's made reference to this and was called the Bataka 
Movement; actually a forerunner for the unions and the political parties in Uganda. Finally, 
bataka can refer to people who have been living in a village for a long time and have buried 
relatives there. Foreign immigrants who do so in Buganda may also claim in this way to 
have established a "butaka" - an ancestral home and in this way be a real citizen of the 
particular village - a mutaka199.  
 
In the following sections the terms abataka and mutaka refer to the organic village authority 
unless otherwise mentioned. The institution of the mutaka has of course certain local 
variations, but as it is argued in the final part of this chapter (section 5.10.2) then it has also 
undergone a general historical transformation within the century. 
 
 
5.3 The Case Studies: Namasujju and Kamira RC1 
 
Kamira and Namasujju villages (RC1s) are both located within the boundaries of the old 
Buganda kingdom; Kamira in the eastern part of Mukono District in Bugerere County near 
the river Nile and Namasujju in the central part of Luwero District near river Lugogo and 
thus the front dividing the government soldiers and the NRA guerrillas during the war 1981-
85 (see map). The adult population of Namasujju is 117 distributed among 58 households. 
The adult population of Kamira is 370 distributed among 174 households200. 
 

                                                 
198 Here I rely on observations during fieldwork, see also the discussion of Robertson 1978 p.112.on the meaning of 
mutaka. 
199 See Richards 1954 p.176. 
200. All statistical data from the two villages is from the village surveys carried out during fieldwork. 
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The whole of Luwero district is much more severely marked by the war than Mukono. 
Today we still find some of the major towns or trading centres to be completely devastated. 
Nakaseke town in Luwero is for instance still entirely in ruins. However rural telephone 
boxes and formerly impressive government buildings such as community halls, public 
hospitals and the head quarters for the chiefs are in a sorry state in both districts. The wars 
are partly to blame, but the general breakdown of the economy since the 1970's has made it 
impossible for the districts to maintain these structures. The wars - especially the war in 
Luwero - not only destroyed property and infrastructure. Maybe as many as 20% of the 
population was killed within the Luwero Triangle - a disaster in itself, but also with severe 
consequences for the future development of Luwero. Thus in Namasujju village the two 
richest men were killed and their farms formerly managed on capitalistic principles with 
many labourers are left in ruins. Their widows now pursue subsistence farming like 
everyone else. Thus we might refer to a "dormant class structure" in Namasujju and 
elsewhere in Luwero as the very marked patterns of landholding currently not always are 
reflected in distinct different production outputs, use of labour or consumption patterns. 
 
Kamira has on the other hand, like most other villages in Mukono, to a much larger degree 
been left untouched by the war. The farmers in the area have also to a lesser extent been 
affected by the declining coffee prices, as many of them successfully have started to grow 
pineapples on a large scale. Domestic food crops like matooke and cassava as well as more 
luxurious fruits like passion fruits are also grown on a large scale in Kamira and the surroun-
ding villages.  
 
But the villages also have other - possibly more important – differences; first of all a 
different settlement history and different ethnic composition.  
 
Namasujju is located in the old Bulemezi County, one of the old counties of Buganda. Most 
of the land in Bulemezi was in 1900 designated as mailo land: the private property of a few 
chiefs. The land has slowly been split up into smaller mailo lands through sale and inherit-
ance201. The Baganda remains by far the largest ethnic group in Bulemezi, now Nakaseke, 
although many "foreigners" have as far back as 1920 been attracted by the job opportunities 
in the formerly so rich cotton and coffee cultivating area. The proportion of non-Baganda 
increased steadily from the 1920's onwards and in 1954 only some 54% of the population 
were Baganda202. Especially immigrants from Rwanda and Burundi settled, but also groups 
from the northern and western parts of Uganda. The position of these later immigrant groups 
is discussed in section 5.6.2. Namasujju is inhabited with slightly more Baganda than on 
average for the district, thus of its eight ethnic groups the Baganda are by far the largest 
(69%) followed by Tanzanians (14%) and Banyarwanda (10%). 
 

                                                 
201 Settlement in Namasujju itself started to take seriously off around the time of the 1900 allocation of land to chiefs 
when Kangave was saza chief of Bulemezi. Semei Birebwe was according to the elders in Namasujju at this time 
allocated most if not all of Namasujju as part of his mailo land. His grandson "CP" remains the largest landowner in 
Namasujju. However CP has failed to put the land into substantively productive use and lives from selling of small 
parts of land - essentially in order to buy waragi (local gin). The present social structure and distribution of land is 
discussed in section 4.6.1. 
202 According to the 1954 census. See Appendix no 2. 
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Kamira is a village in the eastern part of Mukono district in Bugerere County. The area was 
for many years unsuitable for human settlement because of the fly simulium damnosum - or 
in Luganda: the embwa fly. After this pest was eradicated in 1952, immigrants from all over 
East Africa began to pour in. In 1965 when Robertson carried out his fieldwork in Kamira it 
was already a fairly densely populated area since so many people had been attracted by the 
fertile lands, the good rainfall and the convenient location near the two largest urban centres 
in Uganda: Kampala and Jinja. Kamira has therefore a somehow "cosmopolitan" 
atmosphere. Immigrants came from all over Uganda and even some from Rwanda, Burundi 
and Sudan. The largest groups are the Bagisu (38%), Baganda (27%) and Basoga (17%).  
 
In spite of this, when I think back, I never felt Namasujju to be as much a community as 
Kamira. The "village" in Namasujju did not seem to be as important an institution as for 
instance the church or the network of family ties outside the village. An example is the 
arrangements concerning funerals. In Namasujju it is essentially a family affair: the nearest 
family and the clan is responsible for the funeral and have to cover the expenses involved. 
Friends, family and a number of fellow villagers would attend the funeral and pay the 
traditional amabugo - contribution for expenses (literally meaning for the cost of the bark 
cloth that the body is to be wrapped in). In Kamira it was to a much greater extent a 
community affair: the Mutaka would with the assistance of the RCs collect a 100 shilling fee 
from each adult in the village as amabugo to be given to the family of the deceased just as 
the RC would keep an arsenal of lamps, plates, cups etc for the use of funerals and other 
ceremonies in the village. The collection of amabugo in Kamira is simply passed as a RC 
by-law and is enforced by the mutaka and ultimately the RC.  
 
The apparently greater importance paid to formal village institutions in Kamira may derive 
from the fact that everybody in Kamira - at least initially - in a way are "strangers" and far 
from kinship. In combination with the diverse ethnic composition of people this leads to an 
extra need for formalised village institutions. 
 
Finally the two villages are located differently vis-a-vis administrative centres - a difference 
that results in different accessibility to news and political discussions outside the immediate 
village realm.  
 
Kamira is next to the trading centre and sub county headquarters in Kangulumira and thus 
near the tarmac road linking Kayunga with Jinja. A few of the houses of Kamira are 
connected to the electricity supplied to the trading centre. Especially the men of Kamira 
enjoy having an evening walk to the trading centre where they can have a chat, a cup of tea 
or waragi (local gin). Namasujju is located next to the dust road linking Nakaseke town with 
the main tarmac road through the district. The nearest major trading centre is Wobulenzi - 
much too far away for a visit without a major purpose. Both villages are composed by 
scattered homesteads spread throughout the village boundaries near the individual plots.  
 
In broad terms of "representativeness", Kamira is an example of very ethnically mixed 
society typical of Bugerere County in Mukono district. Namasujju is as "typical" as a village 
can be for Luwero district or Buganda as a whole in terms of land tenure system, ethnic and 
religious composition203.  
                                                 
203 When compared with the results of the 1991 census. 
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5.4 Activities and Functions of the RCs at Village Level 
 
Tens of thousands of village Resistance Councils have been formed and are currently in 
existence in Uganda. They have been formed and are supposed to function according to the 
legislative framework outlined in the Resistance Councils Bill of 1987 and various amend-
ments. However, they work without much direct government interference and must 
therefore to a very high degree reflect local perceptions of "self-rule", as the leadership is 
democratically elected. Below I elaborate on this relative autonomy of the RC1s in order to 
support the assumption that the Resistance Councils generally at village level reproduce the 
organic village authority. How and to what extent that is reflected will, based upon the case 
studies of Kamira and Namasujju villages, then be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
The history of the Resistance Councils, as they originated during the guerrilla war in the 
Luwero Triangle, has been outlined in chapter four. In the liberated areas of western Uganda 
more Resistance Councils were formed during 1985. For the remaining part of the country - 
including districts like Mukono - they were formed during 1986. The formation of the RCs: 
organising the elections and giving out information about the functions of the RCs were 
carried out with very few resources. One presidentially appointed Special District 
Administrator204 and no more than some five to ten cadres would be in charge of a district 
with some 1000-2000 villages. The district administration would not even have a complete 
list of all villages. Only at the lower administrative levels like the sub county or the parish 
would the officials like the chiefs have the simplest information like the names of the 
villages and their very roughly estimated population. But the DA and the cadres operated 
from the district. Sugar205 happened to be in scarce supply in 1986-87 and its distribution 
was left to the RCs. Such a solution was not unknown in Uganda206, but it definitely gave 
people an immediate incentive to form an RC: no RC no sugar!  
 
Also the distribution of soap, paraffin and salt was for a period left with the RCs. A review 
of the vernacular press of the period shows the concern attached to this particular function. It 
went so far that political cadres had to establish that "RCs were not only elected to distribute 
sugar"207. The paper "Munno" simply referred to the "ebintu sukhali" (sugar issue) in its 
frequent writings on the distribution of sugar by the Resistance Councils208.  
 

                                                 
204. Later the title changed to simply District Administrator (D.A.). 
205 Sugar is in Uganda often referred to as an "essential goods". It is one of the few consumer commodities that the 
peasantry has got accustomed to that cannot be produced in the village. Only salt and maybe soap and paraffin are 
regarded as important an item. A little gift from the city son who returns to his village parents would for instance 
often be referred to as "kasukaali" (a little sugar).  
206 Thus previously the Mayumba Kumi had been in charge of sugar distribution, just as chiefs performed similar 
roles during Amin. 
207 Ngabo 15/8/1986: "Obukiiko Tebwalondebwa Kugaba Sukaali Kyokka" (Resistance Committees were not 
elected to distribute Sugar only). See also Weekly Topic Week ending July 23,1986 front page: "Powers of RCs 
need clear definition". Ngabo 31/7/86 and Ngabo 4/7/86. 
208 Munno 20/1/1989. 

 95
 



The distribution of items like sugar through the Resistance Councils may or may not have 
been justifiable for practical reasons. However, linking sugar distribution to the Resistance 
Councils definitely led to the rapid spread of Resistance Councils throughout the country, 
just as individual RC Committees used the distribution of sugar as a disciplinary measure 
against villagers who refused to participate in meetings209. RC members consequently later 
complained of lack of respect, when they no longer controlled the distribution of sugar210. A 
cynical view of these early functions of the Resistance Councils might suggest that those 
functions were introduced in order to establish the system rapidly throughout the country; 
perhaps as a compensation for the very limited capacity for mobilization by the NRM 
secretariat. This should not be taken as an indication of lack of popular excitement for the 
Resistance Councils, although the initial enthusiasm in Uganda in 1986 was foremost a 
response from the southern part of the country in gratitude of NRA's establishment of 
peace211. That civilian control of the army was exercised at the local level through the 
Resistance Councils also gave great legitimacy to them. RCs were established in the 
Northern part of Uganda without the same initial sweep of enthusiasm and the latter 
satisfaction of the peasantry there with the RCs stems largely from the fact that it gave them 
the rights of conducting local affairs according to community rules212. 
 
The input of the NRM Secretariat to politicise the Resistance Councils remained at a rather 
low level also after the initial problems associated with the take over of state power. The 
number of cadres in districts like Mukono and Luwero was actually cut down to only two 
per district. The development of the RCs is very much driven by experience gained by 
people on the ground, where the RCs after all have functioned continuously with regular 
elections in 1986, 1989 and 1991. The first part of the legislative framework - The 
Resistance Councils Bill is passed May 1987 - almost a year after the countrywide 
organisation of the RCs. The Judicial Bill that sets the legislative framework for the RCs 
judicial functions is passed in 1988; some two years after the countrywide establishment of 
RCs and six-seven years after the first experiences gained in Luwero.  
 

                                                 
209 See e.g. Munno 28/5/1987 letter to editor: Banaffe mujjumbire enkiiko (Please, attend the RC meetings). 
210 See for instance the article in Munno 2/10/1989: Obutafuna nsako kyaganyi aba RC okutuula (Not getting 
allowances led the RCs to withhold the meeting). Confirmed during field interviews in Mukono district. 
211 Mamdani Mahmood 1988: "Uganda in Transition: two years of the NRA/NRM." Third World Quarterly, 10, (3), 
July 1988. pp.1155-1181. 
212 See Okware, Nicholas 1990: "Resistance Committees and Judicial Powers: The operation of RC1 courts in Soroti 
District". A Research Paper submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the award of the degree of 
Bachelor of Laws of Makerere University. May 1990. LL.B. III 1989/90. - an otherwise very critical assessment of 
the RCs in Soroti. 
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The examples referred to above, describing the distribution of sugar through the Resistance 
Councils and the immense concern attached to this issue by the communities, as also 
reflected in the vernacular press, indicate the limits of state capacity of penetration at the 
local level as well as the lack of state defined political agendas at the local level. It is clear 
that the village level Resistance Councils (RC1) cannot be regarded as an extension of the 
state apparatus or the political regime213. The mere number of RC1s severely limits the 
possibility of state intervention in daily RC1 affairs: a district like Mukono with one DA and 
a couple of cadres as the only representatives of NRM has more than 1000 RC1s. The 
lowest level civil servant is the parish chief responsible for some ten villages and even he is 
- as discussed before - entirely dependent upon the cooperation of the villages rather than his 
somehow distant superiors.  
 
Thus, normally the RC1 would not be the location for political meetings or visits by state 
officials. Even locally elected district councillors would only pay visits at sub county and 
parish levels. Looking through the minutes of meetings of Kamira and Namasujju RC1 as 
well as in interviews no visits of higher-level politicians or state officials were ever 
mentioned.  
 
As the interference from the outside in the conduct of the RCs at village level has been 
rather limited, we might expect quite some variance in the performance of the RCs. 
However, certain aspects are universal. First of all, the RC is so to speak the face of the 
village shown to outsiders. All guests from the outside of the village community are 
expected to register upon arrival with the RC1 committee, just as the RC normally would 
arrange for more elaborate and official ceremonies in the case of more distinguished guests. 
An important role of the RCs has in this respect been the articulation of village interests vis-
a-vis state bureaucrats. However, the arena for this kind of conflicts is never, or rarely, the 
RC1 but rather the higher levels of the RC system. This is dealt with in chapter six and 
seven. Here we are concerned with the functions of the RC within the village. 
 
As a point of departure for such a discussion we could take the different offices of the RCs, 
thus the Secretary for Mass Mobilization, for Information, for Defence etc. But such a 
discussion would focus on only the formal exercise of authority. Rather I propose to 
emphasize three broad categories of functions:  
 
 

                                                

 (1) Maintenance of social control in a broad sense  
  (2) Maintenance of law and order in a more narrow sense as reflected in the court 

cases conducted at RC level and the policing, and 
  (3) Some self-help projects as well as regulation of common resources. 
 
5.4.1 Maintenance of Social Control 
An RC committee member once explained to me how he perceived the concept of political 
development: 
 

"First a man have to learn how to handle his family: without order in the home you 
cannot interfere in village disputes. When the village then is well managed you can then 
start to discuss political affairs at parish level..." (and so on). 

 
213 As otherwise proposed for the RC system in general - see chapter 2. 
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The RC can in such a way very well be perceived as the extension of the social order es-
tablished within the household; usually an elder male in control of youth and women. This 
function of the RC is usually exercised without the use of any force - contrary to the main-
tenance of law and order through the RC court that at least ultimately is backed by the threat 
of use of force. The social order maintained is in this sense of an almost hegemonic charac-
ter214.  
 
The minutes of meeting for the RC1 council in Kamira include a number of debates 
concerned with the control of the youth, thus for instance: 
 

"Youth: It has been decided that all the youth should be engaged in projects of some 
kind from which they can earn a living other than being loiterers or idlers. They 
appealed to their parents to encourage them [to] establish small-scale gardens and 
educate them on their responsibilities in society"215. 

 
The obligation of the youth to "have some project" is reflected in many RC activities such as 
the passing of by-laws that simply require all persons to cultivate a minimum acreage of 
land with food crops such as cassava216. It is also normal for the RCs to pass by-laws that 
restrict drinking hours and prohibit card playing.  
 
It would be wrong simply to characterise these initiatives simply as the elder's control of the 
youth - what is at stake is rather the survival and functioning of the community - but thus 
also the existing order of the community. The interference of the RCs in youth’s affairs is 
clearly an extension of parents’ guidance of their children. 
 

                                                 
214. The concept of hegemonic power has increasingly been criticized - see for instance Scott 1991. However certain 
exceptions of power relations - such as the authority exercised by parents are still recognised by Scott of usually 
being of hegemonic character. Still these attempts of control can end up in open conflicts. Violence within 
households is common, just as conflicts between youth and elders occasionally develop in public. The war discussed 
in the previous chapter was obviously a case in point. Less dramatic conflicts within current RC politics are 
occasionally described in the Luganda language press. See for instance Munno 24th January 1987: "Abavubuka aba 
RC baabasakase kibooko" (the RC officials were severely beaten by the youth): "Ten youths who attacked and 
made injuries on the Rc chairman and another gentleman for security at Kawempe were given 30  strong (police) 
strokes. Munno was informed that these youths were playing cards illegally. A plan made to get hold of them was 
put into practise yesterday. After gathering them they were given a chance of either taking them to the police station 
or to be beaten 30 strokes. They later decided on being beaten 30 strokes which was done there and then. Others 
who laughed when being beaten and those who were thought to have leaked the information to the newspapers were 
told to attend another meeting on sunday. When these youth were found in the house playing cards by the chairman 
and security leader, they were told not to leave the house. In the same process they locked up the chairman and at 
the same time the security man injured his leg.  
215 Kamira Village Council Meeting held on the 12th of April at Salim's place - point no 6; English translation of the 
minutes by the RC1 Secretary John Kalyowa. 
216 A common by-law adopted by many RCs in Mukono and Luwero for instance - encouraged by Ministry Of 
Agriculture. 
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Thus one afternoon in Kamira I met Friday, one of the sons of Kigozi. He was clearly very 
upset as he walked down the village path arguing with a number of the RC committee 
members. They had refused to let him sell a piece of land. He had earlier got some land 
from his father, but slowly sold of the pieces in order to get money for drinks and other 
entertainments. That was at least the argument of his mother who had approached the RCs 
in order to make them stop the son from selling more of his land. Friday was not allowed to 
sell the land - and since the RCs in Kamira have to certify all "kibanja" land sales, Friday 
had no other choice than to accept their verdict.  
 
In Namasujju RC1 the attempts of control of the youth were reflected in the by-laws concer-
ning card playing, where it was noted that such playing ".... was especially dangerous for the 
youth" just as many RCs in Luwero also had by-laws concerning youths "to have some 
project". However, the concern about youths behaviour appears to be a quite general one in 
Buganda - perhaps more today than previously, because of the immense social disturbances 
brought about the wars, the break down of general rule through state structures and the 
effects of the abolition of the institution of Kabakaship in Buganda. This is reflected in 
speeches by local politicians217, in a number of the popular kadongo songs distributed on 
cassettes and sold in Kampala and rural trading centres as well as in local songs. In one of 
the latter from the village next to Namasujju it is said: 
 

We should not play with this freedom 
We fought for it bled blood we lost our innocent friends  

Many youths who doesn't know that freedom of our ancestors is no longer there 
What are we going to do in future? 

Those we call our fathers - have died 
Wherever there is a youth - caution your friend  

Tell him how Uganda is standing  
The good thing I can tell you  

You have to work hard in order to achieve 
Get a hoe and slash the spear grass and even hand work is in plenty 

Let me even add on this  
You the youth there is a lot of work that you have not learnt 

Some call it work for the uneducated 
Then when it comes to night you start stealing 

To like getting money when you're seated 
It breeds bad habits in the youth 

Some of you are found in bars during working hours  
Why don't they steal and bring instability in our freedom 

To work for money is a very good thing 
Because when you admire someone you go stealing 

Others you find them with two hands and you wonder why they don't use them 
Many of you like fighting  

You have power take that power to the spear grass and show it from there 
                                                 
217 See for instance New Vision September 7th 1993, p.3: "Baganda advised"; a RC5 councillor in Masaka urged in 
the wake of the coronation of the Kabaka Baganda to "revive their traditional cultured manners......", he "...explained 
to the residents that lack of a sense of direction had brought with it an element of hooliganism and irresponsibility 
among the youth (my emphasis) in Buganda because they were not imbued with the tradition of good manners of 
their fathers".   
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Government is crying for us to unite  
Then if you start fighting what are your intentions 

To bring instability you Ugandan 
Yet we got freedom that pains me much. 

There are some youth who go early for Kwete 
Bachelor's food - They have failed to marry 

There are many girls - still living with their parents 
Others are in town moving up and down 

Even here where I look at them 
They are there I see them moving up and down 

You girls who don't get married what is wrong with you 
Basing your reasons on the disease that it is too much. 

This is the time all of us the youth  
To be happy because we were going to die 

During Kawenkene (the terrible one, i.e. Obote) I remember  
How could you talk where there is a gun? 

The youth we should not be shy- Let us talk whatever is hurting us 
We have a lot hurting us 

What is better is unity 
Let us unite and the love for each other218. 

 
The beer drinking youth and the girls that fail to marry are ultimately linked up with the 
extreme breakdown of law and order that Luwero experienced during Obote's time. This 
concern of youths behaviour, it must be stressed, is very widespread: it is repeatedly 
reported in discussions, interviews, songs as well as in the vernacular press219 - though 
rarely or never in the English language press. It is a concern of the rural communities not in 
immediate concurrence with the official NRM ideology that - however diffusely and un-
implemented - rather tries to empower youth. I shall return to this discussion in section 5.7. 
 
If the RCs reflected a system of elder male dominance we would then expect the RCs also to 
be instrumental in the control of Women. Only one example could be found in the files of 
the village council meetings in Kamira RC: 
 

                                                 
218 Bulyake yali amanyi, recorded on tape 21, translated from Luganda. 
219 For some examples in the press: Munno January 1987: "RC y'e Kabowa efulimizza ebiragiro ku mabaala" (the 
Kabowa RC has issued a directive on bars): "The RC II members issued a directive on the bars. It indicated that bars 
should close at 10.00 p.m. They also showed concern on the youth taking opium and said they would do their best to 
fight it". Many other similar examples: Munno 9/5/1987 about disciplining youth, Munno 24/7/1987:   
"Ssentebe yalabudde abavubuka" (the chairman warned the youth): 
"The RC chairman of Maganjo. Mr. Eriabu Musoke warned the youth who tried to disturb the peace within the area. 
He said this at the last funeral rites of the Late Ndagire in Mr.John Sendiggya's home. This was because many of the 
youth were dead drunk at the time of the service. They were saying, "what are RCs? We have been able to face the 
past regimes of Obote and Lutwa, - eh how about RCs!", Munno 7/8/1987: "Omuvubuka yalemesezze aba RC 
okutula": ".. youth always moving with soldiers known as "omulembesi" refused to leave an RC meeting. It 
adjourned without discussing anything. The chairman Mr. Vincent Mugerwa did all he could but failed". 
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"Unmarried women: [Banakyeombekedde] Women who are not officially married but 
involved in the love affairs with some men should always introduce to the committee 
their partners and they should not have more than one man at a time. During their time 
of separation they should still inform the committee to avoid insecurity"220. 

 
It is without doubt no incident that only the behaviour of unmarried women has to be 
regulated by the RC - in other cases it would simply be left to the man in the house to handle 
affairs. The revival of Baganda kingship has led to increased articulations of what now 
constitute a "proper Muganda woman"; her sexual behaviour and behaviour within the 
household. However such statements have I never found articulated through the RCs, but 
rather from elders and clan leaders221. 
 
Another type of cases related to the maintenance of social order within the village are those 
concerned with witchcraft. Some four cases dealing with witches have been conducted in 
Kamira the last two years. Two men and two women were in the end expelled from the 
village due to accusations of witchcraft. Those persons are for one reason or the other 
perceived to be so much out of line with good community behaviour that witchcraft 
accusations and normally expulsion is seen as the only appropriate village action. 
 
The uphold of social order also have some elements of provision of social security, although 
this aspect most commonly is dealt with through kinship ties or within patron-client 
relations. Thus in Kamira the RC1 is instrumental in providing assistance in the case of 
funerals. Whenever someone dies in Kamira it is obligatory for all households to contribute 
100 Ushs for the funeral expenses, just as women will come and assist with cooking and 
men with digging the grave. The contribution of money is regulated by the RCs that simply 
have passed a by-law that everyone has to contribute 100 Ushs. The RC1 also keeps a 
collection of pots, pans and cups for assistance to families in situations like this. The 
collection of money is done by the Mutaka and his secretary - but ultimately enforced by the 
RC222. 
 
5.4.2 Law and Order 
The RC1 - especially the secretary for defence - is responsible for some "policing" of the 
villages, just as the RC1 chairman generally would acquire all newcomers as well as visitors 
to register with him. The RC1 also has defined judicial powers. The RC1 committee 
members will on a regular basis sit and settle disputes; normally between village members, 
but occasionally they also involve outsiders. The most common cases are land disputes, 
theft, household disputes and divorces. 
 

                                                 
220 Kamira Village Council Meeting held on the 12th of April at Salim's place - point no 6; English translation of the 
minutes by the RC1 Secretary John Kalyowa. 
221 Also in the press; see for instance Weekly Topic No 36, 1993, September 10, page 10: "Ebyaffe revives forgotten 
kalikya" where kalikya refers to "culture" of Baganda women. 
222 Observations and interviews in Kamira. Also recorded in written minutes of RC1 meetings. 
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The aim of the RC court is generally to reconcile the parties rather than to mete out punish-
ments. The character of the RC courts is discussed more in details in chapter six. Here we 
will just note that a number - if not most - of these cases always have been settled within the 
village communities rather than brought forward formal courts or even the chiefs223. In this 
respect the RC Judicial Bill is only recognition of village communities de facto legal 
functions. Consequently we should not be surprised that the Resistance Councils 
administrate their judicial role primarily according to popular concepts of justice rather than 
strict adherence to the law. Their legal practice therefore generally benefits the villagers at 
the expense of outsiders such as for instance absentee landlords.  
 
5.4.3 Self-Help and Management of Common Resources 
Individual property rights are pervasive in Buganda. This does not mean that for instance 
different land tenure forms do not coexist or are contested; but the conflicts are generally 
articulated as conflicts between individuals: the tenant versus the landlord. Even the right of 
catching eatable ants on land rented from the landlords is regulated. Swamps and other 
marginal lands are often private property.  
 
In Buganda common resource management is generally restricted to the regulation of the 
maintenance of springs, water holes and small roads. Springs are most often located on 
private land, and will often be named according to the owner - or earlier owner - of the land. 
However, everyone is generally allowed to fetch water from these springs or water holes, 
just as everyone is expected to contribute to the maintenance and cleaning of these springs. 
The local roads within the village boundary will also need regular cleaning - removal of 
vegetation - and some repairs. All these duties have for centuries been conducted by the 
village community on self-help basis or in Luganda as bulungi bwa nsi - "for the good of the 
country"224 - and they are now organised by the RC. However, especially the clearing of the 
roads were not always previously conducted on a voluntary basis, but ordered by the chiefs. 
As one elder female peasant recalled: 
 

The past governments always gave orders from the top. For instance that on the fifth of 
this month we shall dig a road; forcing people to work in areas where they do not stay. 
Even if you want to repair and dig the road leading to your home in Kapeeka you were 
forced to abandon this and dig one leading to Kampala. RCs have the right to say no to 
an order from above. This makes a difference between the present and past regimes. 
Each RC only sees to its area. The residents cannot listen to orders from Gombolola 
Chiefs or RC officials from other areas. The people have a say while a Gombolola 
Chief's say is of little consequence (Informant no 1, #63). 

