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Ethnic Con f l i c t 

Ethnic c o n f l i c t i s c o n f l i c t invo lv ing t r ibes or 

ethnic groups. 

nevertheless, th is d e f i n i t i o n might appedX de l ibe ra t e l y 

vague. So, we shall t ry to r e f ine i t fur ther , borrowing 

from the above de f i n i t i ons . Our d e f i n i t i on excludes that of 

March and Sinon. I t i s nearer to those of Coser, on the one 

hand, and Kats and Kahn, on the other. Consequently, we. 

shall de f ine ethnic c o n f l i c t as 

"•the d i rec t or i nd i r e c t pursuit, by members 
of d i f f e r e n t e thnic/tr iba l groups, of 
incompatible object ives 'where the winner 
takes a l l that there i s , or ' the bigger 
share, of what i s ava i lab le , i n a s i tuat ion 
invo lv ing in te rac t i on which consciously or 
unconsciously i s characterised by overt or 
covert acts meant to neutra l i ze , in jure or 
eliminate, the r i v a l group(s) be fo re , during 
or a f t e r the said pursuit " . 

Publ ic service 

•I1 he term f publ i c service1 i s taken to mean, Variously 

" th ings" l i k e ! c i v i l s e r v i c e ' , the bureaucracy (as opposed 

to 'bureaucracy' which, s t r i c t l y speaking, i s true of a l l 

l a r ge - sca l e organizat ions including churches), and the 

pub l i c ' s e c t o r . 

In Uganda, the public service comprises the f o l l ow ing : 

( i ) The Tradi t ional Public Serv ice ; 

( i i ) The Teaching Scrvico; 

( i i i ) The Diploma/tic Serv ice ; 

( i v ) Judges of the High Courtj 

( v ) Members of a l l other Courts of 

Lav/- establ ished by Parl iament; 
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The responses 

Of the 67 respondents, only four (6.5 percent) expressly 

or i n d i r e c t l y denied that there was ethnic' o o n f l i c t in the 

public serv ice or said, simply, that they did not know. 

The res t (95.5 percent) agreed that th is form of c o n f l i c t 

ex i s t s in our service.. 

Own view 

'./e go along with the major i ty of the respondents. 

There might be controversy on the in t ens i t y , .causes, 

etc . of ethnic c on f l i c t in the Uganda public serv ice . 

However, we be l i eve that i t s existence i s too se l f - e v iden t 

to be disputed. 

LEVELS IN THE HIERARCHY V/TiERE 

ETHNIC CONFLICT OCCURS 

INTRODUCTION: 

1/e were interested to f ind out where in the hierarchy 

of the public service ethnic c o n f l i c t •ccurs. The responses 

are summarised in table 2 below. . 
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hegarded by most respondents as synonymous with, 

favour i t ism, nepotism i s def ined i n Webster's Seventh New 

Co l l e g i a t e Dict ionary as " favour i t ism shown to a re la t ive 

(as "by g iv ing an- appointive job) on a be.sis of relationship"'. 

In the UgandaJi/Afr ican context, the term "relative" should 

be in t e rpre t ed l i b e r a l l y to mean/include a member of one's 

clan or t r i be or region or even r e l i g i o n or. po l i t ica l party, 

but e spec i a l l y , the. f i r s t , three , For, while one's relat ives 

might be few, members of one ' s clan or tr ibe or region m i l be 

many. They w i l l , jus t l i k e r e l a t i v e s , tend to be beneficiaries 

of an o f f i c e r ' s acts of nepotism. 

In Uganda, as in v i r t u a l l y a l l pants of the world, nepotism 

i s also r e in fo rced by other f a c t o r s or. considerations l i k e 

old boy/g i r l and pro fess iona l t i e s and' associations. 

I t i s not possible to explain here a l l the sources l i s t ed 

above. v;rc w i l l only e laborate on two - prejudice and cultural 

d i f f e r ences - since they are immediately relevant to ethnicity 

and because they tend to be pervasive in their influence, i f 

i n an i n d i r e c t manner. 

Pre iudi ce 

According to Klineberg,- pre judice may be difined from 

a gene ml/popular view or. a soc ia l science one.. Prom the 

former view point , i t means 

"a prejudgement » r preconcept reached 
PS]£Prc the re l evant information has been 
co l l e c t ed or. examined and therefore based 
on inadequate or even imaginary evidence". 

