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ETHNIC PLURALISM AND POLITICAL CENTRALIZATION:
THE }yxsxs OF POLITICAL CONFLICT I UGQQA

(by D:c. I R. Ba::ongO)

'-_INTRODUCTION' : S ‘ : e
'1 The Ugandan soc:.e’cy is charac'benzed by two inherently
dohtradlctory and cpnflicmal sooclal and political formations.
 On the one hand, ethnic plurslism with its miltiple centres
;of_;infserests, identitie_s,‘ ;qu':.y‘aﬂ.ties, patterns of action gnd .
| power, feaﬁzi'es' @6 a basic structure of society. On the
othex, .politioal centnglization which is basgically incompe
atible with the process of political plurelism, is the
dominant form of the country's political organization,

We propose to argue znd demonst-rgte in this paper that
thé phenonienon of excessive cetrglization of power in
a. mu,l“bi-‘—ethnio political context is one of the important
'vfao"'cvbrs that explain the incidence of political conflict
ha.;nd'.'viol,e‘noe of the kind that have characterized politiesl
"_‘].ife in Uganda since independénce.i In g political agrrange-
}ment‘ ﬂlat is ty'_pical of Uganda, where power is highly
céﬁtralized, there:is only one major centre of poli‘gicd
polwér,‘ And this means two things that tend to create forces
of political conflict. First, the base for politieal \
activity and deeision-mgking is narrowed to a uni-focal
political arena. This allows the participation of only
a 8mgll section of polltlcal glites, Seocondly, in the
a;bsenoe of ei‘fec’clv& lower levels of participation, the -
struggle to gain access o political power at the centre
giire,s r_ise}.'ito aﬁufdg ppliti_cal competition, - The exclusion

of some sections of society from political decision-making
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and the stfﬁggiétdf~the:eiife_méﬁberﬁ‘of ethnic groups to
control the centre, high?ensvand:;pt&ngifies political
conflict. To many observers of the Ugandan political scene,
particularly those of foreign (western) origins, the struggle
" for political power at the centre smong political elites
. from different ethnic backgrounds which in recent years has
assumed'violent’dimensions, is an.expression of ethnic or
'tribal! conflict and hostility. Contrary to such views,
this paper attempts to show that the violent conflicts ﬁhat
have bedevilled the Ugandan nation since the 1966 crisis,
are purely politiecal conflicts in origin, cguse and effect.
The paper contends that the.struggle for participation gnd
control of politicszl power at the centre, is one of the
major causes of political conflict in this oountry.

In +the end, the paper advocates. for the decentrazlizagtion
of power znd the creation of z strongvsystem of 1ocal‘governu
ment as means ofﬂminimizing’poliﬁiQal conflict in Uganda.
DeCéntraiization hgs the effect of divergifying the centmres
of powexr and widening areas of politicgl participation.

Thi s, " effect, leads to the diffusion of conflict among .
the various centres of power gnd, therefore, to the ?
attenugtion of the impact and effect of conflict on the
political process and the poliﬁical system, Above gll,
decentralization encourages local autonomy., It provides
opportunities to the broad section of the national pbpulatign
to ocontrol local decisions that affect thelr daily lives

and their immedigte environment, Such popular and wide-
spread partioipafion‘of'the ngtionals in political iife,

- contributes to the stgbilization of the political pfocessr
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at the local gnd ngtiongl levels. Exsmples gre cited from
“slsewhere to demonstrate how the pniﬁbipie of decentra—
lizgtion of power has tended to mlﬂlgate oonfliot and ﬂo
ensure polltloal stablllty éhd 5001o-economlc.progress.
But.flrst, let us examine the theoretical ouestlon ‘
pertaining to the relation betWeen plurallsm and pollﬁlcal

conflict,

PLURALISM AND CONFLIOT :

Basically, the concept of plurglism refers to a
gltugtion in ﬁhich there exists in society many groups of
various-sizes whibh may have: different values, interests,
idegs znd aspirations.l ,When applied to social and
political'organization, pluna;ism denotes two tendencies

 vin group relgtions. On the one hand, given the character-

‘ istics-of the groups involved, a situation of plurglism-
‘gay result in consensus, hagrmony snd understanding zgmong
the warious groups. On the other, the dynamics of prur-
aligtic life may ﬁmo&uce situations of conflict lesding to
incompatibilities in social and politicsl relationships
among groups. Socizl scientists have identified three ‘s

models of pluraiiém which gecount for these two tendencies,

in group relgtions, namely, social plurazlism, cultmngl'
: plura;isI_n and ethnic plurglism, A brief review of eszch

- of those models is necessary in order to elarify the

theoraticgl thrust of the main themes of the paper. \
‘ Soaigl pluralism is essentiglly s model that explaing
the persistance of democrgtiic stablility in‘a'plural“sdciety 2

- The plurallst model of democracy sees society as mode up of
i‘severaI SOClal groups of varlous sizes and interegts.
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These groups Qre 1ndependent of each ptber and the govern—
ment, and prov1de @ basis for the dispersal of powexr in
soclety. Groups lntarvene between the 1nd1v1dual and the
government they check each othenb powex and thgt of the
govgrnment thereby dlscou:aglng the_mpnopoly of power.byr
anydne'group or by the government.

The varioug groups that exist in society aie organized
ground common interests and needs of their members.
Membership is voluntary and group solidarity reste on
civic ties among its members and not on primordial or
sgored particularism, Individusgls join groups in onder to
advance their interests and provide for thelir needs in
a collective manner. An individusl may belong to more "ﬁhan
one group thus creating z network of interlocking relation-
ships among the wawious groups. Common among the groups in
a plural society are the many groups that are organized to
cater for the socigl, economic, professiongl and civie
interests of thelr members such a8 trade unions, chambers
of commerce, Medical and Bar associations Women snd Youth
erganizgtions ete. Such groups provide platforms for the
expression of numerous demgnds and create centres for
political participagtion gt group level.