 

                                                 
223. See Suzette Heald: "Chief and Administrators in Bugisu" in Robertson (ed) 1982 and Robertson 1978: 
"Community of Strangers" about the practice in Kamira especially. For an example from the north see Okware, 
Nicholas 1990: 
"Resistance Committees and Judicial Powers: The operation of RC1 courts in Soroti District" A Research Paper 
submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the award of the degree of Bachelor of Laws of Makerere 
University. May 1990. LL.B. III 1989/90 
224. See Roscoe op cit. 
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Other activities of the RCs within this field would be the attempts of promoting 
"cleanliness"; construction and use of katandalo - small constructions for leaving cups and 
plates to dry in the sun, collection of garbage and - less wholeheartedly - the construction of 
pit latrines. Furthermore the RC1 is nearly always the link between the village and outsiders 
like NGOs or government field staff working with water, health or other development 
activities.  
 
 
5.5 Patterns of Participation in RC Politics in the Two Villages 
 
This section will outline the general level of participation in RC politics in the two villages 
based upon indicators from my survey data. The following sections will discuss the 
differences between various groups within the village. 
 
Thus here I am concerned with the problem of establishing indicators of participation in the 
formal decision-making process within the RC1. Survey data can at this level of discussions 
of participation be included to indicate different degrees of involvement of various groups in 
decision-making. Participation in elections and meetings, committee memberships as well as 
subjective evaluations are often included as indicators of political participation in surveys225. 
I decided to include a survey on only the two villages, where I had established some rapport 
and would be able to ask further questions to the individuals as initial steps for 
interpretation.  
 
The survey thus conducted in Kamira and Namasujju included two kinds of questions as 
indicators of participation within the RC system. One set of questions related to attendance; 
of elections and meetings; the second set of questions related to knowledge about members 
of RC committees at various levels. Results from the two villages are summarized below. 

                                                 
225. For concrete examples within development studies see for instance Webster, Neil 1992: Panchayati Raj in West 
Bengal: Popular Participation for the People or the Party? in Development and Change, Vol 23, number 4, October 
1992. 
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Table 5.1: Summary of Indicators of Participation in RC Politics in the Two Villages  
(% of all Respondents) 
 

 Namasujju  Kamira 

Participated in 1992 RC Election  82%  62% 

Participated in last village council meeting  50%  42% 

Av. no of council meetings attended this year   3.5 out of 7  3.2 out of 6 

Know the name of RC1 Chairman  96%  78% 

Know the name of RC2 Chairman  62%  62% 

Know the name of RC3 Chairman  25%  47% 

Know the name of RC4 Chairman  1%  1% 

Know the name of RC5 Chairman  13%  4% 

Know the name of two District Councillors  24%  30% 

Know the name of the local MP  18%  18% 

Know the name of the Gombolola Chief  20%  n.a. 

Know the Name of the Muluka Chief  74%  n.a. 

Know the name of the Mutongole Chief  76%  n.a. 

Number of Respondents  115  354 
 
 
Rates of participation in the elections in the two villages are high when compared with 
statistics from national elections elsewhere in Africa226 as well as when compared with 
national elections in Uganda227. Studies of attendance of regular village meetings in 
comparable situations are very scarce. But a study from Tanzania228 showed rates of 
participation within Tanzanian village councils to be as low as ca 10% for general meetings. 

                                                 
226 The rates of participation in the national elections for president in Tanzania in 1965, 70, 75, 80 and 85 ranged 
between 52 and 72% of the eligible voters. The rates of participation in the elections for the national assembly in 
Tanzania was 45% in 1965 and 49% in 1970 of all eligible voters. All information from Joel Samoff: Single-Party 
Competitive Elections in Tanzania in Fred M. Hayward: "Elections in Independent Africa", Westview Press 1987, 
p. 163. The rates of participation in the national elections in Ghana 1956, 60, 69, 78 and 79 is estimated to be 
between 28 and 47% by Naomi Chazan: "The Anomalies of Continuity: Perspectives on Ghanaian Elections since 
Independence" in Hayward (ed) op cit p.83. 
227 Elections in Uganda has most often been marred by fraud and violence. If we look at some of the earlier elections 
around independence we find that some 78% of the electorate participated in the elections in 1961 and 68% in 1962 
(A Report on the General Elections to the National Assembly of Uganda held on the 25th of April, 1962 by R.C. 
Peagram, Supervisor of Election). Still, as noted in chapter 3, only 3% of the adult population in Buganda registered 
during the 1961 election as voters. 
228 Margrete Andersen 1992: Women in Politics - a case study of gender relations and women’s political 
participation in Sukumaland, Tanzania. Ph.D. Thesis, Aalborg University, Denmark.  
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The knowledge about the RC committee members at the lower levels is also high, but 
generally decreases the more high ranking RCs we are talking about, as they are more 
distant from the village and rarely tour or are commented upon locally. The decreasing 
knowledge about higher RCs is partly a reflection of the indirect and pyramidical structure 
of the RC system, partly a reflection of face-to-face communication being most important 
when information on local politics is disseminated and partly an indication of irrelevance of 
those levels, especially RC4 (the county), for everyday village affairs. 
 
Certain variations in levels of participation between the two villages, such as the marked 
higher rate of participation in the elections in Namasujju, will be discussed in the later 
sections. 
 
In the following four sections it will generally be discussed to which extent different social 
categories participate at different levels in the RCs. I shall refer to four indicators: (1) the 
number of RC meetings attended this year, (2) whether the respondent participated in the 
last meeting, (3) whether the respondent participated in the election, and (4) the knowledge 
of who are the RC executives at various levels. The last measurement is constructed based 
upon the questions of whether the respondent knows the name of the RC1 chairman, the 
RC2 Chairman, etc. I have aggregated the answers from those questions into one single 
index on a scale from zero to 14.  
 
 
5.6 Social Stratification and Participation in RC Politics 
 
Rural Buganda has at least in periods been one of the clearest examples of a rural class 
society in Africa. Thus the 1900 Uganda agreement created a hierarchy of landed chiefs in 
the central part of Uganda, Buganda. The chiefs were landlords, who would collect rent 
from their tenants. This freehold land, mailo land, could be bought and sold. As time passed 
by the number of landlords have increased and average mailo land holdings decreased.  
 
The Baganda peasantry consolidate and occasionally even prosper during the colonial 
period for three reasons: firstly they have their tenure secured vis-a-vis the landlords just as 
their fees to be paid the landlords are fixed through the 1923 land laws, secondly they 
achieve reasonable prices for their products and thirdly they benefit from cheap labour from 
elsewhere in Uganda as well as from Rwanda, Burundi and Tanzania. 
 
The present social structure of rural Buganda has not been extensively researched. Two 
initial questions remain to be answered before we proceed to a discussion of the relationship 
between participation in RC politics and patterns of social stratification. First, what kind of 
class structure has been reproduced? is the class structure basically a contradiction between 
the landlords and the peasantry or is the internal stratification among the peasantry more sig-
nificant? Second, taking the history of immigrant workers into account, what is the 
relationship between class and ethnicity? 
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5.6.1 Peasant differentiation or Landlordism? 
Fallers estimates the number of "substantial mailo owners" in 1956 to be 20,000229 and 
Mukwaya suggests in 1953 "that the total number of landowners is between 45,000 and 
55,000230" - a substantial increase from the original some 3,700 mailo landowners231. 
Although this process of mailo land segmentation without doubt has continued, land 
distribution is still very unequal in Buganda. But what is the present character of this rural 
stratification? 
 
Mamdani carried out field research on this question for publication in 1984232. He analyzed 
the economic structure of a Buganda village, Kitende on Kampala-Entebbe road. He argued 
for the existence of a class structure with landlords, Peasants differentiated into "rich", 
"middle" and "poor" and land labourers.  
 
He looked into patterns of landownership, just as he tried to analyse how different groups 
appropriate value from e.g. coffee production, charcoal production etc. His main conclusion 
reflects his "dependency-view", even though his analysis is carried out within the 
boundaries of one particular village: 
 

The principal contradiction in Kitende is between the peasantry as a whole (including 
land labourers) on one side and imperialism, comprador, bureaucrat and landlord power 
on the other side. (p.61). 

 
Internal exploitation in these villages is secondary. As a result internal differentiation 
between different sections of the peasantry is not as sharp (p.62). 

 
The village Mamdani studied did seem particular homogeneous - apart from the one absent 
landlord - poor peasants had an average of 0.66 acres, Middle peasants 1.08 and Rich 
peasants 2.17233. Thus hardly a basis for any substantial stratification based upon patterns of 
exploitation. 
 
In another later study from two villages in Luwero district Muhereza (1992) finds increasing 
selling out of landlord mailo. He argues for the existence of six different economic strata: 
landlords, capitalistic landlords, capitalists, Rich peasants, middle peasants and poor 
peasants234. The figures on landholding quoted by Muhereza show a marked internal 
stratification within the village as well as a declining power of the landlords. He furthermore 
notes that the landlords he studied all were elderly men, who received their main income 
from sale of land rather than from rents or production. 
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229. Fallers 1964 ("The Kings Men") p.144. 
230 Mukwaya 1953: "Land Tenure in Buganda - present day tendencies",p.30. 
231 Mukwaya 1953 op.cit. p.23. 
232 Mamdani 1984:  "Analyzing the Agrarian Question: the case of a Buganda Village". 

 p.61. June 1984,
233 In this article Mamdani gives no clear operational definition of these strata. Patterns of selling and buying of 
labour appear implicitly to be the crucial criteria, nevertheless statistical/survey information is only given on 
landholding. 
234 On page 63-65. 
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This trend; declining importance of the landlords and the growth of local "big farmers", was 
also described by Richards235. My own data from the two villages - further discussed below 
- also suggest an increased economic stratification within the villages. When I talked to 
people in Namasujju and Kamira they were all quite clear about who was "rich" and "poor". 
In Namasujju two widows, two major male landowners and a few "businessmen" were 
considered "rich". However, the two richest men were killed during the war and their farms 
with some 100 diary cattle were completely destroyed. Their widows remained with two 
cows, a number of goats and farmed their land themselves with occasional assistance from 
one or two labourers. The largest landowner in Namasujju was almost constantly drunk - he 
lived in a small mud hut with his young wife and got money for his waragi (gin) by 
constantly selling off small bits of his land. Thus the "appropriating class" seemed far from 
spectacular in Namasujju. Nevertheless distribution of land is very unequal and clear 
patterns of buying and selling of labour exists. Villagers would distinguish between 
households that own land and those who only would hire (okupangisa). 32% of the 
households owns no land or less than one acre, 25% of the households owns 10 or more 
acres. The largest landowner claimed originally to own 177 acres, but a substantial part had 
already been sold. 24% of the households rents or borrows land - typically one acre and 
another 30% of the households hire labour. It is thus clear that the village is strongly socially 
stratified although the economic structure has been markedly disturbed by the war. 
 
In Kamira I found through the survey that 49% own one acre or less. Five percent own ten 
or more acres. 26% rent or borrow land and 19% of the households hire labour. Thus "on 
paper" the patterns of social stratification in the two communities appear similar. The 
difference is partly that Kamira was not so destroyed during the war and partly that land 
acquisition historically has followed a quite different pattern in Kamira from that in 
Namasujju. Kamira presented in the 1950s and onwards a "frontier" that offered new 
opportunities, and “progressive farmers” who gradually have accumulated land - bought by 
their profits from farming, have first and foremost acquired land. Lameka Kigozi stands out 
as an example: he arrived in 1955 when he acquired a 3 and half acres plot, he now owns 
some 50 acres and employs constantly some 10 labourers farming his farms with matooke, 
pineapple and coffee. He farms for profit: he carefully calculates the prices of inputs: labour, 
fertilizer, manure, seedlings etc and compares with the expected income 2 or 5 years ahead. 
He works hard and was some years ago rewarded with a trip to London as he was selected 
as the best horticultural farmer in Uganda. Recently he also managed to buy an old pick-up. 
Kigozi's entrepreneurship was already described by Robertson 25 years ago236 - and has 
been sustained even through the very tumultuous years in the 1970s and 80s. 
 
Conversely, the destruction of Namasujju and Luwero is today reflected in a somehow 
"dormant" class structure: the infrastructure of the former most productive large scale farms 
are destroyed and remain to be built up all over again. This leads to less clear patterns of 
especially buying and selling of labour.  
 
Selling or buying of labour of a household is no longer in itself a clear indication of the 
more long-term social status of that household. Up to around 1973 large groups of 
immigrants would come to work for a limited period - an agricultural season or a few years - 
                                                 
235 Richards, Sturrock and Fortt: Subsistence to Commercial Farming in present-day Buganda. Cambridge 1973.  
236 Robertson 1978: Community of Strangers. 
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on the peasant and larger farms in Buganda. They constituted a clear immigrant working 
class. This form of immigration ceased entirely during the seventies due to economic 
changes as well as the political disturbances. Currently selling of labour is in the two 
villages often a strategy for households in temporary cash need. Rather wealthy households 
occasionally manage a season without the use of external labour if family labour is sufficient 
and similarly at the same time it can be observed how fairly wealthy households 
occasionally sell labour. At least a number of such examples were observed in Namasujju; 
in some cases because they recently had arrived in Namasujju from areas where they owned 
land, but looking for relatives or better marketing facilities. Thus hiring and selling of labour 
is to some extent a reflection of seasonal changes of the labour situation within the 
household itself; the availability of older children etc - a type of argument made earlier by 
Chayanov with reference to Russia in the late 19th century237. 
 
Contrary to this, the patterns of landownership remain distinctly unequal and fixed over a 
longer time period. This appears therefore to be the single most appropriate indicator to use 
when looking for a way to operationalise economic differentiation within the villages. Cattle 
are furthermore presently not that important in central Uganda, so rural social stratification 
in this area is mainly based on control of land and access to capital for investment in labour 
and farm inputs. Only landownership itself is fairly easy to collect data on, so my final 
operationalisation of "class" is entirely based upon landownership itself. I have chosen to 
divide the households into four different groups; from the landless to the households with so 
much land that they in other studies have operationally been defined as "Big Farmers"238:  
 

(1) The landless and near landless; all households with less than one acre of land. It is 
obviously among these that we find the vast majority of households who sell 
labour and rents land. 

 
(2) Small Peasant farmers with between one acre and 5 acres. 

 
(3) Middle peasant farmers with between 5 and 20 acres. 

 
(4) Big farmers or landlords with more than 20 acres. 

 
The social stratification according to those above defined criteria is shown in table 5.2 below 
for both of the two villages with a total of 233 households.  
 
In the final analysis of the survey data I only distinguish between two different forms of land 
tenure. The crucial difference for villagers is between rented land "okupangisa" where users 
have to pay yearly fees in one form or the other and can be evicted any day, and then 
virtually all other forms of tenure: titled land on state land, mailo land with title or just 
"kibanja" land. A kibanja owner was originally a tenant on the land of the mailo landowner 
and had to pay yearly rents and tithe (busulu and envujju). However, the 1975 Land Reform 
Decree abolished this system and peasants with a kibanja plot have to a very large extent in 

                                                 
237 Chyanov, A.V 1986. "The theory of peasant economy", University of Wisconsin Press, for instance p 245. 
238 As defined in Richards, Sturrock and Fortt: Subsistence to Commercial Farming in preset-day Buganda. 
Cambridge 1973 pp.108-110. 
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practice become freehold owners of their land239. The legalisation of this position is 
recommended in current studies for a land reform in Uganda240. Villagers in the first 
category are in the survey categorised as "landless". Villagers with all other forms of access 
to land are considered as "land-owners" and the acreage of their land is in the survey used as 
the basis for differentiation into the above four categories. With the exception of "rented 
land", villagers regarded all forms of land entitlements as secure and valid. All these latter 
types of land ownership is in practice transferable for cash. However, bank loans can only 
be obtained with security in titled land.  
 
 
Table 5.2: Social stratification in the two villages (all households in the two villages and 
percentages) 
 

 Landless Small Peasants Middle Peasants Big Farmers Total 

Namasujju   11 
(19.0%) 

  20 
(24.5%) 

  18 
(31.0%) 

  9 
(15.5%) 

  58 
 

Kamira   63 
(36.2%) 

  85 
(48.9%) 

  21 
(12.1%) 

  5 
 (2.9%) 

 174 

 
Number of Missing Observations = 1 
 
 
As can be seen from the table, the patterns of landownership within the two villages are 
distinctly unequal. Especially in Kamira land has become rather scarce and as many as 36% 
of the households are virtually landless. 
 
5.6.2 Class and Ethnicity  
Besides having a marked social stratification, the villages also have a strong correlation 
between ethnicity and class. Thus all big farmers in Namasujju are Baganda241. In Kamira, 
four of the five big farmers are Baganda and there is a general significant relationship 
between the ownership of land and ethnicity, if we compare the Baganda with the other 
ethnic groups under one242.  
 
The ethnic composition of the workers, or in Luganda: abapakasi (originally translated as 
"porters"), also has an ethnic bias: especially Banyarwanda, Barundi and Tanzanians - what 
I in the tables have categorized under one as "foreigners" (as they occasionally are referred 
to as "non-citizens") - are workers243.  
 

                                                 
239 One of the informants (a landlord) in the study of Muhereza Frank 1992 (p.41) explains how it has now become 
impossible to  evict tenants (kibanja owners) since: "....they were not responsible for the busuulu abolition. Their 
bibanja has become their butaka" (i.e. they are no longer tenants but land owners). 
240 Thus also already in "Land Tenure and Agricultural Development in Uganda" by Makerere Institute of Social 
Research and Wisconsin Land Tenure Center, 1989. 
241. See table 9a in appendix four. 
242 See tables 9b and 10b in appendix four. 
243 See tables 11 a and b in appendix four. 
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This relation is the result of the history of immigration into Buganda from ca 1920. A team 
of researchers from the East African Institute of Social Research (now MISR) conducted a 
study to look into the problems of immigrant labour in Uganda. Their results published in 
1954 remain virtually our only source on this issue244. 
 
From around 1920 substantial numbers of immigrants from other parts of Uganda as well as 
from Burundi, Rwanda and Tanzania went to seek work in Buganda. A very considerable 
part of these, if not the majority, came to work in the Buganda countryside for the Baganda 
farmers - rather than for Government, European or Asian enterprises - or settled down to 
grow crops like the Baganda: food crops and cash crops like cotton and later coffee245.  
 
The influx of immigrants were substantial as can be seen from the censuses. In 1948 the 
Baganda constitute only 66% of the entire African population in Buganda and are a minority 
in many areas of rural Buganda246. 
 
This huge influx of immigrants and labour has naturally immense economic and political 
consequences for Buganda. The large number of immigrant labourers help to boost the 
Baganda cotton production without putting the Baganda labour force under much strain, as 
food production - matooke - furthermore demands little labour. It is not quite clear from 
Richards (1954) exactly how common it is among Baganda households to use immigrant 
labour, but it appeared to be a very widespread phenomenon. Some immigrants would come 
to work on Baganda farms for a year or less and then return to their homes even as far away 
as in Rwanda and Burundi. Some of the immigrants would acquire small plots and settle 
down permanently. Other immigrants like the groups from North Uganda would foremost 
come to Buganda to work a couple of years or less on rented (okupangisa) cotton plots - 
they would then only work on the Baganda farms clearing a certain piece of land for food 
(okusaka busasi) or do other kinds of piecemeal work (lejja-lejja) for cash. 
 
Buganda prospers, but not without some political tension among the different groups - 
although it at the time of Richards study largely is beneath the surface and considered to be a 
future problem to unfold probably with the introduction of electoral politics247. 
 
For our discussion of the political consequences of the large influx of immigrants I will 
focus on two immigrants groups: the so-called "Abaluulu" and the Banyarwanda and 
Barundi as the two groups followed different work, settlement and assimilation strategies 
and as they consequently were viewed very differently from each other by their Baganda 
hosts. 

                                                 
244 Richards, Audrey (ed) 1954: Economic Development and Tribal Change - A Study of Immigrant Labour in 
Buganda, Published for the East African Institute of Social Research by W. Heffer and Sons Ltd Cambridge n.d. 
(1954). The work includes contributions from Powesland, Fortt, Southall, Mukwaya and Richards. Fieldwork for 
the study was carried out during 1950 and 1951. The work was of obvious interest of the colonial government 
interested in the labour situation in the country. Thus representatives of the Agriculture and Labour Departments 
participated in the research design stage. 
245 Thus already in 1938 the Labour Commission estimate the total number of immigrants employed at Baganda 
farms to be 50,000 compared to a total of 83,000 labourers employed in the entire Protectorate by non-native indust-
ries, native administrations and Government (Powesland 1954, p.43-44). In 1948 it is estimated that 75% of the 
immigrants from Ruanda-Urundi came to work on Baganda farms rather than on Asian or European enterprises. 
246 According to the 1948 census. See appendix two for details. 
247 Richards 1954 p.7. 
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The Banyarwanda and Barundi were the largest of the some 20 immigrant groups in 
Buganda. They came from societies where they as Hutu were in a double subordinate 
position vis-a-vis the Belgian Colonial government and the Tutsis. Employment 
opportunities were scarce in Rwanda and Barundi compared to Buganda, just as their home 
areas in period were stricken by drought and hunger:  
 

(These people constitute the)… files of Africans, mostly in ragged clothing and often 
with poor physique, which are to be seen walking from the southwest border into the 
centre of Buganda or crowded into lorries or buses. The number of these travellers has 
been roughly estimated at 100,000 a year for a number of years248. 

 
The Banyarwanda and Barundi belong to the same larger group as the Baganda: the inter-
lacustrine Bantu people. Thus they speak languages with many similarities and they have 
similar clan systems etc. Many of these people came to settle down in Buganda249. The 
Baganda generally looked down upon the Banyarwanda and Barundi, as they were 
considered "dirty", "uneducated" and "weak"250.  But on the other hand they were also con-
sidered to be more submissive than other immigrant groups - Richards notes that Baganda 
attitudes towards these immigrants in many way resembles European concepts of what 
constitutes a "good nigger"; 
 

Remarks noted in the villages included such statements as; "I like foreigners if they are 
good workers". "He is a very good man. When he has done his garden work, he washes 
up our teacups like a woman. He doesn't want a wife and he hasn't been home for a 
holiday for eight years". A speaker at one of the village council meetings felt it 
necessary to remind his listeners that after all the immigrants were human beings 
("Bantu") like they were.251 

 
Thus the Baganda would in many cases prefer Banyarwanda and Barundi to other 
immigrants. The Banyarwanda and Barundi would also often adopt Kiganda names and 
dress up in the traditional Kiganda dress for men: the Kanzu. They would be quite willing to 
do "traditional" unpaid work for the landlord or for the common good (bulungi bwansi)252. 
Some who had settled down would bury their parents and thus claim to set up their butaka - 
"ancestral home". Such overt attempts of "becoming Muganda" with all the accompanying 
rights would however often be met by scorn from the "real" Baganda253. 
 
The relationship between the Baganda and the group they refer to as Abaluulu was quite 
different. When I talked to people in Luwero in 1991-92 they would generally refer to all 
Northern Ethnic groups as "Abaluulu". Southall (1954) restricts the use of the term 
"Abaluulu" to the Alur group "proper" but notes that it was at that time also used by the 
Baganda for the Lugbara groups254. They all belong to a very different language group that 

                                                 
248 Richards 1954 p.1. 
249 Richards 1954, p.166. 
250 See for instance Richards 1954, pp.161. 
251 Richards 1954, p.162.  
252 Richards 1954, p.166. 
253 See for instance Richards 1954, p.176. 
254 In this discussion of the Baluulu immigrants I rely largely on Southall 1954: "Alur Migrants" in Richards 1954. 
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also has a social and political structure different from the Baganda - without central rulers 
and without the same clan system.  
 
The Alur themselves presumably also "consider themselves a superior race with a destiny to 
rule others"255. European District Officers had described them as "tough, stubborn, 
impossible to drive and tact is needed to get progress"256. The Abaluulu did not come to 
work lejja-lejja on Baganda's farms, but mainly to cultivate on plots rented from landlord - 
where they would often pay more than Baganda in the same situation - and more than the 
landlords legally were entitled to collect257. The Abaluulu did not attempt to settle in the 
same way as the Banyarwanda and Barundi. They also tried to maintain some political 
independence. Thus Southall reports on areas, where they appointed their own leaders at 
village and even gombolola level. These leaders heard court cases and demanded to be 
respected as intermediaries between the authorities and the Abaluulu community258.  
 
The Baganda and Baluulu were openly hostile towards each other and the various 
observations in Richards (ed 1954) give us some flavour of the forthrightly expressed 
stereotypes:  
 
  The Alur complain that the Ganda hate them, but on further questioning specify that it 
is the Ganda peasantry (bakopi) who hate them, not the landlords, who in fact profit by 
them. They themselves furthermore volunteer the information that "Buganda is spoilt" since 
they began to grow cotton independently instead as working as employees of the Ganda. 
Formerly they gave added prestige to Ganda peasants as their servants, but now they 
compete with them on equal terms, using the land without accepting any responsibility for it. 
The Ganda regard them as barbarous, thieves, prone to drink too much and to fight, the 
worst behaved of the immigrant tribes, the strongest workers, those who stay the shortest 
time, running here and there, and disappearing without burning their old cotton trees...."259 
 
Finally it should be noted that the Abaluulu always was one of the smaller immigrant groups 
in Buganda, but concentrated in parts of Nakaseke that later became part of the Luwero 
Triangle260. 
 
5.6.3 Class and Participation in RC Politics 
Democratic elections of the formal leadership at village level were only introduced with the 
RC system. However, some local elections at higher local government levels had previously 
been held. Thus from 1951 elections were held for a few of the posts in the councils at 
parish (miruka) level, but the majority of seats still remain appointed. The electorate was 
furthermore restricted to male taxpayers resident in the area for more than two years. 
Richards (1954) found that "foreigners" participated in the voting and actually in many 
places were elected for the councils - at miruka and even saza level261. From the description 

                                                 
255 Southall 1954 p.143. 
256 Quoted in Southall 1954, p.144. 
257 Southall p.153. 
258 See Southall p.156. 
259 Southall 1954 p.156. 
260 Southall 1954, p.156 assessed the largest concentration of Abaluulu to be in the Sabagado Gombolola in 
Bulemezi - later Nakaseke. 
261. Richards 1954, p.181-188. 
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in Richards it seems to be a question of class rather than ethnicity to determine whether 
candidates got elected to the councils262. Robertson makes the same point263 - but it is also 
evident from both Robertson, Richards as well as my own field work that class and ethnicity 
overlap substantially in Buganda: all major landowners are Baganda, most Baganda have at 
least a kibanja plot and most foreigners are with little or no land264. 
 
From Kamira and Namasujju villages it is clear that landless are not elected to the RC1 
committee. But at the same time it is also evident that many who are or have been elected 
have very little land - for instance one acre of kibanja. What matters - and what is 
emphasized by the candidates during their presentation of themselves immediately before 
the elections - is that they are real long time residents, that they are "mature", married etc. 
 
The survey from the two villages shows no systematic and significant differences among 
our four defined social strata in number of RC meetings attended and participation in the 
election265. However, the survey shows a significant difference between the four social 
strata in both villages when comparing the levels of knowledge of the RCs. It is only in this 
analysis of levels of knowledge than we find some kind of linear relationship between 
"participation" and "class". The knowledge of the landless is below average and the 
knowledge of the big farmers above average.  
 