Prom the soc ia l science v iewpoint, i t I s 

"an unsubstantiated prejudgement of en 
ind iv idual or: group, favourable or unfavou:: 
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Tribe E 

- "What the master says - so do I say:!» 

- "Submissive. Always f o l i ow ing the existing 
( p o l i t i c a l ) order as though blown by the wind". 

- "h on-al igned in p o l i t i c a l matters", 

- "-Crude, rough, h ighly united, industrious, no 
nonsense". 

- "General ly hot-tempered, aggressive but at the 
Same time very good people to associate with . 
due to their* «pen-mindedness" . 

- "Open-minded, strong, hardworking but l ike 
f i g h t i n g and dr inking" . 

Cultural d i f f e r ences 

Three spe c i f i c examples were, given of cultural 

d i f f e r ences a.s a source of ethnic con f l i c t : 

- The tendency to use rude or arrogant language, when 

addressing o f f i c e r s or people from other tribes; 

- P«or communication/breakdown in communication; and 

D i f f e r ences in values and at t i tudes such as those: 

r e l a t i n g to de feat and v i c t o r y . 

The f i r s t two are- r e l a t ed . Elaboration on the one 

should shed l i g h t on the other . Consequently, we wi l l 

e laborate on only the l a s t two. 

Poor communication or breakdown in cor.ir.unication was 

associated with the' manner, i n which some tribes speak or 

make approaches. Thus, some t r ibes are said to speak ' 

g i v ing orders ' or ' qua r r e l l i n g ' even when making re.oue 
Others do so in a ' s o f t ' or 'd ip lomat ic ' manner. 



-icrc,'as in beauty, the softness or harshness of 

the language depends on one 's t r i b e . 

With the f i r s t category of t r ibes , s o f t , diplomatic 

language i s not appreciated. I t i s associated with weakness -

both physical/l iteral and psycho log ica l/ f i gurat i ve . What. i s 

appreciated i s f o r ce fu l language. 

With the sccond of t r i bes , there- i s d i s t inc t preference 

for soft, diplomatic language. There i s l i k e l y to be. a 

negative response i f a request" or even command i s made in 

q, fonurianding tone. 

The factor ' d i f f e r e n c e s In values and attitudes' covers' 

many aspects including food and sex; and also goes very deep. 

As- an example, we were, to ld of a, case where two Ugandan 

university professors ( c a l l them X and Y) played a game inside 

Uganda - we. wi l l not mention the name of the game in order to 

hide the identity of the pro fessors but the time was in the 

early 1980s. X won. Because of that, Y fctxed him. Onlookers 

were greatly shocked that Y could not. accept defeat even a f t e r 

a f a i r , fr iendly contest . The in t e rpre ta t i on , based on the 

fa£t that X and Y were, from d i s t i n c t l y d i f f e r e n t tribes, was 

that sadly, sometime..s, even very high education does not help 

remove the more negative of ethnic/cultural differences., 

2or surely, in most contests, there are. l o s e r s and winners, 

and i t i s very important i n l i f e to learn to accept and beat*-

defeat, however painful i t may be. 

nevertheless, but on the bas is of l im i t ed research, we 

are inclined to bel ieve, that the issue of. people accepting 

or refusing to accept de f ea t i s profoundly human and personal, 
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departments/organizations ana their sub-units. L e t us 

elaborate on the second po int . 

The U3e of committees (with the i r usual advantage and 

disadvantages) was interpreted by one interv iewee to 

include, broadly, consultations within the serv ice including 

the "absolute"- need f o r p o l i t i c i a n s to consult technical 

personnel on a l l decisions on which they intend to make 

pro no uncements. 

This should be so even i f , eventually, the po l l clans 

may take a stand which runs counter to the pro fess ional 

advice g iven. But, i t was argued, the consultation must 

take place and be for a rather than a f t e r the p o l i t i c i a n has 

taken a f i n a l decision. The tendency f o r p o l i t i c i a n s to make 

statements about which public servants l earn from the radio -

just l i k e *ther members « f the public - was considered no t ' 

only unfa i r but also l i k e l y to lead to non-implementation, 

or the de l ibera te ly slow implementation, of po l i c y pronounce-

ments and decisions. 