Since the various groups have different interests,
needs and demgnds, the intermction gmong themgelves
and the government inevitigbly oreafes situgtions of conflict.
Howevezx, theAintensity of violent tendencies of’groﬁp
conflict are mitigated by the existance of underiying value
congensus among group leaders znd members. Thfoughiﬂhe

process of negotiation and compromise, individuals and groups



are able to arrive at a mu tual adjustment and accammodatlon
-"of the various compeilng clalms., Tﬁis meohanlsm enables
r‘soclety to malntain its equillbrlum and consensus in the
oontext of oontlnulng confllct. In addltlon, the over-
1applng membershlp of ind1v1duals 1n Varlous groups creates

orossaouttlng loyaltles thereby prcv1dlng ehannels for :
Ainteg;atlve communicgtion gmong different groups. On ﬁha
Qhele, the.theofy of social pluralism believes iﬁ-thg
'importance of social groups as the bgsis of demoeratla
stablllty and 1ntegrat10n of society,

It should be noted hers however, that contrary to what
is believed to be the case, plumalist democracy does not
promefe or guzrantee the dispergai,and balancing of political
power. in gociety. On the cnntrary; social pluralism
ap*ually ehcounages the acquisition aﬁd monopely ef power
by o few 1ndiv1duals and groups and provides grounds whereby
the interests of the strongexw group: of individuszls pne-empt
and domlnate public policy, Pluralist democrszoy places &
high premlum on the freedom of 1ntezest group actlvity
and on the principle that public policy should result fnom
the free interplay of the various competing interests.

But gttempts at balaneing the various group intereste
becomes problemaﬁic in pra¢$ioéibecause what turns outeés_
the eommoh or: public interest represeﬁfs no more than the
1nterests of the strongen.and better organlzed groups.

While 1t allows competltlon, therefore, pluralist
Ademecraoy promotes 1n reallty the interests of onbanlzed :
vvested interests and sﬁrong pressure groups which dispro-

' portlonately repreﬂent the lnterests of wealth and those
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of = minority section of society that controls and dominates
the méans of pro&uction.f Pluraliét-pdliﬁics doeé not safie—
guard the interests of the wesker groups, which in terms
ot numbers, may represent the interests of the maaonlty3 :

There is 1o doubd that Uganda has a plurglist SOGlal
structure. But this structuré is dominated by a few, well—
organized and urban-centred elite gnd buéiness‘interestss-“
The power and influence of thege groups‘stﬁnd in gtark
contraSt Yo the powerlessness of the llluorganlzed groups
of the masses of the workers gnd paasants. Thus, whereas
socigl pluralism is a reallty of Uganda's sooial and political
geene, it does not function effectively to provide centres
for the popular participation of = wide secbtion of the
ngtional population., In ferms of the needs for masg
participation, socizl plurslism provides no viable
alternative to the requirements of diverse centres of
power at the various levels of decision-mgking which a
decentralized ﬁolitiCal structure provides. Hence, conflicts
ariging out of the struggle for political particibation
and power continues to persist in the context of social
plurgligm, .

In recent yezws social scientists have developed
another model of plurzlism - that of cultural bluralism}4
Unlike the social pluralism model which finds in the *
diversity of groups: z mechanism for conflict, obnsensu&:
and stébility, the cultural blufalism fiamewﬁrk pbrﬁnays
the relation among groups as one of irréeonoilable conflict
that often leaﬂs to political violence and the mallnﬁegratlon
of society., In a culturdly aompaxtmenhallzed soc:.e*&y,
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people zsre divided not so much oven ccmc—i‘ete gocizal, politfical
or economic interests but over deep-seated cleavages amlsing
out of primordizl or smored tles, Oultural groups exisgig .
ngturaslly; they are not volutary becguse membership is -
Tegserved 'foi‘, people: who ave born into. them. Exsmples of
sueh groups include ethnic, racial, caste and religious
groups. And because membership is exclugive, individuals
beeome highly identified ﬁth and agttached to the groﬁ.ps-

in which they are members. Thus one finds that g powerful
gonsensug on values exists within a group but not between
groups. This makes it difficult for the Various groups ’tto‘
cooperate and integnate together. Normazlly, one group -
monopolizey politicsl power. zmnd uses its conirol of the
ingtitutions of government to domingte others. Accord-
ingly, politiczl erder, stability and social conformity

are mgintained by ooercion snd not by any consensus on
values.

The analyticgl rigour of the cultursl plurslist model
rests on its assumption that: the warious groups thatl
constitute society exist as separate communities each with
its own distinct culturgl values, insbtitutional pztierns
and political orientations. As was the case when it was
first formulated and applied,5 the model dees reflect the:
reglities of g colonizl gociety in which factors of race .
and oulture made it @ifficult for the warious cultural
groups to interact and co-—operate and in which weal th,
power and prestige were distributed a long macigl lines, .
In gontemporary Africsg, the model has practical utility

in anglysing and understanding the problems of conflict
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- .and political violence existing insthe rgoially and _

eulturglly hetorogeneous white dominate goocleties in southern

Africa. 3But in Uganda and the rest Africa, -the oultural. |

plurglism model does not seem to be-of value in offering .

a Vviable framework for understsnding situations of_coﬁfiict

and group violence. : : S
Attempls to gcoount for the endemic conflicts that

sometimes manifest themselves in traumatic violence in the

racially homogeneous but ethnicsglly plural societies

of Africa, led to the development of the ethnic pluralism

model by Leo Kuper and M.G.-Smith.6

This model sees
African societles as made up of many ethnic groups of
various sizes and influence. These groups are diétrinctA
from each othenr on the basis of language, social organi-.
zation and other oultural characteristigs. Fach ethnic
unit forms g political entity that may.constitute a centre
of political power aznd claim the identity and loyalty of .
its members. But unlike the cultural groups which live
side by side but separately, ethnic groups share a certain
apmount values which derivé from g basgically ocommon culture
and race as well as common hisgtorical and contemporary
experiences. This engbles people to intersot and live
together. 'However, because of the differ3ncesg in interests
- and’ the desire to maximiZe'influenée:in a competitive
situation, groups tend to use the resources available to.
them to assert themselves in relation to oﬁher:groups._
Uging ethnio identify and solidaristic fiesvaémweapons;of
politicel bargaining, the elite cadre of the various groups

engage in congtant struggles for the control of gtate power.
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And when they gain this control, ﬁhey use polltlcal power
to suppress the lnterests of other~groups ‘and to ensure
+the ‘domingnoe of membexS'of‘their'dwn emhnic'groups in =11
“‘gectors of employment and socisl and politicel life. Such
a state of affazirs areates tensions among the in znd the
out groups and leads na$urally o0 polltlcql conflict gnd
violence,