Thus we may conclude that membership of the RC committee is biased only against 
landless, but representing especially the smaller and middle peasants. Participation at village 
level in terms of attendance in meetings and participation in the elections are not biased in 
terms of any social strata. It is also only when knowledge about RC politics at higher levels 
are concerned that the survey show significantly higher involvement of the upper social 
strata, just as the membership of the RC committees only at higher levels is composed of 
social strata markedly different from the village population at large.  
 
Villagers express the above criteria for RC committee membership quite explicit. Thus a 
candidate for committee membership has to be a "ssemaka" - one with a proper home, and 
not someone not permanently settled (abasuze) or a simple worker (omupakasi) without 
land. 
 
 
5.7 Age and RC Politics 
 
Previously we saw how many of the RC bylaws and policies at village level constitute 
various measures of control over the youth. However, at the same time a post for "the 
Secretary for Youth" is reserved for persons below the age of 35, presumably in order to 
encourage the participation of youth in politics. That age group accounts for slightly over 
60% of the adults (those of 18 and above) in the two villages. Youth is subordinated within 
the household. But a large portion of the heads of households also constitutes youth. 
                                                 
262 Richards 1954 p.183-84. 
263 Robertson: Community of Strangers 1978 p.64 
264 See results from my household surveys in Kamira and Kangulumira in appendix four. 
265 See appendix four, tables 20 a and b to 23 a and b. In spite of some "significance" according to statistical tests, 
then do these tables not give a very consistent picture, hence I refer in the text to "no significant and systematic 
differences". 
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Actually only slightly more than 50% of the heads of households are "old" if we use the 
definition of "Youth" versus "elders" as applied in the RC statute. 
 
Youth as a social category has only recently begun to be discussed in works on social 
stratification in Africa besides those societies who for long time have had more rigid age 
groups. But the recognition of age as important explanatory factors is increasing266. Thus, as 
we saw in chapter four, youth figured also prominently as a political identity in the course of 
the war in Luwero as well as in the literature on the Zimbabwean guerrilla war. 
 
In spite of our previous discussion of the RCs being instrumental in the control of youth, the 
surveys show no difference in levels of participation of these two broad age groups in RC 
politics in terms of participation in elections, in meetings or in the knowledge about RCs267.  
 
However, the status of "youth" is not to be narrowly defined in terms of age only, but is a 
stage of life before a home, marriage and an independent household are established. An 
unmarried youth without a home would rarely, if ever, be given leadership responsibilities. 
During elections at RC1 level the most common qualifications referred to by the candidates 
themselves or their supporters are simply "maturity" and marriage. As we saw the RC by-
laws concerning "youth projects", drinking hours etc are foremost directed against youth in 
this sense.  
 
As noted by Mamdani268 the press and the working class in Uganda have fought for their 
rights during Obote and other regimes, whereas women and youths were "given their rights 
from above"; "those elected to represent women and youth have been incorporated into the 
ruling structures of power, whereas those who speak on the behalf of the workers have had 
their autonomy of their organization recognized". Thus while we find that the NRM has 
been active in building up or supporting a new leadership at parliamentary and district 
levels269, where the threat to the NRM leadership itself is greatest, then there has been no 
attempt on behalf of the NRM to go beyond the establishment of a statutory post for the 
youth in local level politics.  
 
Thus at the local level RC politics, we find widespread participation of youth in RC 
meetings etc, but at the same time the policies of these lower level RCs are largely 
concerned with the control of youth. 
 
This apparently very widespread concern within the rural communities with the role of the 
youth can partly be explained as the extension of male household heads domination of 
younger male kin, as was previously done through customary law. However, the current 
concern of the communities must also be seen as a reaction to the morally destructive 
elements of the previous years of war and state violence, as well as the present poverty 
ridden environment, where only few opportunities can be offered the youth. Land shortage 

                                                 
266. See for instance the review of peasant studies in Africa by Isaacman (1990) especially the pages 46-48. 
Lonsdales work on Mau-Mau also underlines the role of the youth, just as Bayart (1986) emphasize the particular 
role of youth in "African civil society" . 
267 See appendix four, tables 17 to 19. 
268 Mamdani, Mahmood: The Social Basis of Constitutionalism in Africa" in The Journal of Modern African 
Studies, 28, 3, (1990) p 370. 
269 Discussed more at length in the chapter on district politics. 
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is now becoming prevalent especially in fertile areas like Kamira that are well connected to 
markets. In Luwero, where land is more abundant, capital for building a house can be seen 
as the more immediate restraint. Thus the transition from youth to adult with an established 
home is possibly far more difficult today than previously, just as values for proper behaviour 
probably currently are far less well established than before 1966.  
 
5.8 Gender and RC Politics 
 
Gender is an obviously more recognised category than age for explaining social differences 
in Africa.  
 
Readings of the anthropological literature indicate a marked change in the economic and 
social status of Baganda women. They are in the older anthropological literature described 
as being "traditionally... submissive and obedient" to their husbands: 
 

She knelt to greet him on his return from a walk or an expedition and was prepared to 
bring him water to wash his feet... The wife was totally dependent on her husband for 
clothing and other material goods. Her sphere of authority was limited to the kitchen 
and the banana garden at to bringing up young children. She was a minor at law in that 
she was under the control of her father, her brother, or her husband as regards the 
conduct of court cases270 

 
Just as Powesland (1954) argued that  
 

"As late as 1908 a large share of the work of maintaining the roads evidently fell to the 
women... in addition to their entire responsibility for the cultivation and preparation of 
food"271. 

 
Thus in the beginning of the century Baganda men were supposedly only engaged in war 
and various specialised crafts. However it is recorded that the British administration in 1897 
had no difficulties in obtaining the necessary Baganda male workers for salaries as the 
Baganda were eager to obtain European goods. The imposition of hut tax in 1900 obviously 
also lead to a more unavoidable need for money. 
 
The coercion from the chiefs made the Baganda start to grow cotton in the early 1900s, and 
the subsequent slow transformation of Buganda into a cash crop producing region had 
immense social consequences that also influenced gender relations. Especially the 
immigration of labour from the surrounding areas, that started to work on the Kiganda 
peasant farms, brought substantial changes.  Hattersley272 remarked [in 1904]: "Now a 
change is coming over the country... The men have to do more, for women 'suffragettes' 
have appeared....".  
 

                                                 
270. A.I. Richards: Authority Patterns in Traditional Buganda, p.257. 
271 P.G. Powesland: "History of the Migration in Uganda" in Richards (ed) (1954) Economic Development and 
Tribal Change, p.18. 
272 Hattersley C.W.: "Uganda - Progress of Commerce", Uganda Notes, Kampala, May 1904 p.109 quoted in 
Powesland 1954. 

 115
 



The workload of Baganda women is eased through migrant labour, just as farming for cash 
now appear more socially acceptable for the men. The 1900 Uganda agreement and the 
subsequent introduction of private property of land further increases the independence of 
women, according to Christine Obbo273, as women now become able to make a living on 
their own land, whether it is purchased, rented or inherited. These women, known as 
Banakyeombekedde are economically independent and free to have lovers as they like, or 
marry if they wish. The number of female-headed households in rural Buganda is in the 
1950's in four different case studies estimated at 20%274, which happens to correspond to my 
survey data from Namasujju and Kamira. In the two villages I studied, these female-headed 
households belonged to the same social strata as the male-headed household275.  
 
The Baganda women also have quite a say within the male-headed households. Obbo (1981) 
notes that divorce rates are high among the Baganda; that the women easily can demand a 
divorce for a variety of reasons - for instance lack of sexual satisfaction. Men are according 
to Obbo supposedly living in "constant fear" of the women asking for the divorce. Baganda 
women would then, as marriage is unstable, make savings separate of their husbands just as 
they would keep some of their clothing with female friends or family, in case the day should 
come when they would leave. The Baganda are also, according to Obbo, supposed to share 
this feature with other of the Bantu-groups in Uganda, whereas it is much more difficult for 
women from the northern Nilotic groups to get a divorce. Obbo explains this with reference 
to the higher bride prices paid by the Nilotic groups. 
 
Obbo refers in her study specifically to the status of Baganda women and compares their 
status favourably with Luo and Nubi. In Kamira I found non-Baganda women who were 
nakyeombekedde. I do not know how widespread this phenomenon is for other ethnic 
groups. One may speculate that it would be most common within Buganda because of the 
land tenure system there and because of the cultural influence of the Baganda276.  
 
It is clear from the literature, that the general position of women in Ugandan society, maybe 
especially Baganda society, has been fundamentally changed through the century. "The 
great transformation" of Ugandan society, to borrow from Polanyi, gave greater economic 
freedom to women, as they subsequent to the commercialisation of land could be 
landowners by themselves. The women throughout the same period successfully defended 
other features of Buganda society, such as fair opportunities for divorce. Finally did the 
influx of immigrant labour ease the workload of Baganda women. However, the literature 
makes no reference to whether this has influenced the degree of female participation in 
various political organisations such as church committees, clan committees or political 
parties in Buganda or elsewhere in Uganda. What remains clear is that only the introduction 
of Resistance Councils ever gave women the formal right to participate in local councils as 

                                                 
273 Obbo, Christine 1981: "African Women. Their Struggle for Economic Independence." Ravan Press 
Johannesburg 1981. p. 89.  
274 Martin Southwold: Community and State in Buganda (Ph.D. Cambridge 1959 pp 208, 338, 342, Quoted in Obbo 
1981 p.90 fn 10. 
275 Wealth is here only measured in terms of landownership. See Appendix 6, tables 5.2.1 and 5.2.2. 
276 Thus in Busoga Pernille Sørensen (1992) p.76 points to the virtual non-existence of female headed households in 
her case study as women tend to move back to their parents in case of divorce or the husband's death. Fallers (1965) 
p.72 reported on the same tendency in earlier period of Busoga. 
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part of the electorate and as committee members. Thus with Boyd277 we can initially 
observe that the Resistance Councils at least have established institutional structures for 
empowerment to take place. 
 
 
Table 5.3: Men's and Women's Participation in RC Politics 
 

 Men in 
Kamira 

Women in 
Kamira 

Men in 
Namasujju 

Women in 
Namasujju 

Participated in 1992 election  83%  43%  89%  76% 

Index on knowledge about RCs*  7.0  3.5  6.2  3.7  
 
* As discussed earlier, this scale is constructed as an aggregate measure based upon the seven questions in the 
survey: do you know the name of the RC1, RC2 etc... From each question two "points" are given if the informant 
knows the name, one point if the informant in any other way can identify the person and zero if the informant does 
not know the person at all. Thus the index can range from zero to 14. 
 
However, the surveys conducted in Kamira and Namasujju conclusively show that women 
participate significantly less in RC politics than men278.  
 
Especially the difference between men and women's knowledge about RC members at 
different level is marked. But there is also some variance in the degree to which women are 
involved in the two villages. Thus in Kamira we find that the only woman elected to the 
RC1 committee is for the post as secretary for women, whereas in Namasujju a woman 
additionally filled the post for secretary for youth. If we look at the level of participation 
during the election we find that the levels of participation of men in both villages is very 
high: more than 80% in both cases. The level for women in Namasujju is slightly lower 
(76%), but very much lower in Kamira (43%). The difference between men's and women's 
participation in the election is actually only significant in Kamira. 
 
The fact that women participate more in Namasujju than in Kamira has to be understood on 
the background of the discussion above of the relative strong status of the Baganda women 
as compared to women of other ethnic background. Actually, if we compare the level of 
participation of Baganda women in Kamira with the level of participation of all other 
women during the election, we find a significant difference; Baganda women participated 
much more than the women from other ethnic groups during the election279. Thus the rather 
large difference in electoral turnout in the two villages could then ultimately be explained by 
the generally larger turnout of Baganda women and the much higher ratio of Baganda 
women in Namasujju than in Kamira.  
 
Thus the level of formal participation of women in the Resistance Councils might be low, 
but the mere introduction of women as part of the electorate for local councils as well as 
                                                 
277 Boyd, Rosalind E. 1989 "Empowerment of Women in Uganda: Real or Symbolic. Review of African Political 
Economy no. 45/46, pp.106-117. 
278. See appendix four, tables 15 a and b where levels of significance also appear. 
279 Appendix four, table 14b. 
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their statutory representation are obviously steps towards better democratic representation of 
their interests.  
 
In section 5.4 it was argued that one of the major functions of the Resistance Councils is to 
maintain social order at village level as an extension of the order established within the 
households. However, household disputes can occasionally be brought forward to the RC to 
the benefit of women for instance in the case of severe wife beatings. The character of RC's 
settlement of gender related issues such as divorce cases are difficult to generalize about as 
discussed in chapter six. So although some cases can be found whereby RCs settlement of 
for instance divorces appear to have favoured women280 is it fair to conclude - as in the song 
below - that the RCs are not instrumental in women’s liberation. 
 
In the song "Genda ewa RC" by Wakawaka Band, the dialogue between the husband and 
wife goes like this: 
 
  Wife:  You follow good things and leave me with the children - what are your 

intentions? 
  Husband: It was your problem. 
  Wife:  Whatever you found on this world was there long time ago  
     - Nothing is new. 
  Husband: Leave me and I enjoy life. 
  Wife:  Now that you have left me with the children in a lot of problems 
      - What can I do? 
  Husband: Go to the RC... Go and sleep....  
     The figure is finished ....... go to the RC....281 
 
The husband very well knows that the RC will not influence the case. It is notable that the 
entire album and song is named "Go to the RC" (Genda ewa RC); it points to the 
widespread presence of the RCs in everyday discourse on life in general, and at the same 
time the widely acknowledged impotence of these institutions in a number of areas. 
 
However, as discussed in chapter six, the RCs essentially judge according to popular 
concepts of justice. And RC verdicts will then (only) to the extent that these are presently 
favourable to women empower women. 
 
 

                                                 
280 Basaza, Gloria K 1989:  "The Ideals and Set-backs of the RC court system (based in Entebbe Municipality)". A 
Paper submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the award of the degree of bachelor of laws in Makerere 
University - Kampala, Uganda.  
 
281 From the tape with the same title (Genda ewa RC) that is sold in Kampala and major trading centres. Original in 
Luganda. Translated and transcribed by John Kaliika. 
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5.9 Ethnicity, Religion and RC Politics 
 
Uganda is in general a plural society with many different ethnic groups and religions. 
Previous studies have generally explained party affiliation in terms of political mobilisation 
along those ethnic or religious lines with disastrous effects for the Ugandan polity as a 
whole. Focus has generally been on national politics and broad geographical categories such 
as North versus South282. But the patterns of ethnic and religious diversity are repeated at 
lower spatial levels. In the 1991 Population and Housing Census this is clearly shown at 
district level. The ethnic diversity is particularly marked in the more populous areas in the 
southern part of the country, such as central Uganda, where immigrants have come for work 
and land for a long period of time283.  
 
Both Kamira and Namasujju are examples of this variation at even village level. Kamira is 
by far the most ethnically mixed society with more than 11 ethnic groups; the largest in 
Kamira being Bagisu (38%), Baganda (28%) and Basoga (21%). Namasujju has eight ethnic 
groups where the most important are: Baganda (69%) Tanzanian (14%) and Banyarwanda 
(10%)284. 
 
Both villages also show a great religious diversity. In Namasujju some 50% are Protestants 
and 45% Catholics. In Kamira some 45% are Protestants, 31 % Catholics and 22% Mus-
lims285. Cross tabulations of ethnic groups and religion show how each ethnic group is 
composed of groups with various religious affiliation and vice versa; which could allow for 
a pluralistic society. The Baganda do tend to be protestant, just as the original foreigners 
such as Tanzanians, Barundi and Banyarwanda tend to be catholic. Other groups like the 
Bagisu and Basoga are almost equally distributed between the different religions.  
 
In a cross tabulation between previous party support and religion and ethnic group 
respectively; only ethnic groups show a clear correlation. Only the tabulation from Kamira 
really makes sense, as the number of people who answers yes to previous party support is 
too small in Namasujju. Kamira reflects almost the picture of the national elections in 1980: 
party support strongly correlate with ethnic groups: the Baganda supported DP and the 
Bagisu the UPC286. Thus, Ali Mazrui's image of Uganda as a "plural society" with a "dual 
polity" was reflected at village level: party membership was strongly correlated with ethnic 
affiliation and party competition turned often into violent struggles over local resources, 
where "the winners take all".  
 

                                                 
282. See for instance Mazrui's contribution in Diamond, Larry, Juan J. Linz and Seymour Martin Lipset (Eds) 1988: 
"Africa - volume two of Democracy in Developing Countries". 1988. 
283 See summary of the various censuses in appendix two. 
284 See table 5 in appendix four. 
285 Appendix four table 6. 
286 Appendix four table 7b. 
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In Nakaseke I was told stories of ethnic clashes whenever national regimes changed, for 
instance between "northerners" and Baganda during Obote's attack on the Kabaka's palace 
on 1966. In Kamira this violent and sectarian politics was illustrated by the fate of the sons 
of Nansaga Natyara. One son, who was a village chief during Amin’s regime, died as the 
mob chased him after the overthrow of Amin in '79. The other son, Amos who figured so 
prominently in the book of Robertson about his fieldwork in the area, was killed in 1985, as 
he was pointed out as a UPC supporter and killed by one of the guerrilla groups in the area. 
Political assassinations were common during and after the 1980 elections, where especially 
quite a number of prominent DP politicians were killed. During the guerrilla war in Luwero 
both DP and UPC civilians were killed by both sides of the war, just as especially the UPC 
youth wing was instrumental in a number of killings. Thus it is not entirely correct when the 
UPC spokeswoman Mrs Ogwal states, "parties have never fought a war between them"287. 
 
Party support is today formally minimal, when informants are addressed directly. However, 
quite a high number of people - especially the more mature men - would consider 
themselves to "have supported a party previously" as this question was formulated in the 
survey. The question of support was interpreted very broadly: most people would refer to 
their vote in the 1980 election when previous support was discussed. Present support of a 
party referred to a general positive attitude. People had no problem in answering these 
questions, but they could obviously have been interpreted very differently. However, it can 
give a rough idea about whether present participation in RC politics exclude those who 
claim previously to have supported a political party. 
 
 
Table 5.4: Previous and present party support (% of all informants) 
 

  Namasujju  Kamira 

Previously supported a political party   20%   21% 

Supports a political party today    0%    1% 
 
 
Tables in appendix show the correlation between previous party support and membership at 
one time of an RC executive committee. Those who previously were active in party politics 
are now also the most active within RC politics as members of RC committees - including 
the previous supporters of UPC in Kamira, thus an indication of the establishment of a 
“broad based government” also at village level.  
 
The survey showed no substantial difference between the levels of participation of the ethnic 
groups in the election or concerning knowledge about the RCs - neither in Kamira, nor in 
Namasujju288. 
 

                                                 
287 August 31 1993; Conference at International Conference Centre on Local Self Governance. 
288 See tables 24 and 25 in appendix four. However, the Baganda in Namasujju has greater knowledge than the rest 
of the ethnic groups - but that is a reflection of their belonging to the higher social strata and educational levels. 
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However, the composition of the RC1 committee in the two villages is quite different. In 
Namasujju, the RC1 committee is entirely composed of Baganda. In Kamira the RC1 
committee is composed of one Kakwa (Chairman), four Bagisu, two Baganda and two 
Basoga. 
 
The immediate reason for the Baganda dominance in Namasujju was a directive that only 
"Ugandan citizens" were allowed to be elected as RC members. That was not a new law, but 
it had apparently not been enforced in the same manner in Namasujju before. The term 
citizen was interpreted as someone with "roots" in the country - which for people in 
Namasujju meant that you could trace your ancestors here. Thus people who ethnically can 
be designated as "Banyarwanda", "Barundi" or "Tanzanian" were not allowed to stand for a 
post as a RC executive. The subject was debated for some time, but none of the "foreigners" 
objected strongly although they strictly according to law (the old constitution) were citizens 
as the vast majority of them were born in the country. That distinction was not made: 
possibly also because the word "Ggwanga" in Luganda means both country, nation and 
tribe. This also took place in other parts of the country during the 1992 election289. 
 
Ddungu also reported on some cases during the 1989 election in Luwero, but apparently 
fails to see the problem as one of legally rightful citizens being barred from the elections, 
instead he argues that: 
 

The minority Rwandese residents in the district sought to push their cause beyond the 
parameters of the regulations. (Ddungu 1991, p.22). 

 
The fine distinction between citizens of Rwanda and citizens of Uganda of Rwandese origin 
was rarely if ever met by people in Luwero during the elections. Citizenship is a very disput-
able right in rural societies like Luwero where nobody is having a passport and the tax ticket 
(omusolo) is the only form of identification papers for the peasants.  
 
In the latest census from 1991, which is now about to be published in detail, we find that 
some 24,000 Banyarwanda are registered as citizens in Luwero and only 6,000 registered as 
non-citizens (I guess they in the census define citizenship according to birthplace)290. 
Ddungu's argument is hardly fair towards the Banyarwanda in such as case, where the 
majority of Banyarwanda actually are entitled to Ugandan citizenship. 
 
5.10 A Changing Concept of Authority in the Two Villages? 
 
Resistance Councils were established in the Luwero Triangle amidst a terrible war. The RCs 
were afterwards established countrywide in a situation still characterised by breakdown of 
law and order as well as in a context of moral decay or merely disappearance of, what 
especially elders would consider as, "proper behaviour". The RCs were therefore - as they 
came to represent the village authority - early concerned with not only maintenance of law 
and order in a narrow sense, but also with social order and proper social behaviour in a 
wider sense.  

                                                 
289 See the small article on the front page of Ngabo March, 4, 1992:  Abanyarwanda n'Abarundi baabagaanyi 
okwesimbawo e Masaka. (Rwandese and Barundi were refused to contest in Masaka). 
290 The 1991 Population and Housing Census, Preliminary report on findings in Luwero. 
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Studies of the substructure of Buganda politics was carried out in the late 1950's by the East 
African Institute of Social Research at Makerere and have been used as a baseline for this 
study. In order to appreciate the extent to which the RCs have led to a more inclusive demo-
cracy is it not sufficient to discuss the extent to which the RCs represent general village 
interests in its interaction with state structures (as discussed in chapters six and seven) but 
also the extent to which internal village authority structures have become more democratic. 
The foregoing sections investigated whether specific groups within the villages participated 
more or less than others, and whether specific interests were promoted or marginalised. Here 
I shall try to relate that discussion with wider changes of authority structures. Concepts of 
authority are deeply culturally rooted and influenced by for instance the way children are 
brought up. Such issues were touched upon in the Kings Men291 but are clearly beyond the 
scope of the present work. However, we can relate the discussion of the RCs with certain 
fundamental continuities and changes of political thought and structures within the two 
villages.  
 
5.10.1 Status Rankings in the Two Villages 
In one of the Chapters of the "Kings Men"292 Fallers tried to establish a status ranking 
among Baganda in 1955 by asking them whom they considered to be the "most important 
people" (abasinga obukulu) within Buganda as a whole and within their parish. Robertson 
asked the very same question in his study of Bugerere in 1965 at village level. I included the 
same question in my two village surveys - asked people whom they thought to be most 
important within the village, within the sub county and within the district. 
 
The question was open-ended and I asked for two persons at each level. Later I aggregated 
the answers to see whether chiefs, mutaka or RCs were considered among most important at 
the various levels.  
 
In Namasujju people clearly recognize Sebba, the mutaka, as the most important person in 
the village. 56% (or 64 persons) mention him as the first person. He is followed by the RC1 
chairman by 12%. Sebba is the mutaka and not normally a member of the RC1 committee, 
but is called upon when land disputes are to be settled. 
 
In Kamira people referred overwhelmingly to the "RC1 Chairman" as the most important 
person - but referred to the office rather than the person. The offices of the vice-chairman, 
the secretary, the defence and the secretary for finance were also mentioned often. The 
persons most often referred to by name were Kigozi and Luka. Luka is the biggest 
landowner in the area and one of the first settlers - people would refer to him as "a mutaka" - 
though not "the mutaka". Kigozi is the most prosperous farmer - an ideal type of a 
Progressive farmer - and also the Secretary for Finances on the RC1 Committee. In Kamira 
people would also very often refer to the mutaka as important - and generally mention the 
title "mutaka" rather than his name. The mutaka in Kamira also happens to be the Vice 
Chairman of the village RC. 
 

                                                 
291. See especially chapter six: Authority patterns in Traditional Buganda by Richards. 
292. L.A. Fallers with S.B.K. Musoke: "Social Mobility, Traditional and Modern in Fallers (ed): The Kings Men: 
Leadership and Status in Buganda on the Eve of Independence. Oxford University Press 1964, especially pp. 190. 
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If we aggregate the answers from the question we get the following table. 
 
 
Table 5.5: Percent of Persons in the Two Villages who consider the Mutaka, Chief or 
RCs to be among the Two most important in the Village (% of all answers) 
 

 Kamira Namasujju 

Mutaka   30%    58%  

Chief    4%    4%  

RC1 Chairman   58%    15%  

Any RC   67%    27%  

Valid answers   94%   95% 

Number of respondents    354    115 
 
 
Several points stand out; firstly the importance of the "mutaka" in the two villages. In 
Namasujju it was just "agreed upon" that Sebba was the mutaka. In Kamira Masanga was 
elected to the post as mutaka in a formal RC style election293. Another clear point is the very 
little importance paid to the mutongole (village) chiefs. They have largely been rendered 
ineffectual by the RCs. The majority of people in the two villages did not even know the 
names of their mutongole chief. Recent legislation proposed after these surveys also 
proposed to abandon the post of mutongole chief.  
 
The RCs are considered the "most important" in Kamira, but not in Namasujju. That the 
mutaka in Namasujju does not participate as a member of the RC executive - according to 
himself because of age and inability to travel to other meetings - explains probably a lot of 
the difference between the two villages. That the RC1 committee in Kamira includes the 
mutaka (Masanga) as well as the richest farmer (Kigozi) then probably correspondingly 
accounts for the high percentage of people who mention at least one of the RCs as "most 
important". But still it is noteworthy how many refer to the RC1 Chairman in Kamira as the 
most important - considering that he otherwise is from a marginal ethnic group and not in 
any way of particular high status, except a generally well off farmer. Thus it points to the 
continued importance of formal village structures in this settler community. 
 
If we compare with the previous surveys, then we find certain apparent changes of authority 
at village level, not only in terms of whom people would refer to as "important", but also 
changes of the content of their offices. 
 
5.10.2 The Status of Chiefs and Bataka 
The probing of Robertson in 1965 clearly indicated to him that the mutaka was considered 
to be the most important person in Kamira village. In comparison with Robertson’s findings 

                                                 
293 Elected in 1988, since the former mutaka Abdu Gudosi migrated back to Mbale (Notebook 8, p.113-14). 
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we may conclude that the office of the mutaka in Kamira clearly has persisted, but that some 
of its status and functions has been transferred into the Resistance Councils. Certain 
regulations originally supervised by the mutaka - such as payment of condolence fees - have 
now become the responsibility of the RC. The mutaka himself in 1991-92 was furthermore 
no longer a big landowner, as previously has been the case in the 1950's and 1960's. The 
present mutaka, Mansanga, only owns a kibanja of some four acres. Thus some 
"democratisation" of the office of the mutaka has in itself taken place, just as its functions 
have been incorporated into the RC. The mutaka in Namasujju is neither the biggest 
landowner - but the longest living settler. This appears to be a very general if not universal 
feature in Buganda today. A comparison with neighbouring villages of Kamira and 
Namasujju showed some variation: the mutaka could be the biggest landowner in a village, 
but not necessarily so, and examples of bataka like Mansanga with only small bibanja could 
be found also in Luwero. Furthermore the most recently appointed mutaka I came across in 
Luwero was elected in RC style election like Mansanga in Kamira294. When I returned to 
Kamira in August 1992 to have their comments on my preliminary findings, including the 
changes of the office of the mutaka, I got this trend particularly confirmed in my discussion 
with older bataka, just as it showed me some of the frontiers of this extent of 
democratisation. Thus one older mutaka in Kangulumira would shake his head in almost 
disbelief when telling me how the neighbouring village even once had elected a 
Munyarwanda as mutaka. 
 