in th is connection, i t was stressed that what 

p o l i t i c i a n s ca l l sabotage i s not sabotage as such. I t i s 

merely re fusa l to implement what public servants consider 

bad p o l i c i e s . We were reminded that there i s a. tendency 

f o r Ugandan po l i t i c i ans to d ic ta te or d i reo t - with l i t t l e 

or no pr io r consultations v/ith the public servants. Yet , 

some of what they say i s wrong. In such a s i tuat ion, the 

public servant many times f inds himself having to chocs:: 

between implementing bad p o l i c i e s and ignor ing them. :: 

he does the l a t t e r . And, depending on h is t r ibe and n; 
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(•vii) The usual seminars and other training programmes 
with an emphasis on human re lat ions and team work 
in mult i -ethnic organizat ions 

( v i i i ) Counselling by supervisors at e l l levels in the 

hierarchy. 

( i x ) " Pos i t i v e " r e l i ance on r e l i g i ous organizations" 

espec ia l l y churches and mosques to preach unity -
just as was done by the Uganda Ministry of 
Health during 1986 - 1987 when i t successfully 
s o l i c i t e d the i r assistance in the child 
immunization programme. 

( x ) A systematic, proper ly executed national policy 
on adult education that goes beyond l iteracy 
campaigns. 

The actual reform of the education system should 

concentrate on the young, who are more amenable to change 

in att i tudes, without, f o r g e t t i n g that adults can and 

should be assisted to become f u l l y conscious of the social, 

economic and p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t i e s of Uganda. 

i t was f e l t that the present system emphasises 

jdif/crejiictui rather than shared,.values among Ugandans. 

Children are not consciously and de l iberate ly encouraged 

to grow u ^ as Ugandans. 

'.'lie reforms should include making and assisting the 

young to tv[;udy in d i f f e r e n t parts of the country - which i s 

l ike ly to help cement f r i endsh ips so valuable for national 

unity - A-'.P also to pursue p rac t i ca l , rather than purely 

theoretical- subjects so that they can become job creator: 

rather than job seekers. 
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separated from the vast major i ty (again to be found in a l l 

t r i bes ) who would have become thieves due to environmental 

circumstances, to which they would have succumbed and out 

of which they are capable of being l i b e ra t ed . 

P o l i t i c a l measures 

These constitute, the l a r ges t number. This is1 perhaps 

l o g i c a l since most sources are also po l i t i ca l , in nature., 

even without considering the cancerous phenomenon of 

nepotism. We. shall say a. word on three of these -

strengthening appointing. bodies, provis ion or existence of 

good po l i t i ca l , leadership and the reduction of p o l i t i c a l 

c o n f l i c t outside the public serv ice . 

The suggestion of strengthening the statutory 

appointing bodies must not be considered s u p e r f i c i a l l y . 

In this connection, i t i s worth r e ca l l i n g that i t i s usual ly 

fo rgot ten that these bodies, espec ia l l y the Commissions, 

such as- the Public Service Commission (PSC) ? have two, 

d i s t inc t but c lose ly r e la t ed pants - the Commissioners and 

the Secre tar ia t . 

-'•'cw, while the Commissioners tend to be men and women 

of great i n t e g r i t y , expert ise and experience - witness, 

f o r instance, the ca l ibre of those appointed in June 1987 

under John Pikangaga - the o f f i c e r s comprising the 

sec re ta r ia t tend to be l e s s qua l i f i ed and experienced. 

This i s most unfortunate. The two parts of the Commission-; 

need to be roughly equal ly experienced and, at any ran 

equal ly competent. The c r i t i c i sms sometimes l e v e l l e d ; 

the PSC, in our. view, r e f e r , even i f unknowingly (beer 
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the tendency to confuse the Secretar iat s t a f f v.dth the 

Co m i s si oners) , mere to the Secretar iat thru to the 

Commissioners. Cur view i s tnat f o r as long as the 

Secre tar ia ts of the Commissions remain weak, the work ff the 

l a t t e r and hence, the ent i re public serv ice , w i l l continue 

tc s u f f e r . 

Las t l y , l e t us consider b r i e f l y the provis ion of honest, 

e t c . pol i t ioe .1 leadership and the reduction of p o l i t i c a l 

c o n f l i c t OUTSIDE the public serv ice . 

There was a wide - sprea.d f e e l i n g , which we share, that 

when there i s tension or c o n f l i c t , ethnic or other, within 

the p o l i t i c a l a,tmo sphere ~ and wo would add, the soc ia l and 

economic atmospheres or environments - i t i s bound to s p i l l 

over into the publ ic serv ice , sooner' rather than l a t e r . 