There are two basic characteristios of the plurelist
-models discussed gbove that should be noted. First, all
the ﬁhrée types of plurglism imply the existance of multiple
and diverse ocentres of power and political activity. The
recognition ofrfhis reslity is important in any political
arrangement gimed at maintaining a stable polit‘icalﬁprocess.
In g pluralist democracy these centres gre recognized as
independent centres of power,influence.anﬂ politicgl action,
The activities of.the vériouS'groups are utilized 1o ‘
mitlg ate conflict and to integrate society thether¢
On the other hand, political centraligzation tends to
suppress the activities of independent groups and to
destroy thesé groups gs centres of mass political parti-
cipation.

- The ‘gbaohd) olisractizlAtle to bate Lo Hhat chntil ot is
the basic featurgzﬁhaﬁ:underlies,ﬁﬁe process of group.
relgtions and interactiop,» With respect to socizgl plurglism,
conflict is mitigated by the underlying consensus on
values. In the case of cultursl pluralism, conflict is
contéined through coemeion and the politicsl domination
which one oulturzgl group maintsins over‘oﬁherg. With regard
ﬁo-ethnic plurglism, the relation between groups is



characterized by competition and rivelry and not hostility
and suspecion as is the case in respect of the relations .
among cultural. groups. --So, the less frequent ethnic groups
are made to compete among themselves for power or resources
the iess situations are ereated for conflicts to develop
among them, Ethnic conflicts, particularly those of a
violent kind, can therefore be avoided through a political
arrangement that gllows little competition and rivalry among
the groups. And this is an arrangement that gives relative
autonomy to ethnic groups to meke decigions that affect the
control and utilizgtion of local resourcés. It is %o this
political device of mansging conflicts among ethnic groups
in Ugands since the colonial times that this analysis now.

turng.

POLITICAL ACCOMMODATION OF ETHNIC PLURALTSH.

Characteristically, colonial aﬁministration.in Ugands,
was based on gz system tha t recovnlued the multluethnlc .
nature of sooiety. Follow1ng the 1900 Agreement, the‘
British‘prooeeded to estzblish g system of admlplstratlont
in which ﬁerﬁifories or districts that were demarcated on
ethhic lines became the basiO'political and administraﬁiﬁé
unlts.7 These uni tey partlcularly the Klnvdom areas and
more. espe01ally Bug@nda, were glven congidergble autonomy
by the well known British colonlal system of indlreoﬂAEule.
Wheregs the Brltlsh controlled the central government and
admlnlSUratlon, the power for the management of 1oca1
affaxrs was retalned and exeroised by the looal polltlcal
‘and admlnlstratlve‘elltes withln the OVerall colonlal polloy

i



' and under the superv131on of the colanlal govewnment agents.
Thus the klngdom “and &lstrlcﬁ politlcal and admlnlstratlve
uni tg provided ﬁradj.tlonaﬂ. el:.tezs a,-nd, la;’cer, a,n increasing
number of a&ucated Afnloans,'a w1de;nange of opportunities

for poll’clcal pal"tlclpa‘blon and decis1on~malxln

!ﬁ

e Loogl Government System.

 The 1949 Local Govermment Ordinance strengthened
further the system of local govermment. Kingdoms and
districts became the Easic gtructures through which the
country was administered. Increasingly, it became a
delibergte policy of‘the.coldnial govemhment to encourzge
gducated Africans to work in their respective local govern-—
ment administrations snd to leave: the cgntral'goverhmeh%:
to the British offidens,a Consequently, local governments
beoame the fooi of identity and loyalty for African elites
and centres of political participation.

- The colonial system of‘local governnent, as estab-
‘lighed in Uganda, had.;nherenﬁfmachanisms of preventing
theedevelopment'of'conflicﬁs:qmong ethnic groups. In the
first place, the system maﬁe-sur& that thers were no mgjor
areas of competition and struggle aver which ethnlo groups
" gould come lnto contaet and conflioct. By and large-eﬂhnlc
gnoups were politiczlly kept apant from eech other.

There was no struggle to control the centre and the.
resources involved b&cause these were under the exolu31ve
control oi‘ the central colonial gOVcarnment Since sub-
stgntial amount of‘powen=ﬁn make local &eclSlons was 

decentralized gnd al ffused among local government units,
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and 51nce ﬁhese unlts eontrolled crltloal regources such as
= ' for ;
employment and pnovlded also opportuniﬁlasépartlclpatlon to

: many tradltlonal and educate& elites, ethnlo groups had

:>llmlted areas of contact upon whleh confllots could develop

7 among them. Iﬁ:is thls dev1ce of dlspersa.nb power gmong
local polltlcal unlts whloh ensured that the centre wams

kept under relgtively Iess presswr@-of’political'activity.
For the ethnic groups, the centre was not an object for
competition gnd struggle among them, And it is precigely
this device that engbled the colonigl government to maintazin
political ‘stability snd soeial harmony in potentisl
sifuatiOHS'of explosive ethnic conflict.

The l962 Indenendence Constltutlon.

The need to control and accommodate conflict arising
out of ethnic plunallsm was Qne~of the important factors
that determined the structure and provisions of the 1962

gonstitution which the British left behind on the country's
at%ainment of independénée;9 The Independence conéﬁiﬁuti&ﬁ
was indeed an 1ngeneous act of’sooial envineerlng that
reflected an understandlng of the complex1ty of Uganda &
soclal and polltlcai.10rnes“on the part of the4depart1ng
British. It sought to contimie and strengthen the expriment
‘ﬂhat'had began early in the colonigl tlmes of dlspa131ng
power'amonr the vanlous eﬁhnlc units and bqudenlng areas
of’mass polltlcal pantlclpation. lhe maln features of the.
constltutlon that were: spenlflcally almed at ay01ding ﬁhe
p0331b111ties of ethnlc ten51ons and oonfllcts 1ncluded the

gnantlng of greaue"*degrees of autonomy to klngdom and, to
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& lesser degree, district administradions; the establishment
of a strong systemlof,looal government and the expansion of
areas of locel political perticipation and representation
in the form of elected councils for.eaqh}district., Let us
.look at,ﬂhis imponﬁant.feature>of.the constifution.a little
furthen,

Uganda's Independence constitution was a unique
doaumanf thett contained both elements of unitarism and
federglism. This in itself was a reflection of the country's
peculiar social and political structure that needed an
intricgte arrangement that was capable of holding the multi-
ethnic nation together in relative peace and stability.