The declining status of the chiefs and their loss of kitiibwa (honour, respect)295 were already 
commented upon by Fallers (1964). Still Fallers study showed that the majority in 1955 still 
would consider the chief to be "most important" within their area. The loss of status of the 
office of the chief has further declined since then, as clearly reflected in the answers 
concerning who people think are the most important persons at various levels. 
 
The village chief (mutongole) has now - after the survey - been abolished296, but the higher 
chiefs remains. The chiefs no longer forms a distinct class from the bakopi (commoners) and 
especially the parish chiefs - that already earlier was observed also to depend upon the 
organic village authority - is now found often to interchange with RC officials297.  
 
Thus both the office of chief as well as of the mutaka has undergone substantial transfor-
mations in the direction of a democratisation, in the sense that access to the offices now 
rather depends on merit and popular support, rather than inheritance and landownership, as 
previously was the case. 

                                                 
294. Bulyake village. 
295 In Murphy's dictionary it is noted: "kitiibwa lit. that which is feared, honour, glory, respect, prestige, dignity, 
reverence, pomp. - None of the preceding equalents expresses the full meaning of kitiibwa which is perhaps the 
greatest ideal and the most sought after tribute of the Baganda. It has an importance comparable of that of 'face' in 
the Orient". 
296 This was publicly declared as part of the intended decentralisation policy. At the time of writing no Bill 
concerning this has yet been passed by parliament, but as people became aware of the intentions, the office of the 
village chiefs lost whatever status that it might have had. 
297 For instance the parish chief for Kamira was elected RC2 chairman whereas the chief for Namasujju in periods 
were staffed with RCs. 
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The general distinction between such people as chiefs and commoners (bakopi) has softened 
up, though not disappeared altogether. Now I was told the distinction was rather between 
bakopi and ssemaka - where the latter denotes not only heads of households but also proper 
owners of a house - those properly settled - "decent citizens" so to speak298.  
 
The functions of the bataka have to a large extent been incorporated in the Resistance 
Councils at village level. However in Luwero it is also a very common feature that the 
mutaka works as member number ten of the RC1 committee - simply as "mutaka" or 
"adviser" (magezi) especially in land cases299.  
 
5.10.3 Democracy in Vernacular 
So far this chapter has largely looked into the practice of politics and the development of 
some of the general concepts concerning authority and leadership. The focus of this section 
is rather the verbalized discourse on democracy.  
 
Ideas of democracy as a form of regime and as part of wider modernisation ideology were 
introduced in Uganda like the rest of Africa in the years immediately before independence. 
Thus in chapter four we saw how leaders of rebellions in Buganda in the 1940's had 
demands of representative democracy on their agenda. The colonial authorities and the 
emergent leaders of the independence movement used this language of democracy alike. 
However, one may ask to what extent this language really became part of mass politics and 
whether it as such survived within post-colonial politics.  
 
This has not been explicitly dealt with in the literature. During my semi-structured 
interviews I always asked people about their definitions of democracy. The answers among 
these peasants in Buganda revealed a very sophisticated and varied discussion of the ideas of 
democracy and also a rather consistent pattern of its vernacular form. By vernacular form I 
partly understand it's literal translation into Luganda but also how it is integrated with other 
concepts of politics.  
 
The literal translation of democracy into Luganda is "demokulasi" and as such it appears 
from time to time in the Luganda newspapers. However, it is not to be found in the Luganda 
dictionary and very few of my informants would use it. Instead my informants would 
generally argue that the meaning of democracy best can be understood through the concept 
of "Eddembe lyo buntu" or "... lya bantu" which again can be literally translated to English 
as "freedom for the people" or "popular freedom". This is then constituted by different 
elements. Freedom of expression appear to one of universally shared elements of eddembe. 
As it can be noted from some of the interviews quoted below, the NRA guerrillas mobilized 
on this concept of eddembe lyo buntu rather than strict definitions of liberal democracy. 
 

                                                 
298 I thank Jajja Kaliika for summarising so neatly these rather long term changes of status for me. 
299 One RC informed me that this was recommended to them by legal advisers informing them about to hold RC 
courts at a government sponsored seminar (held at Bulyake parish 5/6/1992). 

 125
 



Several informants distinguished between democracy and particular institutions of 
governance. Thus they argued that both the Resistance Councils and political parties could 
be either of a democratic or un-democratic character; that it depended upon their practice. 
Besides freedom of expression then different other elements are considered decisive for 
democracy. Discrimination based upon tribe, age or social status is considered to be major 
obstacles to democracy. The need for the protection of property rights and the maintenance 
of law and order are also often referred to in the definition of democracy. Some informants 
were obviously more sophisticated than others in their understanding or definitions of 
democracy. But the selected quotations below should give an impression of the richness of 
the discourse. All informants can be characterised as peasants to varying degrees, just as all 
interview segments are translations of taped interviews unless otherwise stated; 
 
  Q: What do you understand by the word "democracy"? 
  A: Democracy means Eddembe lyo bantu; respect for human rights that is freedom to 

participate freely in all activities and not to be discriminated against basing on tribe or 
economic class. Eddembe lyo bantu. (Informant no 3,#29) 

 
  Q: What do you understand by the word "democracy"? 
  A: Democracy (demokulasi) means freedom of expression, peace within the area; 

everybody is free to tell his grievances to the government, freedom of speech and right 
to property, and to do what one wants. It is following steps that you think are correct, 
not those imposed to you by another. (Informant no 1, #84) 

 
  Q: What do you understand by the word democracy? 
  A: Those people (the guerrillas) never used this English word. They told us "Eddembe 

lya Bantu". People knew that this meant freedom within your area and at home. 
(Informant 2: #45) 

 
  Q: What is democracy?  
  A: It is Eddembe lyo' bantu, freedom of expression, to judge fairly and say this and 

that. 
  Q: Was democracy there during the Kabakaship days? 
  A: Yes, my fathers and grand parents had Lukiikos. A case would be reported to the 

Mutongole and Mutaka for instance that, so and so's child is bad, he is a goat thief, 
then he would be punished by being given a few canes (strokes). If they failed to 
judge it, then would follow these steps; take the case to Muluka and Gombolola and 
Ssaza up to Mengo High Court. During Amin's time, this was not there; they would 
just kill the thief. We were ruled in terror and fear.  

 
  Q: What is the difference between the present system of RCs and before them? 
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  A: The difference is that Museveni's government allows freedom if he wants to 
reshuffle the cabinet he consults the people but Obote's government would not allow 
freedom and consultancy at all. For example Museveni passed an order to stop 
charcoal burners form cutting down the trees. The ordinary people raised an alarm and 
while Museveni was coming back form his visit in Luwero they stopped him at 
Bwaiise and raised their complaint. He stopped and they told him that do you want the 
town dwellers in Buganda to die. Since we grew up, we have been depending on 
charcoal. He later agreed with them, and issued a statement allowing charcoal burners 
to continue with their work but selling charcoal at a reasonable price. Today a 
common man has a say, but during Amin or the Obote regime, the special force 
soldiers would just kill one. (Informant 5, #23) 

 
  Q: What is democracy? 
  A: I think it is what the majority favour to be followed. This is to reach an agreement 

by all. (Informant 6; #17) 
 
  Q: What is democracy? 
  A: "Demokulasi is government eye' mirembe no'buntu" it is a peaceful government 

and people's government. (Informant no 7 #30) 
 
  Q: What is democracy? 
  A: It is Eddembe lya bantu. I had never seen the dead body when those people (the 

Europeans) were our leaders. (Informant no 8 #17) 
 
  Q: What is democracy?  
  A: It means equality among the citizens (obwenkanya mu bannansi). This 

obwenkanya forced us to join the war. (Informant no 9 #14) 
   
  Q: What is democracy? 
  A: It is Eddembe lyo buntu. (Interview no 10 #23) 
   
  Q: What do you understand by the word Democracy?  
  A: Democracy, - it is actually the main reason I joined the bush fighters - it was what 

we fought for. We wanted equality to all, not to suffer, not to be killed, to speak out 
freely as we do now, that we have freedom of speech, RC could meet to judge a case, 
and also to prevent loss of property. (Informant no 11 #53) 

   
  Q: Did you come across the word Democracy by yourself or did you learn it from the 

NRA?  
  A: It was in their manifesto. 
  Q: Please elaborate, ... what was the explanation given to you?  
  A: It was explained as a person being himself, at peace, not misusing his liberty for 

example beating up someone else, this liberty, contributing to one's well being, for 
instance being able to sell one's coffee how one wants to, or as to young children 
riding bicycles, they had right of way on a path on meeting an elder regardless of the 
elders' social position - if he was a chairman or soldier etc. (Informant no 11 #55). 

   
  Q: What does democracy mean to you?  
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  A: I do not understand it, but those who know something explain it as freedom of 
speech without intimidation. (Interview no 12. #58) 

   
  Q: What is democracy?  
  A: Democracy is togetherness and sitting down to discuss issues for the good - being 

one person, doing everything together as one (muteesaganya era nenmbera omuntu 
omu). (Interview no 13 #19) 

   
  Q: What do you understand by the word democracy? 
  A: I understand it to mean respect of a persons rights ... now the RCs can go to a 

person and ask him to participate in the digging of a pit latrine something they always 
accept - while previously: the chief would ask and not receive cooperation. (Informant 
15: #19) 

   
  Q:  Before Obote came into power was there eddembe lyo'buntu? 
  A:  There was at one time eddembe lyo' Buntu during Idi Amins days. There was 

some then and during the Kabaka's rule. 
  Q:  What difference is there between nowadays and then? 
  A:  The difference is that nowadays it is stronger; people are not simply killed. 

There is Ddembe nowadays. During Obote's days people were killed and left like they 
were useless. Even cows had more rights. But a person would die with no one caring. 
($Informant 18: #23) 

   
  Q:  What do you understand by the word Democracy? 
  A:  It is a good thing; Eddembe lyo’ buntu. 
  Q:  Could you elaborate? 
  A:  I had already explained to you about it would you like me repeat? Democracy is 

Eddembe. But there is Democracy in two forms; there is the Democratic Party, which 
we do not want. Otherwise democracy is good for it has removed the parties (divis-
ions). What caused the killings here was having parties, something else that also 
brought killings was the Baganda youth not joining the army, for the Baganda are very 
proud and do not want to be bossed. And that is why those northerners were killing us. 
But if it were like it is now, we would not have died like that. (Informant 18: #30) 

   
  Q:  Who governs when there is Ddembe lyo'buntu. 
  A:  We had two rulers. We had a Kabaka and we had a president, long ago, who 

was the ruler of the whole country. The kabaka was the ruler of Buganda, The 
president who was a European (Muzungu) had to rule over the rest of the people 
regardless of their tribes. But because the people wanted to govern themselves - this 
was changed and a president was picked but Ddembe was there. During the Kabaka's 
rule there was Ddembe in Buganda. And the colonial government was good, but not 
that I recommend their return - but I am simply narrating what happened then. The 
British were good; someone could not be killed without accounting for the killing. ... 
Though they (Europeans) had some disadvantages. But nobody could be killed on the 
village without there being an account for it. (Informant 18: #31) 

   
  Q:  What do you think when you compare the RC to the party politics? 
  A:  I prefer the party politics. 
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  Q:  Why? 
  A:  Party politics, somebody who wants to be elected has to tell you why he wants 

you to elect him, but in RC system, he cannot tell you because there is no 
campaigning you just come together here and elect anybody. So he just stands up and 
speaks after you. He might tell you a lie, "I am a graduate, I am holding masters in 
that what not and so on" - - moreover he never been there. And after being elected that 
is finished. But in party politics, people campaign; why he wants you to elect him. 
And he tells you what he wants to do or you when you have elected him. Or in party 
politics, you know what the party is after, but in RC system you find every part of the 
country has got another different system300. (Informant 19: #21) 

   
  Q:  What do you understand by the term Democracy? 
  A:  I understand Democracy to mean equality (obwenkanya) like when you give an 

opinion it is not ignored, but also considered and a decision made considering it too; 
then one can say, obwenkanya is present. (Informant 20: #40) 

   
  Q: What do you understand by the term democracy? 
  A: Democracy. I heard of that word long time ago. I heard of democracy in 1962 by 

that time I was with my master who used to lead this parish. However I didn't 
understand the meaning of this word. (Informant 23: #22) 

   
  Q: Did they (the guerrillas) discuss what democracy meant? 
  A:  Democracy means allowing freedom of ones thought (omuntu eddembe mu 

ndowoza ye) and not to force one to do this or that, but leave the choice to him. 
(Informant 29: #13) 

   
  Q: Please explain what "Dembe lyo'buntu" means? 
  A: It has many aspects to it, but in summary by example you who have come here, 

you have set that radio cassette on, and a person comes and snatches it, He could take 
it and even though you reported to the authorities nothing would be done. In spite of 
the fact that he has robbed no one may tell him what he has done is wrong, so 
eddembe lyo buntu comes in that one as a leader had to review all aspects of such a 
case and ascertain the truth regarding the suspect. If one has committed a crime it does 
not mean that on arresting him he should be beaten and kicked. That is not observing 
eddembe lyo'buntu. If someone has robbed a matooke and is brought forward, you as 
the chief cannot simply order that because he looks dirty, he should be instantly caned 
50 strokes. No! He should be taken to the court and tried and if guilty punished 
appropriately. (Informant 30: #7)  

   
  Q: What does democracy mean to you? 
  A: I do not know what it exactly means but from its use among the people here it 

means Ddembe n'obwenkanya (freedom and equality) in their self-governance - 
through the RCs - they are the same.  

  Q: Is Democracy then the same as having political parties? 
  A: I think political parties come into being in the belief that they are democratic. 

(Informant 38: #39) 
                                                 
300. Interview conducted in English. Taped and transcribed. Informant is Chairman RCIII. 
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  Q: What does democracy mean to you? And what is it in Luganda. 
  A: I think Mirembe (peace). I understand it to be that a person in a democracy is 

someone free to present his views, which are listened to and decided upon and not dis-
regarded. The freedom for one to give what he thinks to be correct. 

  Q: Is democracy the same as the political parties or the RCs? 
  A: In some way political parties could be related because a political party could bring 

in democracy and let people talk freely. 
  Q: Is it then the same as committees, RC? 
  A: It could be that RC could act like political party and bring about the democracy. 

(Informant 40: #29) 
   
  Q: What do you understand by the word democracy?  
  A: As being a government for the people by the people (Gavumenti ya 'bantu ku lwa 

bantu) 
  Q: Do you think Democracy and the RC system are the same? 
  A: Yes. 
  Q: Is it also the same as political parties? 
  A: They are connected (Bikwatagana) 
  Q: In what way? 
  A: Because the very people in the government are the supporters (or members) of the 

political parties we have. (Informant 042: #29) 
   
  Q: What do you understand by the word democracy? 
  A: Democracy I believe is to give people their freedom (okulekera omuntu eddembe 

lye). But I think here in Uganda we have not understood the word properly for a 
person can come from anywhere and make noise for you and call it democracy. So 
apart from hearing the word and singing it, we have not understood it, because 
democracy allows one the freedom to speak out what is bothering him, but if so, the 
leaders could criticize him for doing so. 

  Q: Is democracy the same as the RC system? 
  A: No they are separate things 
  Q: Explain how  
  A: Democracy is eddembe lyo muntu, whereas the RC system is only a form of leader-

ship, and the RC can do undemocratic things, like I heard Seggawa say on Radio, that 
some RCs are locking up people, having them caned and tying them Kandoya, which 
is undemocratic. 

  Q: Is democracy the same as the party politics? 
  A: It too is separate, for the top leadership then in power may sing of democracy while 

mistreating their citizens. The leader might think he is being democratic while having 
his citizens being shot and locked up, so they are separate301. (Informant 043: #41) 

   

                                                 
301 Informant is chairman RC3. 
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  Q: Is Democracy the same as RCs? 
  A: I think those who know much about it should know. Democracy is explained as the 

freedom for an individual to speak out and be heard by the government. And with the 
RC what may be discussed at a low level may reach into the top elections of 
government. So it could be that RC involves democracy.... 

  Q: What of political parties and democracy? 
  A: Political parties are not democracy. It is the method used that is democracy. A 

political party could be in power, but the leader could be undemocratic. (Informant 
044: #38) 

   
  Q: What does democracy mean to you? 
  A: I think it is obwenkanya (equality) 
  Q: Is there any other word that could be used of Democracy? 
  A: I do not know. 
  Q: Do you think Democracy is the same as the RC? 
  A: No, Democracy is brought in by the RC. If the RC executives are well behaved and 

mobilize the people that would be democracy. (Informant 045: #29) 
   
  Q: Do you think Democracy and RC is the same thing? Or political parties?  
  A: RC is analogous to belonging to a clan. In clan, you would have many relatives and 

thus wherever you go you would have someone. Looking at political parties, they do 
not bring Ddembe, Ever since the war ended there hasn't been any quarrelling over 
politics, like it would have been if for instance you are DP and I am UPC. If you were 
brother or even parent - because of the different party loyalties I would never step into 
your house. Is there any Ddembe eddungi (real/good freedom) in that democracy? 
(Informant 046: #45) 

   
  Q: Is it the same as political parties? 
  A: There is a difference. As long as there are 3 or 4 parties there is a big difference. 

For example, your totem is sheep mine is Mamba. If I offered you mutton, would you 
eat it? In the same way there is a difference between the DP, UPC and other parties. 
They might sit at the same table but they cannot agree and on separating each would 
have his own ideas (Informant 050: #37). 

   
  Q: Is Democracy the same as political parties? 
  A: Generally political parties are like an enterprise. People establish political parties in 

order to get what they want, but they do not help the people although I belong to a 
party myself. 

  Q: The two things are therefore different?  
  A: Yes. (Informant 052: #26). 
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In spite of the richness of the above briefly presented peasant discourse on democracy, it is 
also strikingly silent on one point: the importance of representation. Democracy is in their 
view direct and participatory. It is noticeable how this resembles the discourse among the 
Tanzanian peasantry as discussed by Feierman (1990). He further argues (Feierman 1990, 
p.227) that Nyerere early statements of TANUs political ideology with its stress on freedom 
(uhuru) and equality (usawa) intellectually had drawn substantially on peasant thought. The 
case for NRM’s import of peasant ideas of governance and democracy into the mobilisation 
during the war and the institutionalisation of the Resistance Councils seems even more 
manifest. 
 
 
5.11 Conclusion  
 
This chapter has briefly discussed the profound changes of social structures and village 
authority in Buganda within this century. The struggle over village authority has been long, 
complex and probably also with great variations, not only in Uganda as a whole but also 
within Buganda. However, I have attempted to make certain generalisations concerning 
Buganda. Thus it was showed how chiefly power at village level slowly declined from the 
very beginning of the century as the posts became separated from land ownership. The 
chapter furthermore showed how chiefs generally in the post-independence period got 
additionally weakened at village level by associating themselves with central regimes with 
little general legitimacy in Buganda.  
 
We have virtually no post-independence studies of the changes of local level political struc-
tures. That discussion had therefore to a very large extent to rely upon my field work in 
Kamira and Namasujju villages. Those studies indicated a continued separation of the chief 
system and the organic village authority - the mutaka. The case studies furthermore 
demonstrated a gradual democratisation of the office of the mutaka and finally the cooption 
and articulation of the organic village authority within the village level Resistance Councils. 
The decisive mechanisms for this process have been the segmentation of the larger mailo 
lands as well as the weakness of the central state. This weakness of the central state and the 
increasingly distinct informal village leadership and institutions has also been discussed in 
chapter 3 and 6. To the extent that these mechanisms are universal - and there is no evidence 
to the contrary - then these findings from the case study would apply for all of Central 
Uganda. 
 
The concerns of the village Resistance Councils are essentially a continuation of the respon-
sibilities of the organic village authority and an extension of the rule of household heads; 
maintenance of law and order, upkeep of proper social behaviour and management of 
common village resources. The primary democratic bearing of the introduction of the 
Resistance Councils has in this respect been the recognition of the village rights in 
performing these functions - for instance the legal recognition of settlement of disputes and 
the legal as well as political strengthening of the village authorities in dealing with state 
bureaucrats - an aspect dealt with more in details in the following chapters.  
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The RCs have seats reserved for youth and women in recognition of the need of special 
efforts for their mobilisation. Still, the formal participation of women within RC politics is 
not as extensive as men's, just as it can be argued that the RCs at village level mainly 
express the interests of the (largely male) heads of households, as youth is attempted to be 
controlled. Furthermore, although the longer historical changes of the economic structures 
have been in the direction of breaching landlord powers, then internal stratification of the 
peasantry has become more marked. The lowest social groups - the landless, or those 
without "proper homes" - constitute a minority in the villages that do not articulate 
themselves within the Resistance Councils to the same extent as the other social strata. The 
village Resistance Council in Kamira represents within these limits otherwise all ethnic, 
religious groups as well as all former political party supporters. Namasujju village 
Resistance Council represents on the other hand almost only the dominant Baganda.  
 
Thus the extent to which particular local subordinate groups have been able to articulate 
themselves through the Resistance Councils at village level remains the result of wider 
particular economic and political struggles rather than a result of the RCs themselves. 
Consequently the ethnic groups in Kamira participate equally within the RC, as a political 
equilibrium among the ethnic groups in Kamira for a long time has been necessary in order 
to establish order in this settler community. Likewise the Baganda women have presumably 
achieved a relative stronger status within their community than their sisters from other 
ethnic groups - for a number of reasons such as economic emancipation due to the greater 
economic development of Buganda in general and their ability to obtain freehold land. This 
leads to a correspondingly greater degree of participation within the Resistance Councils.  
 
The reasons for these prevailing patterns of village level participation in RC politics must 
therefore be understood as a consequence of NRM’s non-commitment or ability to 
transform village structures. This can then again largely be ascribed to the particular patterns 
of mobilisation during the guerrilla war in Luwero Triangle, where NRM relied extensively 
on the village establishment; the middle male Baganda peasantry. NRM's local agenda 
became that of the village establishment. 
 
The chapter also showed how the character of accountability mechanisms and political 
language of the peasantry gradually have changed. The accountability of leaders in pre-
colonial Buganda appears largely to have been secured through the possibility of "voting by 
feet", as followers chose their leaders and moved from unpopular chiefs. The later 
institutions of village mutaka originally filled the role of the traditional chief, but has slowly, 
particular within the last one or two generations developed into a more "democratic" form of 
leadership in the sense that appointment to the post no longer was restricted to 
landownership or heritage, but rather a matter of merit. Merit largely interpreted in terms of 
age or years of residentship, as these are key qualifications for mediation in land disputes 
where agreements for inheritance, sale and rent often only is recorded by memory. Thus 
very recently a number of bataka have also been elected in RC style elections.  
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A rich vernacular discourse on democracy has also developed with stress on the concepts of 
freedom and equality. However, we saw how the actual practice of RC politics within the 
village did not involve everybody equally. Discursively this is also expressed in different 
ways; in the importance attached to heads of households (ssemaka) and permanent residence 
and in the distrust of youth and workers. The official village discourse stresses the equal 
rights of all ethnic groups. Discrimination based upon ethnicity (okusosola mu ggwanga) is 
objected to at a general level. Still symbols and language again and again underscore the 
privileged rights of Baganda within Buganda, thus making it difficult for other ethnic groups 
to voice their interests especially when they are a smaller minority and also socially 
marginalised. 
 
Thus the main conclusion of the chapter are two: (i) A long debate and struggle within the 
rural communities have led to certain democratic ideas being practised even though the 
communities are far from equitable; (ii) the introduction of the RCs has legitimised and 
formalised the authority of the village leadership - but not changed its internal structure.  
 
The extent to which the rural communities really are able to exercise powers vis-a-vis the 
state is the subject of the next two chapters.  
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6. RCs and Local Level Maintenance of Law and Order 
 
The previous chapter looked into how the RCs functioned internally at community level. 
The next two chapters are more concerned with the relations between the communities and 
the state. In this chapter through a discussion of how the RCs have changed local level 
maintenance of law and order. The RCs from RC1 to RC3 function as courts, and these 
administrative levels are at the focus of this chapter. 
 
A democratisation through the introduction of popular democracy, also necessarily 
encompass a democratisation of the judicial system, as stated by Museveni302, or more 
specifically, I would argue, the institutionalisation of popular justice. It is a concept relevant 
for our following assessment of the RCs involvement in maintenance of law and order, as 
the concept most often have been used in situations in many ways similar to various phases 
of the institutionalisation of the Resistance Councils in Uganda303; thus for instance in the 
discussion of post-revolutionary states attempting to incorporate popular institutions of 
dispute resolutions into the formal legal systems (Sachs and Welch 1990, Salas 1983) or 
where the state lacks control over the territory (Santos 1977) or where the state coopts 
community initiatives for dispute resolution in order to maintain order, when the state has no 
legitimacy or access (Fitzpatrick 1989).  
 
Early liberal theories on the state proposed to limit the functions of the state to an absolute 
minimum; which was regarded as the overall maintenance of law, order and security. 
However, the Ugandan state has obviously for most of the post-colonial period not even 
been able to maintain these minimal functions. The Ugandan state apparatus became 
through Amin's rule renown for its disrespect of the rule of law and human rights. The 
various elements of the state apparatus - most notably the security organs and the army - 
were though in this period under some form of central government control. This ceased to 
be the case under the Obote II rule (1980-85), which, especially for the peasants in the 
Southern part of the country, soon meant total breakdown of whatever law and order had 
been before. State inspired violence is estimated to have accounted for the death of up to 
half a million people during Amin and the second Obote regime. 
 
The NRM government that took over state power in 1986 claimed not only to restore peace 
and the previous system of justice, law and order, but argued for changes with greater 
popular control of these aspects. As Museveni put it: 
 

When we talk about the "rule of law" we should always ask ourselves: whose law? 
Against whom are these laws and in whose interests do they operate? The laws we 
adopted at independence were colonial laws meant to serve the interests of the 
colonialists. We must revise these laws to suit our people and our present 
circumstances.304  

                                                 
302. For instance speech by Museveni at law seminar in Kampala, January 12, 1987 reprinted in Museveni (1992) 
pp.36-38. 
303 This outline of the different uses of the concept follows closely the summary of Daniel Nina: "Popular Justice 
and Civil Society in Transition: A report from the 'front line'- Natal" in Transformation 21 (1993) pp.56-57. RCs as 
potential vehicles for popular justice are more explicitly discussed in section 6.6. 
304 Museveni: Speech at law seminar in Kampala. January 12, 1987. In Yoweri K. Museveni: "What is Africa's 
Problem?" - Speeches and Writings on Africa Vol I, NRM Publications, 1992.  
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In this chapter I shall only briefly deal with the colonial period, but concentrate on the 
period from 1980 till today, where the guerrilla war was fought from 1981-86, won, and 
later sought to be institutionalised under the present rule of the National Resistance 
Movement in Uganda.  
 