In th is connection, we f ind hard to be l i eve the assert ion -

though an in te res t ing one - by an interv iewee, that whereas, 

i n the p o l i t i c a l atmosphere., such tens ion/conf l i c t tends to 

be "hosti le1 1 or "ant ipathet i c " , in the public scrv ice , i t i s 

"sympathetic". 

Ethnic c o n f l i c t outside the public serv ice has a bearing 

on cthnic r e l a t i ons within the l a t t e r . But i t can and does 

or i g inate also from within the public serv icc . The c o n f l i c t 

i s also seen to be fanned by p o l i t i c a l l eaders and top 

bureaucrats. So i f . these 1 honourable.s, l ad i e s and g e n t l e -

men' de l i be ra t e l y , openly and, in actions, discourage- i t , 

most publ ic servants are l i k e l y to f o l l ow suit very eas i l y 

and w i l l i n g l y . 





par t i cu l a r l y these at the top. The squabbling and 

f i g h t i n g axe continuing, i i with much reduced in t ens i t y . 

Once the combatants and the squabblers read : peace and 

c o n f l i c t among them ceases, the ethnic c on f l i c t ' in the 

public serv ice v a i l cease t o t a l l y or remain in a n eg l i g i b l e , 

non-dangerous quantity, We shal l then be l e f t vjitli 

ind iv idual and organisational forms of c o n f l i c t , which are 

universal a;nd can never be r e a l l y eompletcly got r i d o f . 

C lear ly , therefore , the tnus of ending ethnic c o n f l i c t 

i n Uganda, including the' public service, i s on p o l i t i c i a n s , 

top public servants plus, to some extent, a l l cduoated 

(secondary school and above) c i t i z ens . 

He an time, a l l those po l i t i c i ans , bureaucrats or any 

other person interested in ending c o n f l i c t based on 

e thn i c i t y may wish to r e f l e c t on what Mazrui said one ,day 

in h is Kei th Lecture.. 

" In the future, people w i l l quarrel over 
incomes, jobs and commodities. They w i l l 
quarrel l e s s over race and t r i b e " . 

We. believe.- otherwise,. 

Ethnic, etc t i e s and consciousness have been in the-

past, are today, and w i l l i n future continue to be, very 

strong - throughout the world. What has changed and w i l l 

continue changing i s the manner of expressing the 

consciousness or l o ya l t y to the t i e s . In general, but not 

always and necessar i ly , the more "modern" or " c i v i l i z e d " 

a society i s , the more subtle/hidden .vai l be that rn^tmer, 

and v i ce -versa . In organizat ions, junior employees are 

l i k e l y to be open in the ir .express ions while the top people 
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\i±ll hide the i r feel ings-in demagogic or diplomatic acts 

only to l e t them loose, when in private-, sometimes with-

a f e r o c i t y and a viciousness that defies both genuine 

c i v i l i z a t i o n and humanity. . 

We are not disputing the importance of class or class 

consciousness. Nevertheless, we. believe that these- two 

have, never, and w i l l never, really and fundamentally replace 
i 

e thn ic/ t r iba l/rac ia l t ies and consciousness except at the 
i 

l e v e l s ' o f rhe to r i c and sentiment. 

Indeed, there: i s nothing inherently wrong with attach-

ment to one1 s t r ibe . What, i s wrong, and'should therefore 

be re.sisted, i s an attempt.by one tribe, or group of tribes 

to "swallow1 ' or: subjugate or undemocratic al ly dominate 

alio hi LOT or others; OR to deny other, tribes their due share 

of the coimipn cake OR to deprive thorn of that cake which, 

through the i r own sweat and without harming others, they 

have baked f o r their twn enjoyment. 

Tr ibes have aspects and practices that' are or can be 

in jur i ous to •thcr.s. These negative aspects and practices 

must be fought and or discouraged. But tribes also havee 

aspects and pract ices which .are innocent or harmless or, 

indeed, which i f copied/loarnt by others, can be beneficial 

to them. Such, posit ive aspects and practices should be 

encouraged and permitted to f lourish. 

Our hope and prayer arc that, in future, and thanks 

to total. A f r i can unity and increased individual and 

c o l l e c t i v e prosper i ty , the more negative aspects of t r io : 

inc luding these that are a breeding ground for conflict-

w i l l be a til ing of the past. 
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