Whét was required for the purposes of gvoiding the problem
of ethnic conflict, was a political device which the British
‘hgd tried before with remarksble success. This was a device
which.haé élpeady,been mentioned, that provided ethnic
groups with sufficient powers to conduct their own affairs
and which, therefore, left the centre: relgtively free from
ethnio-bgsed political activity. As long as ethnie groups
enjoyed such powers, they regarded the centre to be of less
importance as an object of struggle for control. Incress-
ingly, g wider section of tradifional and modern elites
were inclined to seek politiegl participation in local
unlts rather then the centre. And this device had the
effect of maintaining political stability by decongesting
.. the centre of the heat of political struggle and conflict.
In full recognition of this neéd, therefore, the 1962
h constitution decentralized polifical power and dispersed

1t among the various local units with varying degrees of
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n"‘aufdﬁdmy.' Buganda, “thé largesv and ‘most prestlblous klngdom
‘in the oountry, was granted full federal status in relatlon
w1th the centre. whlle the smallen:klnngHS'of Bunyoro, Torn,
Ankole and the tennltory of Busoga'were each wranted
'a federal statusrof a-lesser degree. The rest of the ethnlc
groups that were~0nganlzed in district political units and
which hlstorloally aid not hgve. heredltary tradltlonal
rulers, ma;ntalned uni tary relatlonshlps w;th the gentnaL

- government. | S }H '

In terms of poweﬁ; the kingdom of Buganda with ité;

own government and system of admlnlstratlon, enjoyed
con51derable autonomy gnd controlled g wide range of resourceél
At the centre of politiegl agctivity was therlnstltutlon of
the Kabaka (the King ) and the Great Inkiiko - the Assembly -
which was oconstituted by aylarge'size ofwelegjéd represent—
atives. The system of administration was organized iﬁ'
ministries oach of which was headed by & political Minister.
is 3 polltlcal unlt that was bullt around the Baganda;eﬁhnlo

Lﬁiougom goverﬁm % provided a wide range of avenues for
high gkilled employment. in its system of admlnlstratlon.
I+ also provided brogd areas of pdliﬁioal participation to
a wide section of both tradltlonal and eduoated Baganda ‘
elites. Indeed, there wexne. many Baganda polltlcal elltas
who had built wiable political Ganeers~ln the Buganda
polltlcal system and who were;forced to turn to natlonalA.‘
politios only after the destriction of fhemkipgdom:in\1966.ll
But while the kingdom government axisted =g a local political
~unit;"iﬂ.sérve&'tb absaiﬁ thousands of'politiOal énd'é&minié

strative elites and to prevent thereby, the building-up of
annFlipnta o4+ +he centre
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~ The powers which Bugamda enaoye& under the 1962 const1~;=
: ,‘,_~’m1tlon a8 well a8 the bagic political gnd adlumstraﬂlve v
 institutions which existed in: the kingdom, were %o be: found
also in other kingdoms, although these: were relatively of
-lesser degree of importance and significsnoe. Thus, each
kingdom government had an elected’assembl}ias_the centre of
political activity and decisidnémaking. It.had also compa=~
ratively smgller compliment of ministerigl denértménts around
which the administrsti¥e system of the klﬁgdom government was

orgsnized. Like the Bugagnds Government
Zﬁhe other kingdom govermments too provided opportunltles

for employment and political participation to large sections
of ¥raditiongl gnd educgted elites gnd relieved pressufa
that would otherwise have been exerted on the central govern=
ment. by peo?le.puﬁéﬁing'these-values?and goals.

Wiﬁh respect to the non kingdom,uniﬁary disiricts,
the congtitution provided for the devolution of power by
the“central-government'to an elected cqunoil in~eabh
district. Eésentially,rﬁhe districts were directly governed
by the eentre. DBut:the councils exereised poweré'and
performed functions that were conferred upon them by Law. .
At independence, district councils derived their powenrfroﬁ,
and theii.functions were: defined by, the Locgl Administration
Ordinance of 1962. And the functions of these councils
were of such mggnitude gnd importsncé a8 1to necessitate the
eéfablishment and maintainance of a system of loczl admini-
stration that employed thousands of local traditiongl and
modern élites.‘ As locgl political gnd administragtive: units,
therefore, disﬁrict admini strations catered,for,the needs

for employment gnd political participgtion gnd kept awzay
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from the centre a:large sébtibnvof politically sotive elites.
- Thus we find that the 1962 cons%itution embodied
important features of polltlcal plurallsm. The consgtitution
: reoognlzed the political 1ife of ethnic o*roups by pmnv1dlng
 for the decentrglizagtion and dlspersal of power among the
political units of the various groups. It is thig principle
of constitutienal pluralism that regulated and ocontrolled
ethnic donflicts end stebliized Hie political process at
the nationzgl level, As we shall pmﬁéeed‘to ghow pregently,
it was the abslition of this congtitntional provision and
safeguard’that.aignalled the entry in national politics
of bitter and, on the most part, violent ethnic conflicts.
and struggle. |
A further legal provision that strengthened the
foundgtions of the politics of poliﬁiéa,l piura,lism in
Uganda, was the Constitutional Heads (Elections) Act No.g6
of 1963.12 Engcted by the National Assembly har&ly‘a year 
after independence, the Act ghowed the magnitude of the
pregsure of non kingdom:aﬁhnia,grouPS'fbr.more péwer;
recognition and status. ThelAcﬁ'prnﬁidédlfor the election
by Digtrict Councila: of Constltutional Heads in districts
who were to occupy the st##ﬁs and perform the functions ‘
that were more or IESS»simiiar*ﬁo'ﬁhose=df the hereditary
rulers in tbe'kingdom aieas.' Th1S'Act exngnded furﬁhen
the areas of pollﬁacal parﬁlolpatlon at the looal level,
"Some'nobable ngtional polltloal elltes rellngulshed ﬂheirl
‘0081t10ﬂs at the centre to bccome Constltutlonal HeadS‘OI