6.1 Colonial administration of law and order in Rural Uganda 1900-1962. 
 
As already discussed in the two previous chapters, Uganda was throughout colonial times 
ruled through a system of chiefs; a system more invented by the British than in any way 
"traditional". For our purpose in this chapter it suffices to notice that a landed hierarchy of 
chiefs in Buganda was created - dependent upon the British colonial power and thus 
subservient to colonial interest, but with wide ranging authority vis-a-vis the Baganda 
peasantry. This system of "indirect rule" was more or less duplicated all over Uganda, in 
some areas with the importation of Baganda chiefs. The administrative tasks of the chiefs 
were mainly to secure law and order - by administrating justice through the Native Courts -, 
collection of taxes, ensure maintenance of roads, enforce specific crops etc, all to serve the 
colonial state.  
 
In the previous two chapters it was argued that, on the one hand, the formal authority of the 
chiefs never was legally democratisized or circumscribed, but that the real power of the 
chiefs at village level on the other hand was rather restrained. Chiefs at the lowest levels 
could only work in cooperation with the organic village authority.  
 
During the colonial period a number of laws were passed to give elected councils greater 
powers - but even in the areas where these laws were implemented; that is mainly outside 
the kingdom areas - the powers of arrests and the authority to hear cases still legally rested 
with the chiefs. As noted by the Commission of Inquiry into the Local Government System, 
the power of chiefs was total. The commission argued that the office of the chief was not 
functional specific and his powers were not checked by any other system of authority; thus 
power became "fused and therefore personalized in the office of the incumbent"305. In the 
rural areas the chief remained in many ways the autocrat interpreter and enforcer of law, 
order and security. For instance the chief would be in charge of tax-assessment, tax 
collection, arrest of defaulters and he would even be the one to judge whether any injustice 
had incurred during this process. However, at the same time the true authority of the chiefs 
at village level was peculiarly frail. Although the subject not has been historically well 
researched, it seems likely that the rural communities' evasion of formal chief' power has led 
to an extensive degree of autonomous maintenance of law and order by the rural 
communities themselves.  
 
Thus at independence the system of maintenance of law and order in the rural areas was 
dual. It consisted of an appointed system of chiefs with largely unrestricted formal powers 
and a set of formally more unrecognised community structures for settlement of disputes 
and general maintenance of law and order.  
 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
305 Republic of Uganda 1987: Report of the Commission of Inquiry into the Local Government System p.13. 
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6.2 Post-Colonial Developments  
 
As discussed in chapter three, Independence in 1962 brought a number of institutional 
reforms of local government. The Magistrate Court Act of 1964 disbanded the former 
African courts presided by the chiefs in favour of magistrate courts at sub-county, county 
and district level. After 1966 this law also applied to Buganda. This attempted 
modernisation of the judicial structures in the rural areas must be understood on the 
background of the aspirations of the new government to modernise society - to move 
beyond the "stone age" as Obote formulated it. The new magistrates should apply universal 
Ugandan law, rather than particular local law. The magistrates were like other national civil 
servants transferred across the country and often unable to speak the local language of the 
people at their duty station. The introduction of the magistrate courts apparently meant that 
an even greater gap was developed between formally intended and actual enactment of local 
justice, as the rural communities avoided the magistrate courts to an even greater extent than 
they previously did chiefs306.  
 
The rural communities would generally try to solve as many of their conflicts within 
themselves without the interference of any state agencies. Depending upon the relationship 
to the local chiefs, these might more or less voluntarily be allowed to intervene in these local 
disputes - although the chiefs as much as the local communities themselves from 1967 had 
no formal authority to do so307. 
  
Criminal cases like theft and murder remained though probably also in reality under the 
authority of the magistrate court. Still chiefs were often the nearest to deal with at least the 
initial steps of investigation and possible arrest of criminal cases due to the distance to 
police forces and magistrate courts. Likewise, the chiefs remained with total powers when it 
came to tax-assessment, tax-collection, and enforcement of labour and bylaws. Thus in the 
rural areas, the system of chiefs remained to a large extent in charge of law and order. 
 
It can be argued that appointment to the post of chief always has been political. But from 
1966 this is felt much more so in Buganda than previously, as all new chiefs had to be 
associated with the ruling UPC party - a party not generally very popular in Buganda. Two 
other post-colonial developments undercut the performance and public regards of the chiefs. 
 
Firstly, government civil servants - including chiefs, police and magistrates - experienced an 
immensely drastic decline of their salaries after the breakdown of the formal Ugandan 
economy in 1973. A rough estimate of the decline of civil servants salaries in real terms in 
this period would show us that civil servants in 1980 only would be paid maybe 10 percent 
of what they were paid in 1970!308 
 

                                                 
306 As argued in chapter two, the documentation on some of these developments is very scarce. But evidence like 
Heald 1982 and Robertson 1978 as well as my fieldwork point together in the same direction. 
307 Heald 1982, p.86. 
308 Minimum wages fell in real terms from index 111 in 1970 to index 6 in 1980! according to Jamal 1991 p.87. See 
also Chew 1990. 
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Secondly, all central governments since 1966 lacked substantial political legitimacy in 
Uganda - in Buganda in particular. Buganda was declared in a state of emergency from 1966 
to 1971 when Amin took over power. During and after Amin, police, security agents and the 
army became more the source of crime than institutions to prevent crime. Chiefs were not as 
directly as other state agencies involved in crimes, but at the time when NRM took over 
state power, chiefs were not only considered inefficient and politicised but in many places 
also deeply illegitimate. 
 
A paragraph from the Commission of Inquiry into Local Government, illustrating this 
tendency, is worth quoting at length: 
 

The entire Commission was in agreement that the post-independence period had 
drastically altered the basis and public regard for the institution of a chief. We have 
noted that the scope for extra-legal extortions, as well as its practice, has expanded 
enormously in the past two decades. This tendency has gone hand in hand with marked 
deterioration in the quality of persons recruited to fill the position of chiefs... wherever 
we went, we heard widespread complaints of how chiefs had abused powers of their 
offices - ranging from extortion of money, to arbitrary arrests, to grabbing of land and 
property to murders by proxy."309 

 
Thus, what has always been a very conceivable consequence of fusing many different 
functions in the office of the chief now came true. However, a word of caution might here 
be on place: the above quotation notwithstanding, our knowledge of the actual changes of 
the role of chiefs and systems of law enforcement at the local level is very limited indeed310. 
Without doubt there has been considerable local differences. One plausible difference would 
be based on the political relationship between the central government and the particular 
locality. For instance the introduction of UPC chiefs would especially in the southern DP 
controlled areas most probably be met with much greater resentment than in the UPC 
dominated areas. It is also important to note, that research into these developments have 
been even more scanty in the Northern part of Uganda - even the Commission of Inquiry 
into Local Government failed to collect information from a large part of Northern 
Uganda311. 
 
Still, the inefficiency caused by the poor payment of chiefs and magistrates must have been 
universal in Uganda, just as the frequent and abrupt changes of local chiefs whenever a new 
central government came to power. As discussed previously, in the fieldwork areas this was 
joined with instances of mob justice and revenge against the local chiefs - underscoring their 
unpopularity.  
 

                                                 
309 Republic of Uganda 1987: Commission of Inquiry....... paragraph 30 (p.15). 
310 As already discussed in chapter three and as noted in the most recent bibliography on Uganda: It is also essential 
to bear in mind the limitations of the empirical evidence on which much of the writing over the last twenty years has 
been based. .....This is especially the case at the local district level.... (Gertzel 1991 p.20). 
311 Gulu, Kitgum, Soroti, Moroto, Kotido, Lira, Apac and Moyo districts were not covered by the Commission 
(Report of the Commission of Inquiry......p.3). 
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6.3 War Time Establishment of Law, Order and Security  
 
As discussed in chapter four, the Resistance Councils were established during the guerrilla 
war in Luwero Triangle. The guerrilla army, the NRA, foremost formed them in order to 
secure efficient civilian support. Or as the now present National Political Commissioner 
formulated it: "These RCs were born out of necessity to survive during the struggle"312. But 
the RCs also came to function as local courts as they generally took over the functions left 
by the guerrilla dispelled chiefs. The RCs would settle all community disputes concerning 
minor theft, adultery, land cases etc. More serious cases, like questions of possible treachery 
or murder, would be forwarded by the RCs to the military camps of the guerrillas. In this 
wartime situation, where virtually all government agents were considered enemies by the 
civilians: the soldiers, the police, the chiefs etc; the RCs came to oppose ("resist") the state 
apparatus at large. The RCs were also involved in the control of the guerrilla soldiers 
themselves. One of the participants in the war describe the functions of the RCs like this: 
 

The RCs worked as courts in difficult cases. By that time of the war people were very 
poor. They were working lacking everything; money was a problem as we were over 
crowded. So theft was more common, whenever a thief was caught he was taken to RCs 
and when was found guilty the only punishment was to cane him. If the case was too 
big then he would be taken to the camp and put in the Ndaki, it was a very big hole and 
left there for a week or two. Some people used to take wives of their friends and that 
was also a common case. The other case, which was common, is to walk from one 
place to another without Kitamblisho (letter of introduction) from the RCs. When such 
a person was caught he was taken to RCs it was done for security. Many people used to 
be informers of UPC youths. 

   
Soldiers of NRA when found over drinking were badly punished. The RCs were the 
people concerned with disciplining the soldiers whenever they were in public with 
civilians. It was because whenever a soldier came in the area the first thing he had to do 
is to introduce himself to the chairman of the RC whether he has a gun or not and to tell 
how many days he was to stay. If he was found drunk and harassing the people in that 
RC, he would be taken straight to a secret camp. There in the camp he would be badly 
punished313. 

 
Resistance Councils came then to be a potential forum for popular control of all government 
institutions.  
 

                                                 
312 Deputy Prime Minister and National Political Commissioner, Eriya Kategaya who fought in the bush. Interview 
in New Vision 9.10.91 p.4. 
313 History of the RCs in Nakaseke, written by Kasolo Salongo upon my request 1992. Similar examples of the 
functions of the RCs during the war emerged during interviews. 
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The NRA claimed "not to give the peasant ideology the upper hand". But the guerrillas 
relied upon the peasantry for support and accepted among other things their notions of how 
local justice should be dispensed. The cause upon which the NRA mobilized was simply 
"Eddembe lya Bantu"; that is "freedom for the people": free from rape, murder and injustice. 
In my interviews in Luwero, informants furthermore often stressed that it was peace within 
"Ggwanga lyo'munto"; your local area/community/nation. As an elder female peasant 
expressed herself314:  
 

"Ggwanga lyo'munto": It means the place where one resides. You cannot say that you 
are fighting for Kampala, yet you do not stay in Kampala. When the (NRA) soldiers 
came, they told us you are fighting for your "Ggwanga" (country). We knew that we 
were fighting for Kapeeka - not any other place. 

 
The idea of establishing local councils responsible for communication between the people 
and the guerrillas, and responsible for maintenance of law and order at the local level, then 
was readily and eagerly accepted by people when organized by the NRA. 
 
Thus for the NRA, the introduction of RCs was considered as a necessity for winning the 
guerrilla struggle; for the peasants involved it was a new way of exercising democracy at the 
local level; it represented also a new and popularly controlled system of maintenance of law 
and order.  
 
The character and scale of atrocities by the UNLA where wholesale massacres were carried 
out again and again in Luwero inhibited though the development of Resistance Councils. 
Only in the - at times large - parts of the Luwero Triangle that was fully "liberated" by the 
NRA from 1981-86 could the Resistance Councils operate in the open. The entire civil 
population of large areas was forced again and again to flee the government army: the 
UNLA. NRA had for instance also in 1983 to evacuate large populations as UNLA 
advanced in former liberated areas killing everything alive. Thus, the establishments of 
alternative forms of administration and popular control of law, order and security was only 
allowed to develop in selected areas - and only for part of the war. Nevertheless, the basic 
features of the Resistance Councils did evolve during the war.  
 
 
6.4 Post War Developments: The Institutional Framework 
 
On January 1986, NRA captured control of Kampala and formed the NRM government. 
The first major political reform was to spread the system of Resistance Councils all over the 
country, where they initially worked without any legal basis.  
 
Security was early an important issue. Peace and security could by far be taken for granted 
at the time of NRA take over of central government in 1986; various dissident, rebel groups 
and bandits were roaming especially in the Northern and Eastern areas, no proper police 
force was functioning anywhere, and as the NRA co-opted large numbers of ex-soldiers 
from the previous armies did it also become more difficult to maintain the hitherto 
acclaimed discipline of NRA. 
                                                 
314 Taped interview, translated from Luganda. 
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The Resistance Councils cooperated with the NRA army in fighting the rebel groups, but 
also confronted undisciplined elements of the NRA itself. The naked rule of the gun had for 
more than a decade been the order of the day in Uganda; but now the RCs would question 
orders from soldiers, they would report power abuse to higher authorities or they would 
quite simply disarm and arrest soldiers who misbehaved - something quite unseen before. 
Many Ugandans see this as the greatest achievement of the NRM: that it has through the 
Resistance Councils ensured civil control of the army - even though this obviously has been 
less successfully achieved in some parts of Northern Uganda. The policy was backed by the 
NRA itself, which has often passed severe sentences - even death sentences - on 
undisciplined soldiers.  
 
Conflicts over authority between the RCs and authorities like the court system, the chiefs, 
the district administration, the police etc were frequent in the early days of the post 1986 
Resistance Councils. The public as well as a number of these authorities demanded that the 
rights and duties of the Resistance Councils should be more clearly spelt out. The Resistance 
Councils and Committees Bill was consequently passed in May 1987; a Bill that foremost 
defined their roles as part of the district and general local government structures. The RCs 
continued to work, from RC1 to RC3, as local courts. Their judicial functions as courts were 
not really defined by law before January 1988. 
 
The Resistance Committees Judicial Powers Statute of 1988 established the Resistance 
Committees from RC1 to RC3 as courts supposed to deal with: 
 

"Debts, contracts, assaults/and or battery, conversion and/or damage to property, 
trespass, land disputes relating to customary tenure, disputes concerning marital status 
of women, disputes concerning paternity of children, disputes concerning identity of 
customary heirs, impregnating of a girl under 18 years of age, elopement with a girl 
under 18 years of age, and customary bailment" (p.14). 

 
All cases are initially brought forward the RC1 court, with rights of appeal to RC2 and RC3 
level. If a case is not settled satisfactorily at RC3 level it can be brought to the Chief Magi-
strate Court. As discussed later, in practice, the litigants often have a choice of whether to 
bring a case for a RC court or a magistrate court.  
 
Before proceeding to a discussion of the character of court practice exercised by the RCs, I 
shall in the below section briefly comment on the capacity of the current state institutions 
involved in provision of rural law and order. 
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6.5 State Institutions for Provision of Rural Law and Order 
 
The government staffing in an average sub-county may reveal the current limits of state 
intervention in the rural areas. A typical sub-county in Uganda with a population of some 
35,000 people will normally share one magistrate with some two-three other sub-counties. 
Sometimes a police post with some 5 officers will be there. There will always be a 
gombolola chief with a local defence force, a few assistants and chiefs at parish levels. The 
village chief has for quite some time been de facto abolished and just remains to be legally 
so315. One NRM cadre is responsible for maybe 10 sub-counties. The chiefs and the local 
defence force are almost entirely preoccupied with tax collection, assessments and arrests of 
defaulters. In case of a police post its tasks would mainly be protection of banks etc. None of 
these staff have any means of transport. Their salaries are very low: a magistrate in charge of 
one or more sub-counties will be paid a monthly salary of 15,000 Ushs or some 12 US $, - 
enough for him to buy for instance enough matooke for his family for 12 days316.  
 
The small number of government staff largely concentrated at the sub-county headquarters, 
their lack of transport and their low salaries obviously lead to a situation where these state 
institutions not only are perceived as distant institutions by the villagers, but in a very real 
sense are remote and irrelevant. Although the present situation probably has been 
accentuated by the post-independence wars in Uganda and the collapse of many state 
institutions and the formal economy during Amin, then a number of studies indicate that 
rural residents have avoided formal institutions for the provisions of law and order in the 
rural areas for a much longer period317. 
 

                                                 
315 During the local government reforms of Amin in 1973, the number of village (mutongole) chiefs was reduced 
from one per village to two per parish. That is on average one chief for every three or four villages. As discussed in 
chapter five, in Kamira and Namasujju they were not considered in any way "important". The post is proposed to be 
abolished as part of the decentralisation reforms (Decentralisation Secretariat, May 1993, "The Policy and its 
implications" p.23). 
316 Matooke are green bananas, the staple food in southern Uganda. Prices fluctuate according to the season, but 
4000 Ushs per bunch was a kind of average price in 1992. One bunch can support a family of four in approximately 
four days. 
317 This has already been discussed in the previous chapter. See also Suzette Heald 1982 on the problems 
implementing Magistrate Courts in Bugisu 1964 and Robertson 1978 on a parallel structure of village authority to 
the formal set up of chiefs. 
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However, the present government has maybe more than any other previous government 
actually tried to introduce some state institutions for maintenance of law and order in the 
rural areas. Thus a government objective has been to increase the police force from the 
6,000 in 1986 to 30,000 in 1994 just as a "decentralisation" of police forces to the rural areas 
is intended, with up to some 20 officers per sub-county318. However, this policy has been 
severely constrained by the financial capacity of government. Presently the police force is 
raised to some 16,000 and might be increased with 1000 in a year, but the earlier established 
goal appears unrealistic. Many officers have to live in grass huts due to lack of housing319, 
just as the police force even in Kampala often fails to investigate crimes due to lack of fuel. 
At the same time the public, the press and politicians, constantly questions the quality of 
their services320. 
 
Thus the relative absence of state institutions providing for law and order in the rural areas 
has not only a very long history but also a bleak immediate future. The government's 
reasons for institutionalising the RC courts are therefore not only ideological but also very 
pragmatic. The NRM government has for instance also only stated very utilitarian reasons 
for the introduction of the Local Defence Units (LDUs); an informal police force selected, 
supervised and paid by the RCs but trained by the army.  
 
 
6.6 RCs as Administrators of Popular Justice  
 
I shall argue below that the RCs as administrators of local justice work as institutions of 
popular justice. The concept of popular justice, as defined by Santos (1982), is constituted 
by three elements: 
 
 [1] It is class justice: that is, it appears as justice exercised by the popular classes 

parallel to, or in confrontation with, the state administration of justice... [2] It 
requires that judges be democratically selected by the relevant communities... [and 
3] it operates at a minimum level of institutionalisation. 

 
The two latter conditions, referring to the form of the institutions rather than the content, are 
obviously provided for in the formal establishment of the RC courts321. The courts are 
composed of popular elected members of the community, the courts are close to the people, 
the language of the courts is local, few if any technical terms are used, people bring their 
own case forward instead of using lawyers and finally, the courts are cheap; the registration 
fee for a RC1 court case is 500 Ushs (50 US cents), for a RC2 1000 Ushs, and 2000 Ushs 
for a RC3 court registration. Even these moderate fees are however not always paid as they 
can be beyond the means of some people322. 
 

                                                 
318  See Museveni's Independence speech (New Vision October 14, 1991, page 10), and various articles in New 
Vision: 5/4/1989 p.3, 5/1/1990 p. 3 and 16/1/1990. 
319 New Vision 4/7/93: "Police to recruit 1,000". 
320 Thus recently a number of MPs simply suggested to "scrap the traffic police" (New Vision 27/8/93, p.2). 
321 As according the Judicial Statute of 1988. 
322 As recommended by the Director of Legal Affairs at the NRM Secretariat, New Vision 11/3/91 (quoted in 
Burkey 1991, p.48).  
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Technical rules of evidence are in general disregarded in favour of common sense; elders 
are often co-opted in the court as "advisers" and judgments are almost always based on 
consensus among the members of the courts. The penalties passed out are moreover 
generally of a "conciliatory nature" and encompass as outlined in the Judicial Statute section 
7: 
 

Reconciliation, declaration, restitution, costs, apology, attachment and sale..... and in 
case of infringement of bye-laws (the RC Court) may impose a fine or any other penalty 
authorized by the bye-laws. 

 
All these features contribute to a general feeling among the majority of peasants that their 
case has been dealt with in a fair and transparent way. Nevertheless, cases of power abuse 
by RC courts or examples of corrupt RCs are far from rare. Such cases are often referred to 
by the local newspapers or in daily discussions. But this is rather ascribed as general 
problems of Ugandan society than something particular for the RCs. The very structure of 
the RCs: the easy access to the courts, the use of local language etc and the involvement of a 
minimum of five RC members in any court decision are factors that minimize the 
occurrence of such instances when compared with magistrate courts. At least the procedures 
of the RC courts are easier to understand - thus cases of power abuse appear easier to point 
out. 
 
It is much more difficult to generalize about the content of the RC court proceedings: the 
extent to which RC's provision of justice in contrast to the magistrate courts favour 
particular interests. Below I shall forward three arguments: that RCs favour "traditional" law 
rather than "modern law", tenants rather than landlords, and popular justice rather than mob 
justice. 
 
In the absence of structural reforms, such as for instance land reforms, tax reforms or 
reforms of laws discriminating against women, would the enforcement of the existing laws 
of course be instrumental in the general sub ordinance of the peasantry, especially the poorer 
peasants and women323.Instead of structural reforms or any political direction for the courts 
as for instance FRELIMO with the Mozambican "Popular Tribunals"324, government 
officials have instead issued blanket statements to the RCs , like: "you have the power" - 
leaving the initiative to the RCs, especially the village councils. It is in this connection worth 
observing that the legal framework defining the RC courts actually only is passed two years 
after the countrywide establishment of the courts and some seven years after the first 
experiences gained during the guerrilla war in Luwero. 
 

                                                 
323 New laws concerning land and women's rights are expected, but it is at this stage difficult to say how far reaching 
in scope they might turn out. 
324 Berg Nina and Aase Gundersen 1991. 
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In an analysis of a number of RC court proceedings it is evident that the RC courts 
emphasize popular concepts of justice rather than strict adherence to the letter of laws. 
Basaza (1989) for instance observes that in some divorce cases the RCs give the right of the 
children to the woman in spite of this being contrary to the Muslim law under which they 
were married. Turyahikayoo (1989) quotes cases where RCs granted "illegitimate" children 
similar rights to inherit their fathers’ property as the children of the legitimate married wife. 
I have myself attended RC court cases where for instance a contract farmer have been 
granted the right to farm land he had hired from a landlord in spite of formal neglect of 
contracts by the contract farmer325, where RCs prevent land sale when parents complain that 
their son wants to sell his land in order to booze326 or where RCs force people to contribute 
to funeral expenses for fellow villagers. Some of these cases would most likely have been 
decided upon otherwise by a magistrate court - but probably decided upon in a similar way 
previously by the bataka, clan leaders or elders who are now in one form or the other most 
often co-opted in the village Committee. 
 
It is difficult to generalize about who benefits from this kind of court proceedings, except 
"local interest" articulated by the "village establishment" rather than the interests of the 
magistrates themselves and the system of western administration of law: institutions 
resented by villagers. A magistrate presented his feelings like this: 
 

The ordinary people, when you stay near them, they are even jealous when we speak 
English. They say: "these people are the ones who went to school, but see, the powers 
have been given to us - the RCs - who are you to ask? We can also now judge cases! 
Why did you go to school? You used to be proud that you read law, but now?" - There 
is that tendency327. 

 
Judging cases through the RCs adds legitimacy to the RCs and possible the whole NRM 
system as such. It is also part of a process whereby elected villagers exercise more powers 
vis-a-vis state officials. Looking more pragmatic at this it is also probably the only realistic, 
and definitely the cheapest option, if all those village disputes should be settled by legally 
defined institutions. 
 

                                                 
325 The case of the plantation owner Yosamu Sekabira Senkuzi versus Musa Begila (a waragi brewer) finally 
decided upon by the RC3 court of Nakaseke Subcounty, Luwero District 20.2.1992. The brewer only initially only 
paid some 80% of the amount required by the plantation owner. The plantation owner then later wanted to cancel 
the contract, when he found he could rent it to some one else at a higher rate, even when brewer later (after the time 
set in the contract) could pay him the remaining 20%. 
326 Unrecorded case settled by Kamira RC1 in Mukono August 1992. 
327 Taped interview, conducted in English. 
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However, one particular form of cases: land disputes, reveal a more clear cut picture of 
(class) conflicts of interests. The present situation in Uganda is such that land disputes can 
be settled by both RC courts and the magistrate courts as most disputes would have elements 
of both customary land tenure claims as well as more formalised private property rights. The 
litigants are simply left free to choose which kind of court to use. A very substantial part - in 
some areas the majority - of all cases dealt with by RCs and magistrates are concerned with 
land disputes328. The wars that evicted many owners from their land, and the 1975 Land 
Reform Decree that only partially has been implemented has left many tenants as well as 
land owners with very insecure rights of tenure. A review of the cases brought forward to 
the RCs as well as the magistrate courts in Mukono and Luwero reveals a clear class 
preference in the choice of type of court: tenants prefer RCs, whereas landlords prefer the 
magistrate courts.  
 
The dark side of popular justice is mob justice. Few authors have dealt with this theme. 
Christine Obbo (1988) gives some gruesome examples from villages in central Uganda, 
which indicates the existence of a very widespread culture of violence in the rural areas. The 
violence is primarily directed against successful competitors especially if they are 
"foreigners": Banyarwanda, Banyankole etc. For instance she quotes an example of one 
such foreigner being burned alive by villagers - accused of no more than being late to 
discover the death of one of his neighbours329. 
 
Although that there are examples of for instance RCs sentencing a man to death330 and of 
RCs involved in evictions of people from their areas331, it is evident that exactly because the 
RCs for instance deals with cases concerning witchcraft, that very often previously ended 
with cruel cases of mob justice, these cases are now dealt with more humanly, just as thieves 
often are rescued from mob justice by the RCs332. Even though the RC courts are not 
composed of people with law degrees, all evidence still point to their sincere attempts of 
exercising "justice" - not the justice exercised by an angry crowd, but by trusted people 
deciding the case in proper meetings with all parts given the right to speak and with rights of 
appeals to higher RC courts.  
 
The rates of mob justice appear high, although difficult to estimate properly. During 
fieldwork I encouraged the secondary students of three schools in the fieldwork areas to 
write essays about the RCs in their home villages. A number of the essays dealt also with 
problems of mob justice and RCs involvement or attempt to curb this. One example:  

                                                 
328 It is difficult to collect exact information on a large number of RC courts as each village keeps its own records 
and as registration of cases is far from systematic. However, as an indicator some figures from Mukono Chief 
Magistrate Court can illustrate the prevalence of land cases generally. Thus the majority of the 392 cases originally 
registered with the Mukono grade 2 Magistrate Court in the period 1986 - March 1992 was concerned with land 
cases. All 33 appeals received 1989-1992 from the RC3 to Mukono Chief Magistrate Court were concerned with 
land disputes (information from Mukono Chief Magistrate Court files). Roughly a fourth of the cases registered in 
Kamira and Namasujju village were concerned with land disputes. The many small disputes concerning quarrels, 
trespass, drinking etc settled at village level are rarely brought forward higher courts.  
329 Obbo 1988 pp.211-212. 
330 Basaza 1988 p.7. Also Munno 13/7/89. 
331 See for instance the article in Ngabo: 2-7-1986: "Obukiiko bwe`byalo butandise okugolola abantu ettuba" 
(Resistance councils in villages have started excising powers over people who misbehave). 
332 see for instance Munno 19/8/87: Eyakubiddwa Yakwasizza ab'obukiiko; an article describing how a person who 
stole a pig where the "mob was doing justice to him until he was handed over to the RCs...". 
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"The RC in my area has no say when the community has decided to do something. For 
instance in my area people have a system of killing someone when caught stealing. 
Upon this the RC is unable to control them... [The RC Secretary of Defence told the 
people who had caught two cattle thieves]: no person was allowed to beat them. The 
many people who had gathered replied that "do not say like that, unless you also want 
to be killed, just as we are going to kill them". All the people shouted and said that a 
thief is never imprisoned but he is just killed... the Defence had nothing to do, because 
they had reached an extent of trying to kill him even. So to save his life he had to let the 
people do as they wished. The people brought petrol, poured it to the two men and 
burnt them alive. The police even came to see what had happened. They met the people 
busy burning the thieves, but had nothing to do as they couldn't imprison the whole 
village" ("N" Senior Secondary School, essay no 22). 

