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The “scramble for Africa” resulted in random and unlikely borders that still remain to this
day. These artificial borders, the colonial policy of divide and rule, as well as the resultant
segmental cleavages in most post-colonial African states, may be blamed for both the
horizontal inequalities rampant since the formation of nations, and the severe violent
conflicts that the continent has suffered in the past half a century.

In Uganda, as in many other African countries, the most evident of such cleavages
have been tribal and/or ethnic. One of the main features of politics and power in
post-independence Uganda is that tension is institutionally enforced between ethnicities.
What Stephen Ndegwa wrote about Kenya is also true of Uganda and many other
multi-ethnic African countries that the socially enacted relationship between ethnic identity,
authority, and legitimacy competes with the legally sanctioned membership, authority and
legitimacy of the nation-state. The role of Uganda’s five kingdoms and other boundaries of
ethnic identity has, for example, always been difficult to negotiate. The position of Buganda
in independent Uganda has particularly been an issue of contention since the run-up to
independence. The Kingdom of Buganda, which was one of the most powerful kingdoms in
Uganda and in the whole of the Great Lakes region, had been used by the British to extend

colonial rule to the rest of what eventually became Uganda. Uganda as a protectorate had



indeed been built around Buganda as the center of colonial administration. Furthermore, as
Phares Mutibwa notes, “the people of Buganda and their king perceived Buganda as superior
to the rest of Uganda and were willing to be amalgamated into Uganda only if Buganda was
conferred with special status.”

The debate about federalism is thus older than independent Uganda. It was a
subject of contention before and after the framing of the 1962 independence constitution.
Some of the leaders at the forefront of the decolonization process considered federalism an
effective way of preserving the interests of regional, ethnic institutions while at the same
time reconciling unity within the diversity. Other leaders, however, stood for the nationalist
cause, and were determined to fight what they considered to be Buganda’s hegemony. The
independence constitution finally adopted a federal and semi-federal approach. Buganda was
granted full federal status. The other kingdoms of Ankole, Bunyoro, Busoga, and Toro were,
however, only granted semi-federal status, while the rest of the country with no traditional
kingships was divided into administrative districts that were incorporated into independent
Uganda on a unitary basis. In hindsight, the independence constitution was only as good as
the purpose it was meant to serve: to prevent the cessation of Buganda.

Like in most parts of independent Africa, federalism in Uganda collapsed almost as
soon as it had been conceived. In February 1966 Prime Minister Milton Obote suspended the
1962 constitution in a move he argued was in the interest of national unity. It was a move,
however, that was soon to tear Uganda apart. Obote had allowed the army to enter the
political arena by using it to overthrow the constitution and to consolidate his power. He had

also paved the way for Idi Amin to stage a coup in 1971. Since then, the dominant system has



always been some form of dictatorial, unitary republicanism. The result has been a chronic
erosion of democracy, the entrenchment of state-sponsored corruption, and deteriorating
levels of social inequality along ethnic and political lines.

Since 1986, the National Resistance Movement (NRM) government has helped in
rebuilding a semblance of democratic rule, and the last 30 years of Yoweri Museveni and the
NRM rule have been particularly exciting for what most Ugandans refer to as the federo
debate. Some people have even been suggesting that the state of Uganda in its present form
ought to be dismantled and restructured so that its future legitimacy can be redefined to be
based on the rights of the different nationalities and according to their value systems and
norms.

But who is promoting these issues? It is mainly the political elite, and there seems
to be a dearth of research into the mind frame of the very people politicians claim to be
debating for, and for whose political problems researchers and writers directly or indirectly
claim to be positing solutions. The main objective of this research, therefore, was to discover
what people at the grassroots levels of the different tribal areas of Uganda think about the
issue of federalism. These are typically thought of as people or society at a local level. In
political terms, they are distinct from the active leadership of (political) parties or
organizations; they are the rank-and-file citizens, or the voters themselves, rather than
people at the center of major political activity. This research was also designed to move from
the most abstract to the most grassroots level and discover how the Ugandan situation fits
within the existing theories of federalism.

Views from conversations with selected samples of ordinary people in ten different



tribal areas of the country reveal that ethnic federalism, a recognition of Uganda’s
indigenous peoples and their indigenous systems of governance, is seen as one possible way
of restoring and guaranteeing accountability in national politics. These results have helped
to illustrate that the debates for, or against, federalism are not just part of the political
leaders’ manipulation of identity groups for instrumental purposes. They are also at the
heart of the political ambitions of the ordinary people in the various units of local and ethnic
governments. These units have existed and functioned as such since pre-colonial days. They
also represent what can be clearly cut out as federal units in the event that such a system is
officially adopted.

In this research, a qualitative approach to data gathering and analysis was used,
including an analysis of books, papers and official documents that discuss the perspectives of
the different players in colonial and post-colonial Uganda with regard to the roles of its five
kingdoms and other boundaries of ethnic identity. Semi-structured qualitative interviews
were also conducted with people from the selected 10 major tribal areas of Uganda. The
outcome of these perception surveys is narrated and analyzed in the thesis to illuminate the

grassroots views on a federal solution.
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