their dlstrlots.13
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The forégbihg:aﬁalysié has foouséd on the discussion
of “tHe political and instifutionsl arrangements for the
“Gontrol of political conflict and inter-ethnio political -
vioiéhééf is alvesdy indidated, these arrangements were
46 be found in two aress of ocolonizl inmitiative. The first
was the gSystem of local government that was organized‘aronnd
° gthnic groups as political and administrative units. Thése
units were ziven wide-mamging powers to desl with matters
and problems of loocal concern. The second arrangement was
enghrined in the Independénce Congtitition which decentra=
1ised und {iberalidod the'pclitiOal stricture and gave
definite constitutional'pbwérs to local political units
both federsl and unitary. As long as thesé arvangements
- remgined in force, the country enjoyed péridds-of‘ralétfwa
stability, peace and socio~evonomic development. But this
was not to last long as the proceeding disoussion gitempts
to" show. ‘ '

. IRENDS TOWARDS POLITICAL CENTRALIZATION: THE CONTEXT OF
POLLTICAL CONFLICT IN UGANDA.

For a period of approximately four years of independence,
the central government: led by Prime;MihistergApolofMilﬁon
Obote remained relatively stahle;'strong'and"free from
fraumatic confliets. ' I'ts main political. challenges and
preaoocupations*of the time were eonfined largely to the
role of refereeing over conflicts and disputes among local
politiosl units, mainly Bugends and Bunyoro. 4 But by and
Iarge, the kingdom and district administrations remained

inward looking and apparently adn%ented‘withfthe powers and
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functions oonférred uponkﬁham»byuthe constitution gnd other.
'iaws'under it. As Iong as the qentraiigovernmenﬁ.refnaina&
ﬁiom tampering with these: powers and functions and was seen
to be falr in degling with mztters of concern to ethnic
groups, looal politicsal units remained largely disinterested
in the politics gt. the centre. But the moment the central
government‘started encroanhing on the’pdwens of the federated
stgﬁes, partiocularly those of Buganda, =nd was perceived

fa be using its powens unfairly to surpress the interests

? and asplrations of locsl political entities, the melationship
| between the oentral government and Local a@miniStraﬁions:
became ihcreasingly‘strained.IS Graduslly, the strained
relationships between the centre and the local political
_units, particularly Buggnda, forced the looal units to enter

~the central political arena:to,asserﬁ‘ﬁhem3elves.16

In the
faee of the challenges emangting from other centres of power,
ﬁhe central govennment_reaétad by atiempting to reassert its
supremacy over local political units. The incregsingly
developing conflicts between Buganda and the central QBVern~
ment provided opportunity for tﬁe centrai government to
écoumulate more. power by undermining the powers of the local
political units. In other words, as time went on the centrzl
governent embarked on = consgciously calculated'prooess of
political centralization which drow more and more loocal
political entities and their most active political elites
into the imbroglio of political competition and struggle at
ﬁhe centre. : ' J_w

The process of‘politioalﬁcentralizatiOn passed thmough
three. phases that represented a period of fundamentzl F
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political ‘changes in the?caunﬁry'S'postaindependéncavhistory
namely, the Bugands erisis of 1966 Qhaﬁ,resurﬂ;ea in the-
demise of the foundations of political ﬁiﬂxalism in Ugsndsg -~
the 1962 constitution, the advent of the »K.1967 gonstitution
that gbolighed kingdoms and, finglly, the imposition of the
one-party state in 1969 which signalled the end of the.
politics of institutional and~legalf0pp§sition and conferred
anthoritarian outlock on the central government, =

Coming from Lango district, a nonkingdom area, znd
guided by the 'reVolutionéry-centralizing' philosophy,l7
Milton Obote was culturally and politically inclined %o
prefef a unitary form of governmment for the whole country.
During the Congtitutionsgl Gonfér&nqeein London in Septiember
1961. Obote came out strongly in fgvour of sﬁpreme.pawers
for the central govermment., But the pressures from the
kingdoms, particulayly Buganda; led to theM5pliﬁing of sitmbe
powers between the eentre gnd the federsl states. itfiS';
this constitutional encumberance and the tendencies of
Bugandg to guard its federsl stabus jeglously against the
encrogchment of the central government that prevented Prime
Minister Obote from pursuing his preferred vision of politieal
centralization as early s he would have wisghed. The
opportunity for fulfilling this vislon was presented by the
events that led to the 1966 orisis which Obote handled to
his advantage with political skills that earned him admiratien

even gmong hisg politicgl opponenfs.

The 1966 Opdais ‘ ! -
v The 1966 crisis was g culmingtion of two main politicazl
- developments. The first of these was the bregk-up in 1964 of



. the ruling glliance between Obate's Uganda Peoples Congress
(UPC) and Buganda's Kabaka Yeliks (K¥).1% Tis Ted to the
political relations between Oboteﬁélcentral government and
;ﬁhe_Kabaka's Buganda government based at Mengo beqoming
strained. The second was the internal factional eonflicts
within the UPC which desulted into the arrest and detention
of some of Obote! s Ministers, the suspengion of the 1962
Congtitution gnd further deteriorgtion of the relations
between Buganda and the central government. As these: deve-
lbbments are fully documented,elsewhere,lg»only a short
outline will be given here. : . : , :

| In what was seen to be an 'Unholy Marriage', the UEC
~1led by Milton Obote entered into an allisnce with the KY

in 1961, This alliance was clearly aimed at ousting the
Democratic Party (DP) Ied by Ben Kiwanuks from power?" %
 \ﬁhe“pre-in&ependéncargenergl elections that were later
gcheduled to.ﬁzke:plageain April 1962, ~ The glliance was
geen as unholy becguse: of the evidently divergent socio= -
political outlooks of the two parties. The KY was basically
& traditionglist party whose mgin pre~occupation was the
glorification and preservation of the institution of the
Kabgkaship and the protection of Buganda interests. The
UPC on the othew hand was led by men with g modern vision