 
Villagers condemnation or at least concern and uneasiness with such problems as mob 
justice, the loss of universal legal rights and thus a certain arbitrariness in court decisions 
lead them not only to accept but to request limits upon the jurisdiction of the RC courts. This 
is for instance reflected in the popularity of the legal seminars held for RCs concerning their 
jurisdiction. Here RCs will sometimes with considerable relief discover that they are not 
supposed to deal with every type of dispute and crime. The yearning for more and better 
state involvement in maintenance of law and order is occasionally also reflected in 
sentimental accounts of the elder of how the Bazungu (Europeans) in the "good old" 
colonial days would investigate murders with all the resources of the colonial law 
enforcement apparatus - and thus ensure justice - even if they were committed in villages. 
Finally it should be noted that villagers are very much aware and critical of various instances 
of power abuse exercised by their own RCs. Therefore the RCs should not be seen as in 
fundamentally contradictory conflict with state institutions - but rather complimentary and 
parallel. In this sense they also share features with many other institutions analysed as 
systems of popular justice. For instance with the peoples courts working within workers 
hostels in Natal where the majority of community members interviewed themselves 
suggested limitations of the jurisdiction of their courts (Nina 1993) or the way "people's 
law" in various situations in rural India can secure the enforcement of the "good" parts of 
state law as well as adjust the very same laws in "peoples favour"333. 
 

                                                 
333 Baxi 1985 as quoted and reviewed by Nina 1993 pp 57-8. 
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6.7 The Public Debate on RC Courts 
 
Uganda is presently in the process of debating a new constitution. The Constitutional 
Committee in charge of drafting a first proposal has received more than 20,000 memoranda 
from different groups in Uganda. Some of the proposals presented to the committee 
proposed to limit the jurisdiction of the Resistance Councils. Especially the political parties 
and professional organisations of lawyers have argued so334.  
 
The position of the government is however clear: the system of Resistance Councils should 
be maintained and strengthened. Thus the government has already declared the RC5 
chairmen to be heads of districts instead of the presidentially appointed District 
Administrators in a general move of proposed decentralization of local government335. By 
the end of January 1992 the National Resistance Council furthermore discussed an 
amendment to the Judicial Bill, which basically proposed to abolish Grade 2 and Grade 3 
magistrate courts and transfer their jurisdiction to the Resistance Councils336. Though the 
bill has not been finally approved (and some revision will certainly take place) it appears as 
if the juridical powers of the magistrate courts will be further restricted. 
 
One of the most hotly contested issues for the new constitution is the role of the political 
parties. The draft constitution to be discussed by a constituent assembly337 proposes an 
extension of the present "movement style" of governance and politics whereby individuals 
from the political parties are free to stand for elections, but only as individuals - not as 
representatives of a party. However, in the long run the movement style of governance 
might prove an obstacle for open discussions of policy alternatives and thus stifling the 
political system, just as the political parties advocates might more immediately have 
sufficient prowess and providence to force political parties back in Uganda. The question 
then remains what consequences this would have for the RC system. As discussed also in 
chapter two, most of the critique of the RC system has focused upon it as an alternative to 
party politics, and only little public debate has so far occurred regarding their ability to 
include more people in politics or introduce popular dispute settlements. The significant 
positive experiences gained through especially the lower level RCs involvement in 
development and provision of justice could easily get lost in enthusiastic attempts of re-
introducing British style political party systems and formalistic legal systems. The latter 
might by the way in no sense be a step towards "modernisation", as a number of "modern" 
countries like for instance the Scandinavian presently are trying hard to get dispute 
settlement out of courts and into other fora for reconciliatory settlement instead. 
 

                                                 
334 See for instance the Constitutional Proposals on the Future Constitution of the Republic of Uganda. Submitted by 
the National Executive Committee of the Democratic Party n.d. (1991). Other critics are found for instance in 
Ugandan Law Society - see the article in Munno 19/10/91: "Munno Ziggyibweko Obuyinza ku Misango", where the 
head of the Uganda Law Society, Mr Remmy Kasule Kyonooneka argues for a general abolishment of the RC 
courts. 
335 New Vision 28/9/1991 Front page: "RC5 Chairmen to run districts". See also editorial of New Vision 1/10/91 
and Weekly Topic 11/10/91. For an outline of the proposed Decentralisation Bill see: Decentralization Secretariat 
(of the Ministry of Local Government) May 1993: "Decentralization in Uganda - the policy and its implications". 
336 New Vision 22/1/92 P.16. 
337 Originally to have been elected December 1993, but recently postponed to March 1994. 
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Some shortcomings of the RCs are currently dealt with in the debate on revision of the 
Judicial Statute of the Resistance Councils. This includes the problems of separation of 
powers, lack of education of the members and the lack of payment of RCs which leads to 
the introduction of arbitrary fines. However the discussion occasionally - especially the 
arguments forwarded by the Ugandan Law Society and similar organisations - 
indiscriminately imports concepts and principles from British law. For instance the 
discussion of separation of legislative, executive and legal powers; it is probably a sound 
principle at the level of national politics, but not easy or probably relevant to implement 
within a village with some 100 adults where most cases anyway are matters of 
reconciliation.  
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7. RCs and Local Government - District Politics 
 
 
In chapter three I argued that, on the background of the history of local government in 
Uganda, the introduction of RCs represents evidently a major change of the system of local 
government. First of all because the nationwide reforms in 1986 granted all levels of local 
government a significant degree of formal democratisation. District councillors are elected 
for the first time since 1966, and popular elected councils with legislative and executive 
powers are introduced for the first time ever for village, parish and sub-county levels. The 
discussions in the foregoing chapters have showed how this democratisation for long 
periods in various ways had been requested and fought for by sections of the agrarian 
communities. The changed institutional set-up represents clearly a formal democratisation. 
This chapter now proceeds to an analysis of the actual performance of the RCs in four 
selected areas at district level in order to assess whether this has led to effective 
empowerment of people: 
 

• Provision of services, 
• Taxation, 
• RCs' control of state bureaucrats  
• Popular control of the RC5s. 

 
The questions of service provision and taxation are raised in order to assess the degree to 
which district level local government at all is a relevant arena for popular democratic 
struggle. Only to the extent that questions of control of resources in any meaningful way can 
be said to be addressed within district politics - or at least in a conceivable future considered 
to be so - is it then relevant, or even feasible, to discuss issues of popular control of state 
bureaucrats. The very question of popular control of bureaucrats needs furthermore to be 
addressed at two levels due to the distance between the district politicians and common 
villagers. Some of the districts have a population of almost one million people and district 
administrations are, as briefly discussed previously and elaborated in this chapter, rather 
distant from common villagers. The question of popular accountability of state bureaucrats 
is at district level a question of control exercised through representatives. Thus it is partly 
addressed as the degree to which the district councillors (RC5s) are able to hold bureaucrats 
accountable and partly as the degree to which the district politicians themselves in any way 
are held accountable to their electorate and common villagers.  
 
 
7.1 Provision of Services 
 
Before Independence a framework developed where local government became responsible 
for the provision of: education, health, water and feeder roads to mention the most important 
services.  
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It is generally acknowledged that local governments provision of services collapsed from 
approximately 1973 onwards and that it reached "grotesque proportions" between 1979 and 
1986 due to the wars338. The quantitative aspects of this degradation are not well-
documented and difficult to research for the areas I worked in, as all local administration 
archives prior to 1986 were destroyed by the wars.  
 
The collapse of service provision is hardly surprising in the view of the general economic 
breakdown in Uganda that started in the 1970s and the starvation of local administration of 
central government grants as discussed in chapter three. The political changes in 1986 have 
not been followed by any immediate improvement of the economy. On the contrary the 
world market prices of coffee have collapsed339 - coffee that by 1987 accounted for some 
90% of Uganda's export value. This explains partly why central government grants to local 
authorities still remain small. Thus, as we shall discuss more in details later, virtually all 
local government finances remains mobilised locally. This local revenue collection has 
steadily but very slowly grown since 1986. However, the districts generally still fail to 
collect what is estimated at the beginning at each financial year. The figures in appendix five 
on budgets and accounts for Luwero district administration 1988-92 are revealing: actual 
revenue is always below - sometimes extremely below - the estimated revenue. When 
cuttings in the budget have to take place during the financial year it is naturally most 
difficult to cut in salaries and other recurrent expenditures; thus it is always the non-
recurrent expenditures that suffer most. Or to put it in another way: the districts can just 
about manage to collect enough revenue to pay its staff at least a nominal salary, but fail to 
collect sufficient funds for development expenditure, with severe consequences for the level 
of service provision.  
 
The services actually provided by local government today are mainly restricted to the main-
tenance of the feeder roads and some input to the maintenance of law and order such as 
running local prisons, and keeping a local administration police. The major part of the 
district councils' spending is recurrent expenditure. Some of these expenses may result in 
service provision of some sort, such as the salaries of health staff, public work staff and 
certain running costs for the schools. However, it is fair to say, that a large part of the staff 
employed by the districts mainly is working as part of the tax-collection machine. Thus in 
Mukono in 1990 no less than 55% of the entire budget was spent on tax collection and 
administration340: 
 
Of the 1989/90 Actual expenditures in Mukono district: 
 
8.1 %  was spent on "Administration", 
8.6 %  was spent on "County administration": that is largely salaries for the chiefs who's 

main task is to work with tax collection, but who also still are involved in main-
tenance of law and order, 

3.0 %  was spent on "District council" running costs, 

                                                 
338. Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987 p.59. 
339 Thus the unit value of coffee decreased with some 70% from 2.80$/kg to 0.90$/kg from 1986 to 1991! Ministry 
of Finance June 1992: Background to the Budget 1992-93, p.159.  
340 Percentages calculated from the 1989/90 Actual expenditures in Mukono district in "Mukono District 
Administration, Approved Annual Recurrent and Development Budget 1991/92, p.7". 
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2.2 %  was spent on the administration police whose main task is arrest of tax defaulters 
and finally 

32.6%  was spent by the Treasury itself!  
 
The very limited financial resources of the district councils and subsequent low level of 
service provision provided by the district councils themselves have had two major 
consequences for rural service provision: an increasing importance of donors and a trend of 
de facto privatisation. 
  
7.1.1 Projectisation 
The largest donor funded projects and programmes are implemented through the relevant 
government ministries where many of the government workers - such as the field staff from 
Ministry of Health - are employed by the districts. Still, donor funded programmes are most 
often out of direct control by the district administrations. The immense importance of donor 
activities can be illustrated with an example from the water sector in Mukono district. Here 
Danida is funding a government project (RUWASA) that during a ten year period is planned 
to establish a very basic service of water and sanitation facilities for the population of the 
seven eastern districts including Mukono. The entire budget of this project is some 40 mio $ 
which will correspond to a yearly input to Mukono district of 0.7 mio $ or some 840 mio 
Ushs341. This has to be compared to the entire annual budget of Mukono District 
Administration of some 900 mio Ushs or the annual district budget for water supplies of 
some 2.6 mio Ushs! 
 
The result is obviously a "Projectisation"342 of certain sectors like water and health. It is in 
this connection also noteworthy that large parts of the district employees' salaries are largely 
derived from various projects in the forms of allowances: "project allowances", "transport 
allowances", "field allowances" (paid when staff are working on donor funded activities), 
"sitting allowances" (paid when staff attend meetings with donors or in donor related 
meetings) etc. Again an example can be picked from the water and health sector; a medical 
assistant working for the district will annually be paid some 20,000 Ushs343. However, it is 
not unusual that the same health assistant will receive some 3000 Ushs per working day as 
an "allowance" while working on a donor funded project344.  
 

                                                 
341. This excludes expenses to Technical assistance (expatriates), infra-structure support, project communication and 
human resource development. The 263 mio DKK has conservatively been estimated to 40 mio US $. It is then 
estimated that the investment in Mukono district will fairly correspond to its population of some 800,000 people out 
of the entire population in the project area of 4,5 mio. All information from the Plan of Operation, RUWASA, 
Water Development Department (Uganda, Luzira). 
342 A term also used by Amis, Philip 1992: Urban Management in Uganda - Survival under Stress". The Institutional 
Framework of Urban Government: Case Study no 5. Development Administration Group (DAG), Institute of Local 
Government Studies, The University of Birmingham. April 1992. 
343 Mukono annual budget 1992/93 op cit. p.45. 
344 For example paid by RUWASA in 1991. It should be noted that this "topping up" of salaries is done by all major 
donors, but that other donors often only include allowances for the top management. 
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Some donors are trying as hard as possible to work through the district structures with the 
risk of corruption, financial mismanagement, delays and over politicisation. Others prefer to 
work as directly with field staff - setting up project structures that may perform effectively 
as long as the donor is present but inevitably will collapse when the donor stops supervision 
or funds. However, the donor funded projects will in both instances led to projectisation - 
albeit in varying degree - of certain sectors due to the sheer size of funds involved compared 
to the present financial capacity of the district authorities themselves. 
 
7.1.2 Privatisation 
Another response to the declining service provision by government and local government 
has been an expanding de facto privatisation of all sectors. Peasants have increasingly had to 
pay for both materials and salaries involved in the delivery of health and education 
especially, but also for repairs of infrastructures such as public boreholes and most likely 
also in the form of increasing bribes to the police, chiefs and judges.  
 
The trend can clearly be illustrated with cases from the education sector. It is estimated that 
some 4,050 primary schools or more than 50% of the existing institutions are established by 
private funds; largely through contributions from the parents345. Government contribution to 
running costs of primary education is estimated to account for only 10% of the total costs or 
altogether some 25% of the teachers' salaries and 15% of the instructional materials346. The 
rest of the funds are largely provided by the parents through contributions collected by the 
PTAs (Parents-Teachers-Associations). 
 
It is important to note that this process of de facto privatisation has not been followed by any 
real community control of the qualitative aspects of service provision. Thus the community 
paid health provision still largely focus on treatment rather than preventions just as the 
educational system still puts excessive emphasis on English language teaching and 
preparation for higher education. This in spite of the fact that it is extremely unlikely for 
students from rural schools to proceed to University or even end up in a job situation where 
English would be a very useful language - even if the schools really were able to teach a 
reasonable English347.  
 

                                                

 
7.1.3 Service provision now and in the future 
The district administrations survived throughout the 1970's and 80's in spite of a general 
breakdown of the formal economy and state structures. A point that underscores the per-
severance of these structures. The districts survived because they were able to raise 
sufficient revenue through a local taxation of the informal economy, largely graduated taxes. 

 
345. Katherine Namuddu: "The national and local dimensions of education in Uganda: MINDSACROSS and literacy 
development" in Education and Training in the Third World - the local dimension (ed by Lene Buchert) CESO 
paperback no 18, 1992. Namuddu refers as documentation to Ministry of Education, Planning Unit, School census 
1989-1990. 
346 Namuddu op cit p. 102. 
347 See Namuddu op cit. 
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However, they have not been able to sustain much more than the administrations 
themselves. Some six years after the war, the majority of district expenditures is still spent 
on recurrent costs, especially salaries for the tax collection machinery. Roads are moderately 
maintained just as the very basic infrastructure for the educational and health systems are 
provided by the districts. Thus the majority of services in general are either provided 
through a de facto privatisation of services - such as in the case of education - or through 
donor inputs, such as is the case with basic health and water. 
 
However, the districts have been given wide recognition as the only suitable institution for 
rural service provision in Uganda by donors as well as by the government. It is in this future 
role, envisaged in the declared Decentralisation Policy, as well as in its current more modest 
role that the importance of the district as a political arena lies. President Museveni officially 
launched the Government's decentralisation policy in October 1992. This policy is at the 
time of writing still under discussion among government officials with the involvement of 
various donors such as the World Bank and DANIDA. The programme launched by 
Museveni envisages a system whereby most ministries' power should be completely 
devolved to the districts. If fully implemented, this could lead to the strongest and most 
decentralised system of local government in Africa348. The current very limited resources of 
the district administrations obviously restrain the present level of wider political 
participation in district politics. Increased political participation must be an anticipated 
outcome of the future decentralisation. 
 
 
7.2 Taxation  
 
Taxation is an obviously important and revealing policy issue. Inability to raise taxes points 
to some illegitimacy or at least weakness of the system. The way the burden of taxation is 
distributed between poor and rich points to the social orientation of the decision makers and 
their relations to the electorate.  
 
7.2.1. Historical Trends in Tax Structure 
The structure of taxation in Uganda and its historical development has been the object of 
quite some research and debate349. The level of taxation of the peasants used to be 
substantial throughout the colonial period and up to Independence350. Initially the taxation 
was mainly in the form of poll taxes, but later more indirect forms of taxation are put on the 
peasants - most notably in the form of monopolised prices paid for their coffee and cotton. 
Jamal (1978) argues convincingly that throughout the period of 1900-1964 it is the peasants 
who are taxed most; both absolutely as a class and relatively as individuals. The structure of 
both taxation through customs as well as on income was highly regressive.  
 

                                                 
348. The policy is outlined in Ministry of Local Government, Decentralization Secretariat May 1993: 
"Decentralisation in Uganda, Vol one: The Policy and its Philosophy and Vol two: "The Policy and its 
Implications". 
349. See especially Jamal (1978 and 1991), Elkan 1958, Mamdani 1991. 
350 Jamal (1978) estimates that peasant farmers in 1964 on average are taxed 21% of their cash income - or 10% of 
their total income which at that time corresponds to the national average (p.431). Jamal estimates the taxation of 
peasants during the colonial period to have been even heavier and far greater in relative terms than the rest of the 
population.  
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The debate on the development of the tax structure after 1964 (Jamal 1991 and Mamdani 
1991) appears to be less substantiated by convincing "facts". The period of post-
independence in Uganda has been characterised by very dramatic economic changes 
reflected in the total breakdown of the formal economy, extremely high levels of inflation, 
of huge discrepancies between official and magendo (black market) rates for the Uganda 
shilling as well as a money reformation. It is therefore extremely difficult to compare 
statistics in absolute figures; what is the value of 100 Ushs in 1970 compared to 100 Ushs in 
1980 or 1990? A number of the arguments in this later debate are furthermore expressed in 
relative terms, as seen from the following quotation, that may only to a very limited extent 
reflect how changes were experienced by the peasantry. Still, Mamdani without doubt gets 
to the core of one formulation of the problem of the changing tax structure in Uganda in the 
1970-80's when he states: 
 
  Uganda's tax structure has two outstanding features. First government revenue has 
been shrinking since the Amin years. As a percentage of GDP, government revenue in 
Uganda has declined from 16.7% in 1967/8 to 4.9% in 1986/7. The comparable figure for 
sub-Saharan African countries in 1987... was 31.2%! Secondly, this revenue has been 
extracted mainly and increasingly from the working poor. Comparing figures for 1967/8 
with those of twenty years later, 1987/7, we note a dramatic collapse in the share of state 
revenue derived from a tax on large proprietors (tax on income and profits, down from 20.76 
% to 9.3%) and just as dramatic a rise in the proportion derived from working people, 
whether in the form of export taxes (mainly from the peasant crop coffee, up from 18.07 % 
to 33%) or sales tax (mainly from mass consumption goods, up from nil to 33.9%) 
 
Thus - the regressive tax structure of 1964 was reinforced. But how was it experienced? 
Scott (1976) has convincingly argued that peasants are not so much concerned about relative 
levels of exploitation or even the absolute amount of value extracted from their produce. 
What matters is what is left! Thus what matters is for instance how much money the 
peasants are paid for their coffee - rather than how much profit the Marketing Board and 
merchants extract - and that again depends now on world market prices than levels of 
taxation.  
 
Coffee prices peaked during the period analysed by Mamdani. Today world prices of coffee 
are so very low, and government has basically privatised the buying of coffee, that this level 
of taxation must be considered as quite minimal today351. Still peasants have not 
subjectively experienced a reduction due to the decreasing world market prices.  
 

                                                 
351 Background to the Budget 1992-1993, p.18. 
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The indirect taxes on peasants today are primarily in the form of technically illegal fees paid 
for government services, such as medical care at government hospitals and such things as 
repair of water facilities that previously has been the responsibility of local administration or 
central government. More or less legalised contributions to teachers’ salaries can also be 
said to fall within this category. It is difficult to estimate the total financial burden of these 
"fees" as there are huge regional and individual differences. A number of these fees has for a 
long time been illegal; underpaid civil servants working as health assistants or teachers have 
simply tried to levy whatever they could as payment for their services. This obviously 
makes it difficult to estimate the magnitude of these expenses. These "fees" are now being 
institutionalised and recognised in Uganda as the government has embarked on policies of 
"decentralisation" and "privatisation" recommended by the World Bank. The sizes of those 
fees are, as discussed below, very substantial compared to the taxes collected by the local 
administration. 
 
The graduated tax, which is collected by local administration, is the only real direct taxation 
of the peasantry. Therefore - and also because people have difficulties in seeing what their 
tax money is used for - people often complain about this tax. However, the graduated tax 
burden is small compared to many other financial burdens or disguised taxes carried by the 
peasants. A medium peasant household would rarely pay more than 5000 Ushs in graduated 
tax per year (see table 7.1) but pays significantly more for children in secondary school 
(100,000 Ushs per year for a child in Kangulumira352) or even in primary school (10,000 per 
year plus school uniform, stationary etc). Peasants also have to pay for medical care 
although it is supposed to be given free from government institutions. Within the 
communities there are also certain financial commitments. In Kamira everybody (male head 
of household) has for instance to give a contribution of minimum 100 Ushs whenever a 
funeral takes place in the village. Based on the records of the Bataka the yearly minimum 
contribution per household in cash for funeral expenses can be estimated to ca 1500 Ushs. 
The payment of this minimum amount is enforced353 but obviously it is in a number of cases 
appropriate to contribute more. Women from the household will contribute food and assist 
in cooking; the men will share the work for digging of the grave etc.  
 

                                                 
352 The largest secondary school in Kangulumira subcounty is St. Pontiano Ngondwe's S.S.S. they charge 21,000 in 
tuition fee per term and 10,000 in food fee per term payable three times a year which makes 100,800 ush per year - 
excluding costs for the school uniform, books and stationary. 
353 The mutaka - or rather his secretary ("omwandise w'amabugo")- keeps records of who is paying how much for 
each funeral. If a citizen doesn't pay 100 ush for three times his case will be brought forward the mutaka and he will 
have to pay a fine of 3 x 300 ush, if he then refuses to pay he will be brought forward the RCs. This has according to 
the mutaka "always" been a law, but in has now also been discussed by the Rc1 and passed as a "by-law" (notebook 
no 9, p.54). 
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Table 7.1: Graduated Tax Return for Nakaseke and Kangulumira 1992 
 
Area/Tax 
rate 
(1000 USH) 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 15 Total no 
of tax  
payers 

Nakaseke  
Sub-county 

0 0 174
0 

138
7

382 128 52 14 21 0 1 1 3726 

Kangulu-
mira Sub-
county 

9 651 261
9 

715 237 153 39 16 23 0 0 0 4462 

 
Data from Kangulumira Sub-county Headquarter/ Saza Chief (as assessed at June 30th 1992), and from Nakaseke 
Sub-county Headquarters (as collected September 30th 1992). 
 
 
7.2.2 District policies on taxation; Mukono and Luwero 
The remaining part of this discussion of taxation will focus on the graduated tax. It is by far 
the most important source of revenue for the district administration. Its collection is often 
the matter of much debate in the district council, just as peasants are very observant of any 
changes of this form of taxation. Attempts to raise graduated taxes lead as late as 1991 to a 
virtual tax rebellion354. 
 
The district local governments have in the 1980's increasingly become dependent upon the 
collection of graduated taxes355. This still remains so. Thus in the financial year 1990/91 
Luwero district council financed 66% of its budget through graduated taxes collected in the 
district. Central government grants only accounted for 3% of the budget. Licences, dues and 
fees, largely paid by petty market traders, primarily financed the remaining part of the 
budget356.  
 

                                                 
354. In the minutes of Mukono District Council the events are described as: "Unfortunately, during April 1991 
complaints against the assessment of Graduated Tax sparked off in Rukungiri District when the President was on a 
familiarisation tour and as a result, the Minister of Local Government had to summon DAs, RC5 Chairmen, DES' 
and Treasurers to meet him in the International Conference Centre to discuss the issue. It is only after the Minister 
had stated his leave that the Graduated Tax Temperature fell" Minutes of Mukono District Resistance Council 
Meeting 29/5/1991 (File 64) p.5. 
355 Commission of Inquiry into Local Government 1987. See also the previous discussion here in sections 6.1.4 and 
5. 
356 Statistics from Luwero District Council Office. See appendix. 
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The direct taxes are supposedly graduated (thus the name): the higher the income the more 
you pay. But in effect the tax is regressive: the poorer you are, the higher a percentage of 
your income are you paying. If we look at table 7.1 with data on tax collection from 
Nakaseke and Kangulumira sub-counties we can see that the vast majority of tax payers are 
assessed to pay between 3000 and 6000 Ushs. Very few pay the higher taxes of 10,000 
Ushs, which is the highest tax, paid in Kangulumira this year, whereas two persons are 
paying more in Nakaseke. In Bulyake Parish, within Nakaseke, is the difference in taxation 
even smaller: the highest tax paid in the parish is 9,000 USH and the lowest tax is 4,000 
Ushs. If we compare that with the data discussed in previous chapter on landholding it is 
clear that the system of taxation in reality is a regressive tax as the landless in Namasujju 
thus pay at least 4,000 Ushs and the bigger landowners do not pay more than 9,000 Ushs. 
 
Still, the table shows a more progressive tax assessment in Luwero compared to Mukono357. 
The discussions of revisions of the tax system have also been more "progressive" in Luwero 
than in Mukono. Mukono district council discussed the possibility of taxing richer people 
more358. At the time of discussion in 1990 it was noted that "It is not fair to tax a beginner or 
common man at a rate of 3000 Ushs while the richest man pays 5000"359 The meeting 
agreed to raise the maximum to 10,000 Ushs although they considered 20,000. However, 
one year later the Council proposed to abolish the graduated tax all together and re-instate 
the poll tax instead!360 
 
Luwero District council enabled on the contrary higher graduated taxes on the rich to be 
collected, and the RC executives recommended that more emphasis should be put on other 
taxes than the Graduated Tax and proposed for instance taxes on the bigger farms361. In 
another report362 it is specifically proposed to introduce alternative taxes such as: 
 

1. Land premium rates and ground rent, 
2. Fees from coffee processors, 
3. Fees from Ranches 
4. Birth and Marriage certificates, 
5. Fees from timber dealers and harvesters, 
6. Fees from maize millers. 