of the state ~ men who exhibited nationalist outlooks and
tendencies in favour: of g unitarist government. By and large,
the UPC ~ KY fraternity was seen,as an allianQP.Of
convenience whose inherent dontradictions were sooner or

later to cause problems for the allignce itself..
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The glliznce consisted of a se?iésof‘mufualrundéna
' standing between the UPC and KY. One of these was that KY
would have the exclusive right to field all oami'aaees in
Bugands in oompetltlon with the DP in the event of & dlrent
~ glection ~to the Natlonal Asgembly and the UPC would fleld
candidates only in the'resﬁfof”Uganda. The two parties would
then join forces é¢ the nationsl level in Pgrliaménf.
De+alls were worked out a8 to ‘how the two partles were‘to
share power if the alliance won. “the eleotlons. |
' The 1962 oconstitution provided for direo’c slections
to' the Buganda Iukiiko and gave powers o the Tukiiko o
:&ecide whether.Buganda*s ﬁwéhty~two fébresénﬁatives ﬁo”
the National Assembly were %o bé'ﬁirébfly elected by %he;
people, as was to be the caﬁésin thé‘rest:df,the country,
or. nominated by the Iukiiko. Early in 1962, elections 4o
the Iukiiko were: held sndﬁﬁurned out to be g oontésﬁzbetween
KY and PP Which #he XY won overwhelmingly. Then &uniﬁg{
the national elections in April of that year, the Inkiiko
decided ﬁhat\Bugandafg?reéiesentiVes to Pgrliameht WBre‘to
be: nomingted by the Lukiiko. This Lefs the DP in the cold
without any representives from Bugands because those who
were nomingted by the Iukiiko to represent Buganda ih
Parliement were zll KY men., With UEC Winning the mgjority
of seats in the rest of ﬁhe:ooﬁntry,21.ﬁhe combined stnehgth
" of the Iukiiko nominees and the'UPCHselected rcpresentatlves
placed the UPCKY alllance into pcwan. ;
‘Uganda, therefore, entered the perlod of lndependence
with the UPC~KY delicata polltlcal outfit in power; But

this outfit was not desﬂlned to last 1ong. The 1noompatibili—
ties between the two parties did not pexmit them to work
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harmoniously together and soon ‘t_he bagic divisgions and
vébﬁﬂio»’cs between them cgme into fuli view. At first Obote
h,a‘i ‘to '&dlerata.__many of the problems that were caused for
him b;y,KY being in gaf\remunefnt‘r But when thé UPC becgme
. ih_c-zreasingly gtrong ahd d’omina,n“b‘as a result of the cross-
o\véns‘ in Parligment by mainly DP_mem_bers of Parligment,
Obote summarily termingted the alliance in August, 1964 and
removed KY ministers from office. This saw the end %o the
working reletionship between Buganda and the central govern-—
mezi‘c and plotted the path of polit‘ioal confrontation between
thé two. It was thls t&ndency TA %;SL ;qunopollzatlon of
powexr by one group- the UPG - ‘tﬂla't ushered in the beginning
of a period of political conflict at the centre. . ,

. Yet it was the contradioctions within the UPC itself,
rather than the bregk-up of the party's alliance with KY,
'lﬁha;ﬁ'trj.ggered off the 1966 c_i‘isis. Right from ites formation
in 1960, the UPC eould be: sald to consist of two fagtional
teﬁdeﬁoies: one progressive and socialist= inolined agnd
the othexr conservgtive gnd prnfqapitalisln. The factions -
based on these two tendencies came into 6penv. don.flijot and -
st:f:u‘ggle, for the control of the party duriné the 1964 Annual
Delegates Conference of thevUPC that Wa.s held in Gulu ’L'own
In the election to the key posiﬁion of Secretary-General of
~ the party, the radicgl éociaiistt-inclined incumbent, John-"

’ Kgkonge, iostﬁ o the challenge of Grace I_bingi_-ré, representing
the sonservaiive capitalist wing of the party. The accedency
of the ambitious Ibingira to the powerful party post of
Secretary-Genergl placed him ih a p§sition ingwhich he began
to aspire fo the ]lea:dezzship-. vo‘f‘ the party itself and



ultimgtely of the government, Dboth. of which positions were
held by Obote at. the ﬁime.‘ Thrnugh schgmlng, manlpulaxlons
and forming of strategic alliances,. Iblngira and hig
supporters in the party and .gq.x(emmenrh _gought o undermine.
., the power and position of the ,pmime,minister.wiﬁh ﬂhesolé
gim_of:ﬁhrowingzobéthsout of power, In one‘poliﬁicaily
gignifioant incident in February 1966, Ibingira and his
group,oollahpraied,with ﬂhé DP and:KY members of pgnliament
to support a motion tabled by a leading KY member, Daudl ’
 Ocheng, accusing Frime Minister Obote, three of his closa
ministers and ammy chief of staff Col., Idl Amln of 1mpnoprlety
in receiving large sums of money, being prooeeds from the
sale-of gold and ivory that were allegedly derived ﬁrom
the involvement of the Uggndg army in the 1964765 Congolese
rebellion, In particular,‘thé ﬁotion called for the'immediate
suspension of Col.Amin who, apparently referred to in thaf
motion as the leading zmmy officer, was charged ﬁogeﬁhéna
with>sqme members of the government of planniné to overﬁhrow
the oconstitution. The.inﬁeresting gide of the mattep,was,
that befare proceeding fo undertake an upcountry toun,
Obote had sammonéd the UPC pamiiamenﬁaiy grqup which formed
the mgjority in parligment gnd decided colleptivéiy that
Ooheng s motion would not be‘allowed to be tabled fmr
disoussion. But as soon as Obote left Kampala, the motlon
was not“qnly.tabled and dlgqussed,but.yas alsgo adopted by_
the segting UPC MPs in conjunctioﬁ withjthe DP and KY MPs.
Qhe lonely dlssentlng vote was only reglsuered bj John Kakonge.
The palltlcai 1mpllcatlons of thls motion were

enormous, A top mllltary offlcer was to be suspended,
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a diéisior’_r that was cerﬁéiniy destined to cause unegsiness
in the leadership snd ranks of; the-"a;my.» “As was common
algewhers - in Afries that -‘yeé:c“, Yéh'ch action would probably
have led to z mildtemy infeﬁen'ﬁion and the overthrow of
Obote. But most significegntly, Obote and his close ministers
were to be investigated for gross misdemeznour in receiving
and putting to privete use unauthorized funds. ‘Such’ zction
© was caloulated to undermine Obote's power and gource of
legitimacy as the lemder. of govemnenfc. -