 

                                                 
357 I take the liberty to compare the taxes from only two sub counties in the districts. This could be biased in case 
Kangulumira would represent a particular poor area of Mukono and Nakaseke a particular rich area of Luwero - that 
is however not the case - rather on the contrary. 
358 Minutes of the Mukono District Resistance Council Meeting held on September 27th 1990 at Colline Hotel. File 
no 54, especially pages 2-3. (See notebook no 12, page 85). 
359 Ibid p.2. 
360 Minutes of the 2nd Meeting of Mukono District Resistance Council for the year 1991, held on 29th may 1991 in 
Mukono Community Centre. File no 64, page 6: (Communication from the Chair): "Before 1967, the highest tax 
payable in Buganda was a poll tax of shs 40, but this was abolished and replaced by Graduated Tax. The District 
Executive Committee has seriously considered the complications and bottle-necks brought about by the Graduated 
Tax collection system and have had an alternative thought. For instance every year we must print forms for 
enumeration, assessment, tax appeal tribunals costing us large sums of money. Now we wish to make an alternative 
by going back to the old Poll Tax system, ........."((notebook no 12 p. 59). 
361 Minutes of DRC meeting 24/1/1992. 
362 Luwero District Administration, Annual Budget Report by the Secretary for Finance RC5, Luwero District 
November 1991. (Field notebook no 7, page 125). 
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This legislation had at the time of my last visit to Luwero district in November 1992 still not 
been passed, as the district needed the approval of the Ministry of Local Government363. But 
still these initiatives indicate much more willingness to tax the "upper class" in Luwero than 
in Mukono. How can that be explained?  
 
One possible explanation could have been that the leadership in Luwero is of a more 
"radical" character than in Mukono - possibly "radicalised" through the war and the 
participation of many members of Luwero District Council in the guerrilla struggle against 
the Obote regime. However, the composition of the Luwero RC5 is in terms of class and 
sympathies for the previous political parties is not significantly different from the 
composition of Mukono district council (to be discussed more in details in section 7.4.1). 
Another possible explanation of these policy differences can be found in a set of weaknesses 
in Mukono District Council at the time of these discussions. A number of serious corruption 
scandals appeared in Mukono364 just as the district was immobilized by conflicts between 
the DA (the presidential appointee responsible for "political guidance") and the RCs - 
especially the RC5 (a conflict to be further discussed in section 7.3). This frailty of the 
district administration in 1991 probably also explains the greater backlash in Mukono during 
the 1991 tax rebellion365.  
 
It is important to note that peasant resistance against the graduated taxes is not a resistance 
against taxation per se. The Commission of Inquiry actually noted that peasants overwhel-
mingly opposed  
 

"... Any suggestion that the graduated tax be abolished and be replaced by some form of 
indirect tax. Peasants advanced two major reasons: one, that an indirect tax would leave 
peasants in ignorance of how much tax actually is being collected from them by 
government while giving government freedom to increase the tax at will without 
publicity; secondly, peasants argued that an indirect tax put on commodities could turn 
out to be even more regressive...." (P.93) 

 
The fact that peasants willingly would pay more in taxes, if they saw the usefulness of doing 
so, is reflected in the fact that many sub-counties have managed to pass by-laws whereby 
additional taxes are collected for "projects" within the sub-county - a geographical entity 
much smaller than the district, where people more easily can monitor the use of funds366.  
                                                 
363 It is also noted in Commission of Inquiry into Local Government that denied permissions from the Ministry in 
the past has prevented such forms of taxation to be passed (p.107). 
364 The cases of corruption reported in the District Council meetings in Mukono are substantial. A 27 mio ush case 
is reported at the meetings in October 1990 (Mukono District Council File no 54) (notebook no 12, p.99) and March 
1990 (Mukono District Council file no 12, p.9) (notebook no 13, p.15). However, several steps are taken to stop 
corruption and embezzlements for instance tightening the financial control procedures for payments through the 
establishment of a clearinghouse, payments only by checks and establishment of a Central Purchasing Office 
(Mukono District Council File no 54, p.3)(notebook no 12, p.89). Some of the people arrested for embezzlement are 
according to the DA released apparently after bribing the Magistrate Court (file no 12, p.9 - notebook no 13, p.13-
15). The RC5 Chairman reports in December about the arrest of one chief for the embezzlement of district funds 
(file no 11, p.8 - notebook 13 p.19).  
365 I argue for a greater backlash in Mukono than in Luwero since far fewer people were dared to be taxed at the 
higher rates in Mukono than in Luwero after the re-assessment. This is reflected in the tax statistics from 
Kangulumira and Nakaseke. 
366 It is difficult to say how widespread this is, but this additional tax has been collected for several years in for 
instance Kangulumira Subcounty. 
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This also led Mukono district council to pass a resolution that gives the sub-county 20% of 
the total revenue collected through the district administration tax collection machinery as 
this "is the only way in which we can motivate the (lower) RCs...."367 
 
The collection of the graduated tax is dependent on the cooperation of the lower RCs - 
especially the RC1s who are peasants themselves. The Mukono District Council issued a 
"directive" that:  
 

RC1 chairmen must (original emphasis) compile lists of their tax payers in Tax registers 
showing the amount each have to pay.... in order to be able to arrest defaulters.  

 
The graduated taxes were drastically increased in 1991 especially for the more wealthy 
farmers368. These farmers tend to dominate the middle level RCs such as the RC2 and RC3. 
This increase led, as mentioned earlier, to general protests in the country, and in 
Kangulumira people gathered at the Saza headquarters in protest. Several RCs - including 
the Chairman RC3 of Kangulumira - went to a meeting at district level with the district 
council. Meetings also took place in Kampala between the Minister of Local Government, 
DA's and RC5s. The meetings ended with a decision to lower the levels of taxation. For this, 
The Chairman RC3 is still held in high esteem by people in Kangulumira. 
 
In interviews with district executives they generally point to the very limited potential for 
resource mobilisation within the districts. But that is based upon the presumption that 
present forms of taxation remain unchanged, whereby the wealthiest essentially avoid 
taxation since for instance no property taxes are collected. The general level of taxation in 
the region is as discussed previously by Mamdani around 30% of GDP. It is difficult to 
calculate exactly, but as the maximum direct taxation in the districts is as low as 10.000-
30.000 Ushs yearly (between 8 and 24 US$) then it is fair to conclude that the richer 
peasants, the bigger farmers and the landlords in Uganda pay much less than what would 
have been a comparable share. 

                                                 
367 Minutes of the second meeting of Mukono District Resistance Council for the year 1991, held on 29th May 1991 
in Mukono Community Centre, Min 13/91, page 20 (File no 64). 
368 Here I rely on general statements from chiefs, RCs and Taxpayers in Mukono especially and on the statistics 
from the tax registration in Kamira RC1 in 1991 and 1992 (Notebook n.8, pp.134-39.) 
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7.2.3 Conclusion on Taxation and RC Politics 
The local government reforms after 1986 have so far mainly encompassed the 
democratisation of the local administration at district level and below. The functions of local 
government in 1992 basically remain the same as before, just as no devolution of finances 
has taken place. Thus RCs must at all levels - from RC1 to RC5 - rely on local resource 
mobilisation. The districts have generally improved their financial performance mainly 
through increased graduated taxes. This points to some legitimacy of the district 
administration, as the increased taxation is dependent on the lower RCs. The return of 
certain percentages of local revenue to the sub-county level has also been instrumental in 
this exercise.  
 
The districts are bound to find resources within their own district and have so far mainly 
relied on the graduated taxes. However, the districts have some discretion in how to assess 
the graduated taxes, just as they can try to tax bigger property owners. These are obviously 
policy issues of class character and a test stone for the kind of leadership elected at district 
level. 
 
The comparison between Mukono and Luwero districts showed tentatively a greater 
willingness to tax the "upper classes" in Luwero than in Mukono district. The conclusions 
on the character of the differences and the reasons hereof must remain provisional, but at 
least it is evident that the district councils do provide political space for such discussions and 
decisions. However, the present structure of tax collection remains essentially regressive in 
both districts. 
 
 
7.3 Popular Control of State Bureaucrats 
 
RCs are according to NRM policy supposed to act as watchdogs against civil servants who 
abuse their powers369. This role and the generally vaguely defined roles of civil servants vis 
a vis RCs at various levels have led to a number of conflicts at various levels. At the district 
level between the RCs, the District Administrator (DA) and various civil servants, at sub-
county level between RCs, chiefs, magistrates and police, and at village level mainly 
between the chiefs and RCs. This section will focus on the district level. Some of the other 
types of conflict were discussed in the previous chapter on the RCs and maintenance of law 
and order.  
 
The RC5 Chairman elected in 1989 for Mukono district did not get on well with the state 
appointed DA. The conflict between the two broke out openly in a number of meetings 
June-July 1990 and were only partly resolved after the intervention of the NRM Secretariat 
and various members of Parliament and Ministers, most notably the Minister of Local 
Government Bibandi Ssali and Sam Ssebagereka370. 
 
                                                 
369. As expressed in various speeches by Museveni and formulated for instance in the Ten-point programme itself of 
NRM (NRM Publication 1986, p.8).  
370 As described in various files of the Mukono District Council; especially file no 45: Minutes of the extra-ordinary 
Meeting of Mukono District Council held on 26th July 1990 at Mukono Community Centre (p.115 in notebook no 
12). 
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The conflict was partly a conflict between personalities, partly between different policies or 
types of leadership and partly between the different offices they represented. Thus, even 
though the conflicts as it manifested itself in Mukono - and not in Luwero for instance - are 
not universal in Uganda, then certain general features were underlying. This case from 
Mukono illustrates some of the features discussed more in details in the following sub-
section: the unclear division of work between the office of the DA and of the RC5, a certain 
very consistent reluctance of Ugandan civil servants or centrally political appointee's to 
accept the authority of elected politicians or "sovereignty of the people" and conflicts 
between NRM's desire to give "political education" and power to the RCs.  
 
7.3.1 Legislative and Institutional Framework 
The District Executive Secretary is the chief executive officer of the district: he is the one 
that all civil servants should report to and he is in charge of the daily implementation of 
plans. However, the political responsibility at district level is not similarly transparent. 
 
The roles of the DA and the RC5 were not spelled out that clearly in the 1987 legislation. 
The DA is presidentially appointed as "the political head in that district"371 and his duties 
include "providing political direction in the district" as well as "supervising and ensuring the 
implementation of Government plans and policies in the District"372. However, the RC5 
chairman is the highest-ranking politician in the district with a democratic mandate and he 
chairs the district council (composed of RC representatives from all the sub-counties) that 
shall "formulate and review development plans". The DA is on the other hand chairman of 
the District Development Committee that shall "prepare, evaluate, monitor and implement 
plans of a district"373. The District Development Committee is composed of a number of the 
district councillors and representatives from all departments in the district administration; 
the District Executive Secretary, the Health Inspector, the District Medical Officer, the 
Supervisor of works etc.  
 
Thus conflicts can easily, as in Mukono, escalate in case of personal or policy disagreements 
into conflicts - not only between the RC5 and the DA, but also between the District 
Development Committee and the District Council. None of the two parties in Mukono had 
sufficient muscle to settle the conflict themselves. Only after the intervention of the Minister 
of Local Government, the Parliamentary group from Mukono and the NRM Secretariat 
could it be determined that "the district council is the highest policy making organ within the 
district"374. 
 

                                                 
371. The Resistance Councils Statute para 20 (1). 
372 The Resistance Councils Statute para 21(1) a and b. 
373 The Resistance Councils and Committees Bill 1987 para 7b and 25a. 
374 Statement by the Minister of Local Government Bibandi Ssali as recorded in the minutes of meetings in the 
district council meeting held 26th July 1990 (file no 45) Min 20/90. 
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Still, as Ddungu already reported in 1989, the RCs are in a very difficult if not contradictory 
position since they are on the one hand supposed to act as watchdogs against corrupt and 
power abusing civil servants, on the other hand they are also, according to the Resistance 
Councils Statute, supposed to report such cases to the very same civil servants. However, 
the RCs have in some areas been able to confront civil servants more directly and actually 
even being able to sack unpopular civil servants, even though this clearly is beyond their 
legally defined powers375. This enforcement of accountability of RCs upon civil servants is 
not only mere resistance against and confrontation with civil servants. It is also reflected in a 
more constructive engagement - an engagement occasionally beyond the strictly legislative 
powers of the RCs. Thus the district council in Mukono has, with the approval of Ministry 
of Local Government, suspended the Supervisor of Works and hired a formerly retired civil 
servant. This new Supervisor of Works is paid a salary negotiated between him and the 
district council. It is a salary substantially above the official salaries of civil servants and a 
salary that would allow him to carry out his work without looking for extra jobs or bribes.   
 
The very limited capacity of the administrative system, in terms of drawing up budgets and 
collecting revenue, is another problem of the institutional framework that constrains the 
potential for popular control of civil servants. The annual budget is the major policy 
instrument available for the district council. However, it is a rather impotent policy 
instrument as differences between estimated and actual revenue are so extreme that most 
real priorities have to be made during implementation rather than the budget planning phase. 
This tendency is reflected in the summaries of the budgets of Luwero district in appendix 
four.  
 
7.3.2 Civil Servant's Reluctance to Accept Democratic Control 
A very general reluctance of Ugandan civil servants to accept the authority of elected poli-
ticians has surfaced on a number of occasions. Thus during the Annual Meeting of the 
Ministry of Local Government in 1992, the relationship between politicians (RCs) and civil 
servants was much debated. One civil servant argued that  
 

"Now there is a heavy responsibility on the politicians. Civil servants to be transferred 
to the districts have (in future) to be of high quality. Therefore this should also apply to 
politicians. If he is a peasant he can't be accepted by officials (my emphasis)".  

 
This contribution to the debate received wide applause from the audience and struck me as 
most revealing of two traits of the civil servant political culture; opposition against 
democratic control and class arrogance376.  
 
Similarly the DAs in September 1992 expressed concern about the intended decentralisation 
policy that would empower the RC ".... arguing that some RC5 Councillors are not 
competent enough to handle the district administrations"377. 

                                                 
375 See Ddungu 1989, p. 28 for examples from Mbale where the RCs sacked the Town Clerk, Town Treasurer 
among other whom they suspected of embezzlements. 
376. The conference was composed by slightly more than 50% civil servants, the rest being DA's and RCs. This view 
was expressed by the presenter of the Syndicate group on "District Staff Development" 1/10/1992 but was also 
repeated several other times during the conference. This particular formulation struck me so I noted it word by word 
(notebook no 13, p.91). 
377 Weekly Topic September 4th 1992. 
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This reluctance of civil servants to accept popular control is to some extent an universal 
problem378, but it is far more accentuated in Uganda due to legacies of two decades of 
dictatorial rule as well as the particularly elitist educative system in Uganda379. 
 
7.3.3 Unclear Signals from the NRM 
The NRM attitude towards the lower RCs is contradictory: on the one hand general 
statements like "you, the RCs are the government", "RC have the power" etc are issued just 
as certain legislative powers obviously have been given to the RCs - but on the other hand 
NRM and Museveni often refer to the "backwardness" of the people in order to legitimise 
direct interference by the NRM Secretariat or the President in RC's affairs. 
 
In Mukono the district council had (earlier) debated their contributions to the constitution 
and reached a result that in many ways was similar to the Ssabataka's council. Thus they 
recommended the Kabakaship to be reinstated as a "traditional ruler" only, stressed the need 
for a re-confirmation of the existing forms of land tenure in Buganda (the mailo land tenure 
system), recommended a federal form of government for Uganda with Buganda as an 
independent kingdom, recommended "a multiparty system of Government" after an 
additional five year period of transition and recommended Luganda as the national 
language380. Thus Mukono District Council recommended many policies that did not at all 
correspond to the main recommendations of the NRM, as NRM argues for an unitary state 
and no-party democracy among other things. Those political divergences must also be taken 
into account when explaining why the conflict between the DA and RC5 was so especially 
exposed in Mukono. 
 
The DA in Mukono then apparently tried to mobilize alternative political forces to the 
elected RC5 committee. Youth and women's organisations were much to the dismay of the 
district council in this way mobilized. This organised Mukono Youth would thus for 
instance issue statements in opposition to council resolutions such as in September 1992, 
when they after a district youth council meeting, "highly commended the recent decision by 
the National Resistance Council to suspend political party activities during the interim 
period...."381. Furthermore, the DA had, according to the councillors, tried to influence the 
outcome of the elections in spite of being appointed as a supposedly neutral returning 
officer.  
 

                                                 
378 Thus it has also in various forms been of central concern to democratic theory. From the insistence in Athens that 
all bureaucratic offices should rotate to John Stuart Mill's arguments for the control of the bureaucracy ("On 
Liberty" - see the discussion of Held 1987, pp.91). At the time of writing we thus had in Denmark almost similar 
discussions concerning democratic control of the EEC bureaucracy - eg Information July 14th 1993. 
379 The arrogance of the educated elite towards the non-educated may be particular strong in Uganda due to the its 
earlier particular elitist educational system. See for instance Hugh Dinwiddi and Michael Twaddle: "The Crisis at 
Makerere" in Hansen et al 1988. 
380. Mukono District Resistance Councils Constitutional Proposals as they were approved according to the "Minutes 
of the extra-ordinary meeting of Mukono DRC held on 21st June 1991 at Mukono Community Centre".  
381  Weekly Topic September 11 1992: "Mukono Youth endorse NRC verdict on multi-parties". 
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In other districts such conflicts, where DAs interfered due to the political observations of 
elected RCs, were even more apparent. Thus in August 1992 the DA in Mubende would tell 
the RC5 Chairman Dr Emmanuel Mawejje to resign "because of consistently criticising the 
NRM government"382. During the 1992 elections one candidate in Mpigi, Robert Sebunya, 
was involved in arguments with the DA and was during the elections - at RC3 level - 
stopped from further participation in the election after involvement of the Minister of Local 
Government. The Minister later accepted to have exceeded his legal powers in doing so383. 
In August 1993 the DA suspended two RCs in Kapchorwa District. The news reporter failed 
to confirm whether the reasons forwarded by the DA were true: that the two had been 
involved in cattle raids and "fanning insecurity" or if the DA was "merely using his office to 
intimidate RC officials who are suspected to be against his friend... who also declared his 
intention to contest the Constituent Assembly seat" of the county where the two suspended 
RCs also were from384. 
 
7.3.4 Conclusion 
Quite a number of instances of popular control by the RCs of state bureaucrats can be 
identified. At district level this has occasionally manifested itself in exceedingly open 
conflicts between various civil servants, the DAs and the RCs. However, the previous 
sections identified certain barriers for this exercise of popular accountability at districts 
level. This includes vaguely defined roles of the parties within the legislation, weak 
administrative capacity and resistance from the civil servants. Political commitment to a 
continued empowerment of the elected RCs appears in this situation to be most crucial. But 
the position of NRM has in itself been contradictory, and a number of instances have been 
identified where DAs have intervened in district politics on the grounds of political 
disagreements with elected RCs. The politics of NRM remain in this way paternalistic; 
rather than accepting the elected leadership and trust the lower RCs to hold the district 
executives accountable the NRM prefers to exercise its powers directly - presumably for the 
good of the people. 
 
This brings us to a discussion of the degree of popular control exercised by the lower RCs 
and the people over the high-ranking RCs - particularly the district executives. 
 
 
7.4 Popular Control of High Ranking RCs? 
 
One of the manifestations of the Resistance Councils system as an institutional set-up for 
popular democracy is the right of re-call of all elected RC committee members by their 
electorate. Another mechanism for holding the committee members accountable, more in 
line with liberal democratic theoretical thought, is of course the regular elections that so far 
have taken place three times from RC1 to RC5 level in 1986, 1989 and 1992. The type of 
leadership and its relations to the electorate would be the results of the accountability 
mechanisms, - or the lack hereof. 
 

                                                 
382 New Vision August (16?) 1992 Front page article. 
383 New Vision 30/5/1992: "Mayanja blasts Kasule". 
384 New Vision, Tuesday, August 24, 1993, p.6: "Butime suspends RCs".  

 165
 



Nelson Kasfir published in 1991 an analysis of the 1989 RC election in Uganda where he 
pointed out certain shortcomings but also democratic commitments of the Government as 
manifested through its conduct of the election. He ended his article with a desire for more 
studies of the RC elections and politics to look into 
 

".... the social composition of winners and losers, and how far their success related to 
class support despite the ban on campaigning. Such a study would give us some clues to 
whether the elections expanded the 'premises' of Ugandan politics, or simply put new 
individuals belonging to the same dominant class fractions back into power" (Kasfir 
1991, p.278 end note 29, where he proposes further research into the 1989 elections.)  

 
Kasfir had probably mainly the politicians elected at parliament (the NRC) in mind when he 
framed his question, but the notion of Ugandan politics being dominated by some form of 
petty bourgeois politicians mobilizing on factions is widespread also when local politics is 
concerned. This is not least demonstrated by the extensive use of the term "sectarian 
politics" by both the NRM as well as other more neutral observers. 
 
The local political arenas have, as discussed in chapter three, been muted for so long that we 
have to go back to the 1960's in order to find proper analyses of local politics. Vincent 
(1971) analysed politics in Teso at parish level and Leys (1967) studied politics at district 
level in Acholi. Their conclusions point partly to domination at the very lowest level by an 
elder male village establishment385 and partly to a defence of community interests by the 
very same leaders when dealing with external groups; Leys even refers to the leaders as 
defenders of peasant class interests386. Studies of the same level of local leaders have been 
rather scarce in Buganda and were conducted in periods when the un-elected chiefly 
hierarchy dominated the councils. Those studies pointed to a defence of narrow elite 
interests by the leaders who clearly were not accountable to the population at large387. 
Similar fears are often voiced in the development literature on decentralization; that locally 
empowered political arenas should be "captured" by an elite388. 
 
Political scientists have furthermore often wondered why political parties with a more 
popular basis never became established after the introduction of electoral politics around 
independence389. 
 
These above observations all point to the relevance of an investigation of the relationship 
between the RC leaders and their electorate. 
 
7.4.1 Social Background of RC Leaders and their Election Campaigning 

                                                 
385. Vincent 1971 p.211 used the term "gerontocracy". 
386 See Leys 1967 p.103. 
387 Apter 1967, Pratt 1960 especially pp 244-45. 
388 See for instance the review in Cohen et al 1978: Participation at the Local Level: A Working Bibliography. 
Ithaca, Cornell University, Rural Development Committee. 
389 Sathyamurthy,T.V.1975: "The Social Base of the Uganda Peoples Congress, 1958-70". African Affairs, VOL 74, 
No 297, October 1975, pp. 442-460. The question is raised ..... why Obote failed to attract the support of the ready 
made constituency that had always existed in Buganda with strong anti-elite, egalitarian, and anti-hierarchial 
tendencies. (emphasis added; p.459.) 
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The RC committee members are elected through a hierarchy and the social composition of 
committee members from R1 up to RC5 appears similarly hierarchical. This was reflected 
through interviews and observations during the RC elections in Luwero and Mukono 
February-March 1992390. The elected RC1 committee members were virtually all peasant 
farmers - with a few teachers and small traders included. The better-educated sections of the 
peasantry, teachers, larger farmers and businessmen dominate the composition of RC2s and 
RC3s. However, the district council - especially the RC5 committee - is to a much larger 
extent dominated by professionals - in its two different senses. Many have a university 
degree, occasionally from British or American universities, and many have a very long 
political career with experiences from the party politics of the elections in 1980. Traits that 
might be particularly marked in Mukono and Luwero compared to other districts, due to the 
general economic development in this area and their proximity to Kampala. 
 
Campaigning is not allowed according the election regulations. Thus all candidates are 
supposedly elected as individual persons and are only allowed to present themselves and 
their intentions as leaders through a five-minute presentation immediately before each 
election. The ban on campaigning may make it difficult for the politicians to recruit votes in 
relation to class support, but it certainly makes it difficult to analyse possible quests for class 
support; thus the question is also avoided in all studies of the RCs including the two election 
studies (Kasfir 1991 and Ddungu & Wabwire 1991). 
 
The criteria for election as an RC at the lower levels (village and parish level) is essentially 
to be what may be summarised as a responsible village citizen; candidates would during 
their presentations stress such simple things like that they are married, "capable and 
responsible" (buvunanyizibwa). However, as the posts for higher RCs are contested, 
education is increasingly stressed as a crucial qualification. Thus the elections at district 
level would include candidates with Masters and PhD degrees from abroad, candidates with 
top level management experiences from banks, parastatals and multinational corporations.  
 
After the formal presentations by the candidates themselves, the electorate will be given 
time to discuss their qualifications in public; this process of "torching", as it is called in 
Ugandan English or okumulissa in Luganda, would often stress other qualities. Qualities 
such as whether the candidate is "approachable" - thus listening to his electorate and 
whether he is just a "briefcase" - that is a person looking smart and with formal 
qualifications, but always away from the district for his business in Kampala or 
elsewhere391.  
 
When the "capability" of candidates especially at higher levels is discussed, then it is not 
always his/her capabilities in performing the administrative and political work in the strict 
sense only, but also very much whether he/she has the material basis for working as a leader 
in a more traditional patron-client sense. Thus, during the elections it would be emphasized 
that so and so has given land to the youth or women for a project, or that he has provided the 
area with jobs at his farm. At the lower levels of the RCs it is certainly also appreciated if 
the candidate for instance is able to provide the office with the necessary paper. 

                                                 
390. This is considered a common observation in Uganda - see for instance Burkey 1991. 
391 Observations from Mukono and Luwero RC elections February-March 1992. See also the discussion in Weekly 
Topic March 20, 1992, page 4. "The Way Luwero people 'torch' candidates".  
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Another feature seems clear; many of the elected RC committee members - especially at 
district level and in parliament - belong to the "old guard": people who have generally been 
active in politics for a long period and therefore also have at least some previous connection 
to the political parties. However, previous party affiliation may not necessarily mean current 
party support. Thus when the Head Quarters of the Democratic Party after the 1989 
elections estimated that they were in majority on some 22 of the districts in Uganda they 
definitely exaggerated392. According to that document, the whole RC5 executive in Luwero 
was presently DPs. Surely, a majority of them they had a past as DP candidates, but many of 
them also had participated very actively in the guerrilla war for instance as political 
mobilizers for NRA. The RC5 in Luwero also recommended the suspension of political 
party activities to be extended, thus they do not share views with for instance the Mobilizers 
branch of DP on such crucial issue.  
 
Membership of a party has never openly been considered an issue in the elections in 
Mukono or Luwero as it has elsewhere393. During the by-election in 1992 for the post of 
Nakaseke's representative in NRC (National Resistance Council) part of the press 
interpreted the competition between the candidates in party terms394.  
 
However, observations at the elections clearly showed a different pattern whereby one 
candidate secured all votes from one sub-county whereas the other candidate managed to 
secure votes also outside his own home sub-county - partly due to his former involvement in 
the previous money conversion395. 
 
Election campaigning is in sum largely based upon very local issues and foremost consider-
ations of the character of the individuals - including their capacities as local patrons. 
 
7.4.2 Accountability of Councillors 
The table below clearly demonstrates that the majority of people from the selected villages 
only have a clear indication of the elected RC politicians that are close to them spatially. The 
politicians at RC4 level appear to be complete unknown to people for the obvious reason 
that this level of administration in reality remains dormant. The fact that the knowledge of 
the RC3 chairman is significantly higher in Kamira than in Namasujju points again to the 
importance of spatial closeness, as Kamira borders the sub-county head quarters, whereas 
Namasujju is located one hours bus drive from the sub-county headquarters.  
 

                                                 
392 National Organising Secretary's Office, Democratic Party Head Quarters: "Analysis of the Five Political Parties' 
Performance in RC5 Elections in 22 districts", Mimeographed n.d. (Compiled by J.C. Kisembo - also interviewed 
February 10th 1992). The document showed that all 9 members of the RC5 in Luwero were DPs (a gross 
exaggeration according to my interviews in Luwero that showed that some executive also previously had been 
associated with UPC), seven of the nine in Mukono were DPs, one UPC and one UPM. In all of the 22 districts all 9 
members are members of a political party. Thus according to this document 84% of the executives are DP members. 
393 For instance in Bushenyi. See Discussion of Ddungu and Wabwire op.cit. p.27. 
394 Mukwano May 27th 1992, front page: "Buganda etandise okwabulukuka mu by'obufuzi. 
395 Also this election was conducted by people lining up behind their preferred candidate. For an election study this 
gives clearly the advantage that voter patterns become much easier to observe. In this case it was easy to observe 
that Joe Senteza (the former DP candidate during the 1980 election) almost only managed to draw support from his 
own home subcounty and that he here managed to support both catholics and protestants. The other candidate had 
been a manager of Teefe Trust bank and thus associated with the Kabaka Yekka Party. 