-~ But Obote took this chaj.lénge" with charaoteristic cglm,
He: completed his tour zs scheduled and upon his return te.
the capital proceeded to move very fast to deal a decisive
blow on those collemgues in government that were plotiing
agzxinst him. On 22nd Februany, 1966 and contrary to the -
provisions of the constitution, Obote gssumed full powe"i:sﬂ
of government and ordered the grrest and detemtion af five
ministers of his government, including Grace Ibin:gira.‘ '
It i worth noting for. the sake of our interest in inter-
ethnic relations gnd souroces of conflict, that a,-il tho ge
arrested and detained were southern Bantu politioians. }
Thig was followed on 24%th February by the suspension of
the constitution iteelf which effectively removed the Kabeka
of Bugandsz, Sir Edward Muresa, from the offioé ‘o-f Pr.ésidéﬁ”c‘
and Head of State which he hgd occupied since I‘.963!funde3.t.
the terms of the UP(~KY glliance. Then in April 1966 Obote
removed zll doubts o te the direction to which he was
hegding by introducing o the Nationgl ,&ssembiy and having
that body adopt immedliately without debate the 1966 interim

republican constituti¢n which made him President and Head of
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the central government. For sure, the tampering wa.th the

eonstltutlon, which had been the chlef souroe of the power
of the BugandagKlngdom under the Kabaka, and the assumptlon
of axtra - qonstltutlonal powers by the central government
under Obote, could not go unchallenged.

In'numeﬁous resolutﬁdnsAwhich culmingted in the last 
one in May 1966 that called upon the central govermment +o
remove itg gsegt of government from Buggndgﬁsbil,;the Bugandza
Lukiiko engaged in g bitter political str@ggle for the sur-
vival of,tﬂe instituﬁidn»of_Kabakaship and the Bugands State.
In g sharp regotion, the central government interpreted this
resolution as an act of rebellion by Buganda and provided.
Obote with the opportunity to lauch an armed attack on the
__xabaka's,palace under‘the_pretexf'of looking for asrms ﬁhét
were planned for use in the rebellion, After g spirited
battle, the Kabaka's forces at the palace ogpitulated and
 _31r EdWard Mutesa flled into exile, leaving behind the ruirs

historical
political

L

of a klngdom that had played a central role in the
development of Uganda322 »
The defeat and dismemberment of the Kingdom of Buganda
marked the end of subnational centres‘of:power that were
organized around ethnic groups and,uéhered in an erg of z
highly centraglized Ugandan state. Henceforth, there was %o
be one mgjor centre of power -~ the centrgl govermment — to

which gll Uggndan elites were to look for political
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}:participation and employment It ‘was from thls time that
the 1mportance of oontrolllng power a; the centre dawned on
many political elites who had hi thexto contented chemselves
with participation in Bugandg~po¢1ulec/amﬂélsewnere in
district political units. The narrowiﬁé of zreas of part-
‘icipgtion and political power at one.centre resulted in
intengse political struggle among.political eliteé for the
control of the centragl government. And since the 1966 crﬁis
had dramatized those events as the struggle for poweﬁ :
between the southern Bantu and the northern Nilotics, the
struggle for part101patlon and power in Uganda Oame to be:

seen gnd interpreted largely in ethnie terms.

The Republiocan Constitution and One-Party State.

After his tiriumph in 1966, ®bote prbceeded_to make
preparations for the complete elimination of all gentres and
 gymbols of rival power. This was achieVed following the
adoption of the 1967 republican constitution which is
ourrently :Ln force. 4 leadiﬁg provision of that constitution
declared that "Th&zlnstituﬁion of king or Ruler of a kingdom
or‘dongfitutional Hemd of & Disﬁrict,‘bylwhatevez name:
called, exigting before: the commencement of this consti tution
under the law then in force, is hereby a.bolished".23
This provision did not only abolish the kingdoms which had
‘been Obote‘S'maiﬁ souree of political challenge before the
events of 1966, but it also effectively abolighed +the-mystem
of local government zs had been established_elsGWherefin the
nonkingdom sress. A large section of elites could no longer

look to District Couneils for political participation ox to
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the ﬁublio servicesidf‘diéfriéﬁ éﬁmiﬁ;3£ré%ions for employ=
ment, Instead,'théyAéll’lobked to the éenfre in segrch of -
these values} Thi s resulted in the incresse of politieal
oonfligthénd‘tension among the competing members of ethnic
gﬂouﬁsf | . ; = ‘
© With the republicen constitutionfirmly in place and
with the: reing of power firmly in his hands, Obote then felt
sufficiently strong and politically safe to embark on g
sociaglist adventure, For long, he:had apparently kept his
socialist‘ﬁen&éncies:under the carpet because he had lacked
suffioiént power to revezl them, given the power equations
within which he had@ to operate. But now this power he had
and therefore, throughout 1968 and 1969, Obote made speeches
gnd relegsed g series of Iiteraturez4 spelling out his
government's intentions to follow a socialist path of
development. Hig socialist pgdkage for Ugands was gdopted
in December 1969 in Lugogo Indoor Studium in Kampala by the
delegates conference: of the ruling party. And then, as
ObbﬂetWES'l&aNing the conference hagll late in the evening

at the height of his political triumph, he was shot at and
injuréd in the mouth:by an‘inténding assassin, The gttempted
assassination was obwiously blamed on the encmies of the
impendihé socizlist wevolution in Uganda, which included
both internal asnd extermzl foroes. Obote took advantage
of this event to strengthen his power and that of his govern-
- ment further by clamping down on opposition parties and
declaring & one-party state in Uganda.