 168
 



 
Table 7.2: Knowledge of Elected RC Politicians at various Levels; Case Study from 

Two Villages (% of all Respondents)396.  
 

 Namasujju  Kamira 

Know the name of RC1 Chairman  96%  78% 

Know the name of RC2 Chairman  62%  62% 

Know the name of RC3 Chairman  25%  47% 

Know the name of RC4 Chairman  1%  1% 

Know the name of RC5 Chairman  13%  4% 

Know the name of two District Councillors  24%  30% 

Know the name of the local MP  18%  18% 

Number of Respondents  115  354 
 
 
 
That the knowledge of locally elected district councillors is bigger than the knowledge of the 
RC5 chairman will again be taken as evidence for the importance of face-to-face communic-
ation for villagers. Only the locally elected councillors will on a regular basis pay any visits 
at parish level or even sub-county level. The RC5 chairman is probably better known in the 
village of Namasujju than in Kamira because he has remained chairman for some time in 
Luwero (Namasujju) whereas he recently was changed in Mukono (Kamira). 
 
That only a small minority of the villagers know their RC5 chairman is partly a consequence 
of the indirect method of elections: the villagers only elect their own RC1 committee. These 
then elect the parish committee. The members of the parish committee then form the 
electorate for the election of the district council397 and finally the district council elects their 
own executive committee and chairman. 
 
Thus the chairman is only directly accountable to the district council - and only the council 
can demand his recall. However, the chairman may risk not being re-elected and even turned 
down by his own village as has happened in some cases in the 1992 election398. 
 

                                                 
396. Data collected through questionnaire survey covering the entire population of the two villages. 
397 Except for the election of the women's representatives at district level who are elected by each county-council 
composed of all the RC3 executives within the county. 
398 The New Vision reported on its frontpage March 2nd 1992: "RC V Chairman rejected" with reference to the 
former chairman of Hoima district. 
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It has also happened that the council has suspended the entire RC5 executive399 just as the 
RC5 chairman has been forced by the council to leave during his term of office400. Thus 
various examples of leaders apparently being held accountable through the system can be 
identified. Still none of the examples mentioned here occurred within the fieldwork areas, 
and the newspaper reports do not really provide evidence for whether the recalls happened 
due to genuine assessments of the committee members performance or just were the result 
of a re-constellation of the political forces within the electorate - possible the outcome of 
some shabby political deal. 
 
Definitely the district remains for the vast majority of villagers as a distant institution. The 
conduct of district meetings is in Luganda, but minutes have to be recorded in English. The 
style of meetings and the educational level of the executives in particular also add to the 
distinctive otherness of district level politics compared to the village level. Spatial 
remoteness and the almost total lack of press coverage of district council issues also in 
themselves hinder district politics to be more widely debated. 
 
Examples can be found at many different levels on how their electorate holds elected RCs 
accountable and how elected RCs have been forced to withdraw. However, embezzlements 
of funds appear always to have been given as the reason. The right of re-call has never been 
used in the case of disagreements over general policy issues.  
 
During elections candidates might be criticized for not having been "approachable" etc but 
again policy issues are never brought forward. This, some have argued401, is related to the 
ban on "campaigning" by the NRM - though previous party campaigns in Uganda not in any 
significant way brought policy issues forward. 
 
The exercise of accountability appears in this way restricted to maintaining the politicians as 
proper patrons for their clients. Even the official expectations of the politicians as expressed 
by the NRM and the official newspaper the New Vision are that politicians should "deliver 
the goods" to their particular constituencies. Politics remain therefore confined within a 
cargo-cult culture whereby questions publicly addressing local resource mobilisation and 
distribution of burdens and privileges among different social strata are avoided. The good 
MP will attract roads to his constituency, just like the good councillor will direct district 
resources to his particular area. However, if we move beyond what is publicly discussed 
during elections and periods where politicians are recalled, then it can be argued that some 
political changes have been negotiated. Especially the middle peasants and bigger farmers 
dominating the mid-level RCs (RC3 and R2) have successfully negotiated favourable 
outcomes through. Thus they successfully struggled against a raise of graduated taxes and 
secured in the same period a greater return of the collected taxes to sub-county level. 
 
 
7.5 Conclusion 
 

                                                 
399 See for instance New Vision June 25th 1991 on how the Executive RC5 was suspended and dissolved by Rakai 
District Council. 
400 New Vision October 29th 1991: "Apac RC5 resigns" as he was accused of having embezzled funds. 
401 For instance Mamdani in various presentations. 
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Democratic local government structures were never fully established during colonialism and 
the development of local government has in the post colonial period up to 1986 largely been 
characterised by centralisation and institutional decay. However, popular demands for a 
democratisation of these structures have constantly been forwarded both during the colonial 
period as well as after independence. This was for instance reflected in such events as the 
1949 disturbances and Amin’s decision of holding elections for the chiefs.  
 
The introduction of a nationwide system of elected councils at all levels of local government 
in 1986 was therefore widely welcomed by the people of Uganda and was without doubt a 
major step towards a democratisation of society.  
 
However, the financial resources of the districts and other levels of local government remain 
extremely scarce and they still rely almost entirely on locally generated resources. These 
remain furthermore largely collected through graduated taxation - a regressive tax almost 
exclusively born by the peasantry. Thus the districts remain so far unable to provide services 
at any reasonable level. Services that formally are the responsibility of local authorities have 
become either completely privatised or projectisized. That problem can only be solved 
through more resources from central government and a widened tax base that for instance 
would include property taxes. The financial situation of the districts may in future be 
significantly improved, if the current intentions of the declared decentralisation policy are 
implemented. Still, these current restraints of the local administrations have to be taken into 
account when the prevailing popular political involvement in district politics is discussed. 
Nevertheless, the analysis showed how popular control of civil servants in various ways was 
exercised. However, the discussion also brought some shortcomings forward. Certain 
barriers were identified for this exercise of popular accountability at district level. These 
include the vaguely defined roles of the parties within the legislation, the weak 
administrative capacity at district level and the resistance of the civil servants. The position 
of NRM was also found to be contradictory and paternalistic; rather than accepting the 
elected leadership and trust the lower RCs to hold the district executives accountable, the 
NRM prefers in many cases to exercise its powers directly though the DAs. 
 
Fieldwork in two villages showed how the general public perceived district politics as 
distant. Few villagers would have even the most basic idea of district politics. The 
councillors elected for executive posts are also of a markedly different social background 
than the peasant populations. It was also showed how policy discussions were absent during 
elections or in the cases where the right of re-call were exercised. Nevertheless, it is notably 
how the efforts of the RCs of pushing the boundaries of democracy within the RC system in 
many ways appear successful, as some of these rights now are under way of being 
formalised within legislation. Thus two of the salient features of the proposed 
decentralisation policy: (1) the greater powers of RCs in dealing with civil servants and (2) 
the decentralisation of funds to sub-county (RC3) level have in many ways been pushed 
forward by the RCs themselves. The RC5s in Mukono district have already suspended a 
civil servant and employed another on entirely locally conditions, just as the lower levels of 
the RCs gradually have been given greater financial responsibility by the district 
administration.  
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8. Discussion 
 
 
Have the Resistance Councils democratised Uganda? This was how I initially framed the 
research question. Within this dissertation I have addressed it at two levels; partly as a 
question of a changed state-rural community relationship and partly as a question of intra-
rural relationships. Thus (1) a question of the extent to which state bureaucrats now is held 
accountable by the rural communities and (2) a question of whether hitherto subordinate 
groups within the rural communities now to a greater extent participate in local politics.  
 
Later two additional questions emerged: firstly why have these relations changed? What 
have been the driving forces - especially what has been the role of peasant agency? 
Secondly, to what extent is the meaning of democracy universal; is it possible to argue that 
the rural communities have their own distinct perception - discursively as well as practical - 
of democracy? 
 
The answers to these four questions are to be summarized and discussed here on the back-
ground of the more detailed analysis and conclusions in the foregoing chapters.  
 
 
8.1 Democracy within the Village 
 
The introduction of Resistance Councils has, for the first time ever in the history of Uganda, 
led to the full village assembly and an elected leadership being formally recognised by the 
state as the village authority.  
 
Thus formal structures for democracy at village level are now in place and have functioned 
virtually nationwide since 1986. Having recognised this, chapter five discussed the extent to 
which all sections of the adult village communities are equally able to articulate themselves 
within these structures.  
 
Based upon the two case studies, Kamira and Namasujju villages, it is first argued that the 
village communities in spite of their size are rather heterogeneous societies. The societies 
are markedly socially stratified, just as they reflect the religious and ethnic diversity of 
Uganda. To this gender and generational conflicts may be added; the latter not least in 
recognition of its importance for explaining rural conflicts during the guerrilla war in 
Luwero.  
 
The intervention of the state and the NRM in internal village level affairs has been almost 
negligent. The introduction of the RC system represents at village level rather the 
acceptance of the informal village authority - or the organic village authority as argued in 
chapter five. The kind of democratisation that has taken place at village level is the outcome 
of two processes: one internal and the other external. An internal struggle within village 
communities whereby this organic village authority increasingly has been democratisized; 
the mutaka is no longer necessarily the biggest landowner - rather he has increasingly been 
elected based upon merit: largely interpreted in terms of years of residence. Thus the very 
idea of an elected leadership at village level was far from alien to the rural communities. An 
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external process, whereby the government formally recognises this village authority rather 
than imposes some external agency, like for instance chiefs or cadres. 
 
Thus, in spite of having seats reserved for the youth and women within the RCs, then the 
degree of internal democratisation at village level, or rather the degree of equal participation, 
is foremost the outcome of internal village struggles rather than a result of NRM's policy.  
 
All social strata participate virtually equally in formal RC politics at village level, but certain 
socially marginalised groups, operationalised as "landless" in the surveys, are in both 
Kamira and Namasujju a minority that appear considerable less involved in politics beyond 
the village; reflected in the survey on "knowledge of RCs" at various levels.  
 
Within the two villages it is also apparent that women, especially the non-Baganda, are less 
involved in RC politics in general as well at village level. This, I argued, is foremost the 
outcome of different local struggles. Thus the Baganda women have to a greater extent than 
their sisters from other groups achieved economic and social independence. This is then 
reflected in different degrees of participation in RC politics. The different settlement history 
of Namasujju and Kamira explains the difference in patterns of participation of the different 
ethnic groups. In Kamira all ethnic groups participate far more equally in RC politics than 
they do in Namasujju. In Namasujju, virtually all non-Baganda have originally come as 
labourers on the Baganda farms, just as the Baganda here constitute a solid majority. 
Contrary in Kamira, the Baganda are a minority and came, as immigrants, as "strangers", 
like everybody else from 1952 onwards.  
 
The rural communities are very concerned with maintaining social order. This concern is 
probably accentuated by the very turbulent history of Uganda; in Buganda particular the 
1981-85 war, the protracted post-independent onslaught upon the Baganda polity, as well as 
the general collapse of the coffee economy. This concern of the rural communities is 
particularly articulated as RC directives aimed at control of the youth's behaviour; as 
reported in the press and as found in Kamira and Namasujju. 
 
Therefore, in spite of formal structures now put in place, all sections of the villages do not 
participate equally within these. It is predominantly the male heads of households, especially 
the small, the middle and big peasants that can articulate their interests within the RC1.  
 
The village discourse on democracy is sophisticated and has probably been ongoing for a 
long time. Within this discourse "equality", among other concepts, is stressed, just as 
"discrimination" is condemned. However, the actual interpretation of the principle of 
equality is as much debated within the villages as it has been within democratic theory in 
general. The status of women, of "foreigners" and the relations between poor and rich have 
in particular been discussed, as they have changed. From the older anthropological literature 
it appears as if Buganda society for less than a century ago was characterised by a marked 
subordination of women as well as a distinct contrast between the landowning chiefly elite 
and everybody else - the commoners (bakopi). These relations have undergone significant 
changes in direction of greater equality - to a very large extent as a result of the changing 
economy. Gender and social status are important factors in explaining different degrees of 
involvement in politics, but boundaries for their involvement are continuously been pushed. 
Explicit discrimination are only raised against those "without proper homes" and "those not 
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properly settled in the villages"; a criteria that tend to discriminate against labourers as a 
social group.  
 
The relations between "foreigners" and Baganda in Buganda have developed in a far less 
uni-linear way. The relations have evolved partly on the basis of local circumstances like the 
different settlement histories of the communities and the particular strategies (degrees of 
attempted assimilation etc) pursued locally by the different ethnic groups. However, the way 
ethnicity has been used nationally for political mobilisation has also had severe effects. This 
is now and then reflected in discriminatory practices of communities and RCs. The 
particular current political marginalisation of such groups as the Banyarwanda, Barundi and 
Tanzanians in Buganda discussed especially in chapter five is therefore not only a legacy of 
their history of immigrant labourers. Thus the "Alien Registration and Control Bill", 
introduced during Obote II as a measure against the UPC-opposing Banyarwanda in 
Western Uganda, turned "naturalised persons" into "aliens" - thus without the right of 
voting402. In 1991 the discussion of non-Ugandan participation in the NRA and citizen rights 
of "non-Ugandans" re-emerged, as a group of Banyarwanda left the NRA to fight the 
government in Rwanda. The debate was in both cases foremost concerned with the 
Banyarwanda of Tutsi origin that fled Rwanda in 1961 during the coup. However, the 
policies, the Alien Registration Bill and the particular stress in 1992 on only "citizen" 
participation in RC elections had consequences for the much larger group of descendants of 
immigrant labourers that came to settle from Burundi, Tanzania and Rwanda since the 
1920s - from Rwanda largely immigrants of Hutu origin.  
 
Thus the introduction of formal democratic structures for village governance do not 
necessarily lead to equal participation of all groups within village politics. The extent, to 
which locally subordinate groups actually manage to use the RCs to articulate views then, is 
not so much the result of policies of the NRM such as the reservation of seat for youth and 
women. Rather it is the outcome of wider economic and social processes and their local 
articulations. It is very difficult for central government directly to influence such matters. An 
exemption is the role of particular ethnic groups as ethnicity so often has been used as a 
mobilizing factor within Ugandan politics at the national level. Here NRM has foremost 
argued against sectarian politics. The position of a number of "foreigners" in Buganda 
remains however particularly frail as their citizen status at a semi-official level has been 
questioned. 
 
 
8.2 Rural Communities and State Bureaucrats 
 
Whereas the RCs at village level, largely uncontested by state structures, can be said to 
represent the authority, then RCs work at the higher administrative levels to a much larger 
extent work alongside state structures.  
 
The RCs were from their inception in the guerrilla war and early countrywide establishment 
supposed to work as watchdogs against corrupt and power abusing civil servants. One of the 
four questions investigated in this dissertation is the extent to which the RCs really have 
been able to perform this role: to hold the state bureaucrats accountable. The question was in 
                                                 
402. Byaruga Emmansueto Foster 1989, p.152. 
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particular investigated in two situations: within district level local government and within 
sub-district level maintenance of justice.  
 
In general it can be argued that within these two situations the RCs confront the state in two 
very different manners.  
 
The accountability inflicted by the RCs upon state bureaucrats at district level is of a kind 
envisaged in liberal democratic thought, although often exercised beyond the letter of the 
law. The elected RCs have to a large extent ensured that the civil servants at district level 
implement policies defined by the RCs, just as they have removed civil servants who's 
performance they had found unsatisfactory. The RCs have even gone beyond their formal 
powers, as they in some instances have sacked civil servants as well as hired others on 
locally defined terms.  
 
The situation at sub-district level, where RCs are working as courts, is rather different. Here 
the RCs work as parallel or alternative institutions to the state institutions: the magistrate 
courts. The RCs have simply taken over a number of cases, mainly simple civil disputes, but 
offer also an alternative for the conduct of land cases. The RCs are also involved in the 
investigation of crimes, in policing and in the making of byelaws. The NRM has simply 
circumscribed formal state power at these lower administrative levels; partly as recognition 
of the state's own impotence. In chapter six it was argued that RCs administration of justice 
at this level could be characterised as a case of popular justice. It works parallel with state 
structures - as a supplement and alternative to the state structures. The two systems 
occasionally clash, but usually only to be reconciled as the rural communities generally 
accept the need for universal law and elements of state protection, and as state officials 
recognise their own impotence or irrelevance in a number of civil disputes and land disputes 
of a customary nature. The criticism of the magistrates and lawyers of this part of the RC 
system is mainly a protection of their own professional interests. 
 
The position of the NRM on the relationship between state and RC structures has appeared 
somehow contradictory. The lower level civil servants, such as the magistrates, lack political 
support from central government. In statements from NRM and Museveni, civil servants are 
often indiscriminately referred to as arrogant and corrupt. Contrary to this, however, at 
district level, the DAs much more often confront RCs in a very highhanded manner. The 
DAs have, contrary to most other local government officials, very direct links to NRM and 
the highest levels of central government. Within the specific cases analysed in chapter seven 
the RCs appeared victorious - nevertheless it is obviously an arena where state-RC conflicts 
have become most apparent and most politicised.  
 
 
8.3 Agencies of Democracy 
 
Within the dissertation I have looked into how mass politics in the rural areas has 
interplayed with state and elite initiatives in the creation of the Resistance Councils. 
Literature on peasant politics that originally described peasant political action simply as 
"missing" have recently rather stressed the hidden character of peasant political 
articulations; peasant use of the exit option, their "disengagement", and the "uncaptured" 
character of the peasantry. At least implicitly, this implies negligent importance of the 
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peasants in building democratic institutions. Adversely, throughout the dissertation I have 
rather found that the rural communities in many different ways decisively and constructively 
have formed the RCs.  
 
The kind of democratisation located within the RC system can in three ways be ascribed as 
the outcome of peasant agencies or popular struggles; (1) through the slow evasion of 
formal state power that lead to empowerment of increasingly democratically appointed 
"bataka" and some kind of ideas about peasant self-governance, (2) through the war that led 
to these ideas being implanted within the RCs themselves, and finally (3) through the 
elected higher ranking RCs' struggle for devolution of power within the system of local 
government. 
 
Almost from the very beginning of the century, I argue, it is possible to distinguish between 
two forms of authority at village level: the state appointed chiefs and the "organic village 
authority". A kind of de facto self-governance at village level slowly emerges and becomes 
more distinct from formal state structures as new modern institutions such as Magistrate 
courts are introduced after independence. This evasion of formal state structures becomes 
even more accentuated in post-independence Buganda as central governments here have 
very little legitimacy up to 1986. In chapter five, I then argued, this organic village authority 
itself becomes of a more democratic character, as appointment to its office increasingly 
become based upon merit, and as it in some areas even becomes exercised through elections.  
 
During the guerrilla war, peasant ideas of democracy and self-governance, as reflected 
within the governance of the bataka, combine with ideas of the guerrillas concerning proper 
civil institutions for guerrilla support as well as ideas of radical democracy inherited from 
e.g. FRELIMO and ultimately inspired by Marx's observations of the Paris Commune. Thus 
the Resistance Councils are born. NRA claims not to give "the peasant ideology the upper 
hand", but accepts the existing rural power structures as they base themselves upon the 
active support of the village establishment and the bataka. 
  
The institutional framework of the RCs is slowly legalised in the years after the war. This 
process is based upon experiences gained on the ground rather than the outcome of centrally 
defined directives. Thus the first Bill outlining the role of the RC1-RC3 courts is not passed 
until 1988. Other features of the RC system, like the District Council's right to sack or 
employ civil servants is in practice fought through on the ground by the RC5s. These rights 
might possibly be legalised through the pending decentralisation policy. The way power has 
devolved within the local government system, especially from RC5 to RC3, is also the 
outcome of rural power struggles especially concerning taxation issues. Also these 
developments have later slowly been institutionalised within legislation and might be further 
so through the pending decentralisation policy.  
 
However, other factors than rural agencies have also been decisive for the particular 
evolution of the RC system. The ideology of the NRA leadership has obviously played a 
major role. Museveni and other leaders of NRA were inspired by marxist ideology and the 
practice of FRELIMO in Mozambique that also had established popular committees at 
various levels with functions partly similar to the RCs. But although the NRA/NRM is the 
most obvious agent responsible for the RC system, then their room of manoeuvre was 
severely constrained by a number of factors. Their relationships to the rural communities 
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and their reliance upon support from the village establishment have already been discussed. 
Other factors were and are: the economy and the corresponding weak position of the state, 
the relative strength of organised political opposition in Uganda and the particular political 
conditionalities of the donor communities.  
 
Taking the last point first. The donor communities have not pushed the question of 
multiparty democracy as aggressively in Uganda as elsewhere in the region - much to the 
dismay of sections of the political parties in Uganda. The donors have not done so; initially 
in recognition of the need of simply having one form of law and order restored, later 
because improved human rights conditions and the establishment of a democratic 
constitution were considered to be sincere objectives of the NRM Government. The RC 
system itself has also gained a general level of acceptance among donors as an original 
contribution to democracy, although the specific nature and performance of the RCs 
obviously remain obscure to foreign observers - considering the few available analyses as 
discussed in chapter two. 
 
If the general trend of democratisation observed in a few African countries for a few years to 
a large extent can be contributed to influence from the international community403 - then the 
particular position of the donors in Uganda also explains why the Ugandan government so 
far successfully have "got away" with the RC system and its no-party democracy. 
 
On the other hand, the rather large room of manoeuvre left by the NRM to the RCs is the 
outcome of the distinctive impotence of the Ugandan state apparatus as well the relative 
strength of not only the rural communities in general but also the organised political groups.  
 
The collapse of the formal economy in the 1970's, the extreme decline in civil servants 
salaries, the wars and widespread illegitimacy of the governments have lead to a general 
breakdown of formal structures of the state and in particular a near total withdrawal of the 
state from the rural communities. In 1986 the NRA army was by its leadership seen as the 
only innovative institution in a society in need of a "fundamental change". As the 
bureaucracy was essentially distrusted it was only natural to leave much initiative to the 
elected RCs at various levels. The NRM only put in some kind of controlling agents at 
district level: the DA's. Here they often faced quite forceful resistance from the elected 
district councillors against attempts of control. Most of these councillors had previously 
been associated with the older political parties that had proved their abilities in the 
mobilisation of votes during the 1980 election. The NRM had to offer these politicians, 
some with very long experience, suitable political alternatives to the political parties. This 
has put definite limits upon the kind of interference NRM could allow the DAs to exercise.  
 
Thus the emergence and particular features of the RC system is to a large degree an 
unintended consequence of many different sets of actions and not just the outcome of a 
deliberate NRM strategy.  
 
 

                                                 
403. As argued for instance in the various articles in the most recent number of Third World Quarterly (Vol 14, no 3, 
1993). 
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8.4 Rural Perceptions of Democracy  
 
Within a discussion of peasant views of democracy, it is possible to argue for some elements 
of "universal" ideas and some more particularly related to the peasant way of life - a way of 
life markedly different from societies, where liberal forms of democracy largely have 
emerged and are implemented. In chapter one I quoted Mamdani's argument, that in order 
for democracy to be meaningful to the "popular classes", then "its form and scope must 
indeed be meaningfully related to the living conditions of these same classes".  
 
The RC system represents a solution to many of the problems of democratic governance 
specific for the pre-1986 situation in the rural areas. The modern institutions for justice, the 
magistrates, that would ensure justice in a liberal democracy, never took root in the rural 
areas. Instead the chiefs tended to continue to fuse the functions of police and courts, which 
was experienced especially troublesome in tax cases, where the chiefs not only assessed tax, 
but also arrested defaulters and heard the cases. The introduction of the RC system has 
legalised and institutionalised the hitherto more hidden forms of demands for accountability 
by chiefs and other state officials. The RC courts have also enabled local popular concepts 
of justice to be legally recognised. 
 
The general popularity of the RC system in the rural areas is therefore to a large extent due 
to its appreciation of what in interviews is referred to as eddembe lya bantu. "Freedom" 
(eddembe) is seen as foremost ensured through limited state-interference and respect for 
community institutions. This importance paid to local self governance was also prevalent 
among the peasants during the war in Luwero, as reflected in the statement of one of the 
peasant protagonists in the struggle: "We knew we were fighting for Kapeka - not any other 
place".  
 
However, certain aspirations of a more universal character present within liberal democratic 
thought were also included within this peasant discourse. Freedom, equality and property 
rights were stressed by the peasants as part of eddembe lya bantu. Principles of freedom and 
equality have been part of democratic thought and ideals since classical Athens, as described 
in Thucydides composition of Pericles funeral oration in "The Peloponnesian War" around 
400 B.C.. Property rights are stressed by the peasants, not as opposed to communal rights, 
but as a reaction against the many years of looting by soldiers. Thus the principle is 
forwarded as a case of "legal protection" against the state - another fundamental issue of 
theories of liberal democracy.  
 
Although many ideas or ideals of liberal democracy thus are subscribed to by the rural 
communities, then the particular institutions of liberal democracy, especially political parties 
(and to a lesser extent elections) are not requested. On the contrary a certain reservation is 
expressed. This is probably foremost due to the particular violent incidents connected to 
party politics. Within the fieldwork areas, political parties are generally associated with 
discriminatory practices (okusosola) as well as with outright violence and murder. 
 
In short, the most distinctive feature of peasant ideas of democracy, when compared with 
the debate in Ugandan newspapers, is the insistence upon local autonomy at community 
level. This is not surprising; as discussed in chapter one on the literature on peasant politics, 
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claims for autonomy of state interference is considered an universal feature for all rural 
societies; and therefore also to be expected in a peasant discourse on democracy.   
 
The analysis of the contents of rural political discourse has to be carried out in a specific 
historical and spatial context. I furthermore argued in chapter one that the degree to which: 
 
(1)  Sovereignty of the people, rather than tradition or divine authorization, is considered the 

valid source of authority 
(2)  Merit rather than heredity or property is considered the key quality appropriate for the 

exercise of powers, and  
(3)  People try to hold leaders accountable on these terms 
 
- are criteria, that can be used to assess the democratic qualities of the accountability 
mechanisms. These demands for accountability might often be articulated in "hidden" 
forms, rather than as open confrontations and demands. 
 
In the dissertation I have shown how elements of rural communities in Central Uganda at 
least since 1949 have fought for some democratic representation within local government 
institutions. However, at village level, it was only by using the above more broad criteria 
that the evolution of democracy could be discussed. One particular rural institution, the 
mutaka, was selected as the focus of the analysis. 
 
The analysis in chapter five showed how this institution gradually within this century has 
become (1) increased in importance compared to the formal governing institutions, (2) 
increasingly being filled with people who are considered qualified to mediate in community 
conflicts (thus old people with knowledge of the settlement history, land transactions etc) 
rather the major landlord and (3) recently simply been directly elected by the communities. 
 
The history of this institution was not originally part of my research. Only rather late did I 
appreciate the significance of the mutaka as a key to understanding the long-term evolution 
of political thought and local ruling institutions in rural Central Uganda. Much more detailed 
research could be done on this fourth question of my research project. Some local variation 
beyond what I have described could be expected. More emphasis could also have been put 
on types of rural leadership beyond the immediate community level. 
 
However, still it has been shown how the peasant discourse on democracy for a very long 
time has been complex, animated and far from uni-linear. This is reflected within concepts 
like eddembe lya bantu and a number of practices, whereby people within the rural 
communities have been excluded or included as participants in their governing institutions. 
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