| The-declaraﬁion of the ruling UPC ag the only legal

politicsl party removed completely the remeining elements of



_political pluralismNin_the country. Henceforth, politicgl
competifion was ooﬁiined only within' the ruling party.
Gbnsequently, the.sta¢ezbecame‘highly centralized and.
aﬁthéritarian. Political competition and the gtruggle for.
ﬁowerrntvthe centre became very acute. in order to retaln
power. in the face of serious challenges from other quanﬁers,
both rezl and 1mag1nary, Obote,Was increasingly forced

to place his most trusted men in the key branohes‘of the
state apparatus. A4s it turned out these mén happenedbto be
,memﬁers of hig own ethnic group, the Léngi, or thosééfrom
the ethnic group closely allied owlturally to Obote's,

the Aeholis.zs Such & preéon&érance of people from g few
ethnic groups in the key centres of pewer gave ﬁhe.oﬁh&n
ethnice groups, which happened to represent the majority,

a feeling of being politically dominated. This. gewé further
impetus to other groups tio struggle to control politiecal

~ powex at the centre.

7 The: magnltude of group struggle for power was dramatized
violently by the I9TI military ecoup led by Idi Amin. Among
the gzccusgzstiong levelled at Obote by the coup leaders was
his.fayouriﬁism for the Langl and Acholi, partiocularly in.
the gy and intelligence servioes. .Follawing the initial
success of the coup, Amin and his ewhnicallywdetermined
supporters proceeded to elimingte the Langi and Acholi from
the army and to do precisely what they had scoused Obote:

of doing. He established a hegemony that controlled
political and milita;y power for eight years which was based
on g ocoglition of ethnic groups from the West Nile dgtrict
~gnd southern Sudan to whicthmin belonged or had close affinity.
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After the fzll of Idl Amln in 1979 and the bwo-year
interim period of the Uggnda Natlonai leeratlon Front (UNLF)
administrations, Milton Obote and hlSAUPC parrj came 1nto
power. for the second tJ.me round follomng the disputed I980
generalvelectlonsa Once: again, he establlsqed a, government
- that was propped up-by the domlnance of +the Langl and Acholi
in the Ugandg Ngtional leeratlon Army (UNLA) 26 In response
to this development, znd partlcularly to the w1despr&ad
belief that the 1980 elections had been rlaged in favour
of the UPC, 21 Yoweri MuseVenl organlzed a resgistance movement
and g guerilla srmy, both of which came to be domlnated by
“the southern Bantu,.mosﬁ'notably the Bahyankole and th@
Baganda. Then in & crude tw1st of history, trouble Eeveloped
~within the Acholi-Langi alliance in the UNLA when Obote was
- gocused in egrly 1985 of his old problem of ethnic
feyourafism. The Acholi officers accused him of favouring
the Langi over the Acholi in gppointments to top military
positions.?® In July of that year, the Acholi Officems

. under the leadership of General Tito Okello, the UNLA

- Commgnder, and the northern Brigade Commander, Bazilio Okello,
broke ranks with their traditional Lghgi alliesg and oventhrew
Obote! s government in g military coup. The new»Head of State,
General Tito Okello, proceeded to establish a coglition
government.in which the Acholis Were evidently in domingnt
positions both in government emd the mrmy.20 But Okello's
government was to be shortlived because mix months later

in Jénuary 1986; it was removed from power by the force of |
 zrms of the NRA. Following the collapse of Okello's govern-
‘ment and the disintegration of the UNLA, Yoweri Museveni
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egtablished g government, ourrently in power, wh.xch is
dominzted by the southern Bantu. O e :

'Thus, poli’cﬁ.oal conflicts and violenoce in_Uganda hgve.
tended o aoquire ethnic dlmensions in revent years because
of the exoessive: centrzlization éf_: powérz'which has Ted the
struggle o control the centre to be'wvery intense indeed
among the elite members of e'thnic groups. In this struggle,
political =znd military eiite*s have tended to mobilize and
use: their ethnic baseé gnd resources, such as mlll‘ta;lty
'ma:npower, in order to struggle effectively to con’ﬁroi political.
powér. at the c}entraa Hence, the seemingly é-‘thnio oonﬂ.‘icts
and hostility in Ugandaz are basically political conflicts
origingting from the struggle for popular,demo cracy and
pblitic%,i participation, As long as the active polltlcal
ell tes are by the ex:Lstlng political structu.re requlreﬁ. 110 .
participate only in one centre of power at the nationagl level,
“the struggle for power wili contimue to reflect itself in
- Seémingly inter-ethnic coni‘lict. and violeroe. And as long
as “che old mutual auspecion contlnues to exist a,mong ethnie
groups along the southern-northern d.'Lv:Lde, the more dlfflmﬂ't
1t will be to achieve & natlonal oonsensus Wl’llCh J.s so vital

for poll ti cml stazbility.

POLLTICAL DECENT&A;IZQQIONAAND POLITICAL STABILITY 7
. I heve persigtently argued in this essay that politicsl
- centralization intensifies conflicts among (ethnic) groups
while decentrglization of power. tends to diffuse such
_conflicts. Basing analysls on the colomial system of local
government and the provisions of political plurslism in the
Independence Constitution, I have shown how the i spersal of
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power and respon31b111ty among many local polltical uni ts

' in Uganda tended o work in favour of polltlcal stagbility
by keeplnv polltlcal confllcts among ethnlo groups at the
lhwesh'lvel. Wee haweademonstrated further how the gbolition

5r polltlcal decentralization in 1966 and the subsequent
conoentratlon of power at the oentre, increased the tempo
of polltlcal confliot that led fto the development of 3
culture of violence and endemic political instability.
With reference-to the Nigemian post—~independence experiense
we propose in this Iast?seotion of the paper to take a.
further, if brief, look}at how: political decentralization
ma& proVide g viable framemork for politiOal stability by
decongestlng the eentre of excessive political conflict

V'and underouttlng the potentiglities of ethnic atagonism,

THE NIGERIAN EXPERTENCE

Nigeria emerged into independence in 1960 with a three—
‘region federal struoture;il Each reglon,mnamely, the
Northern, Western and Egstern gegibné; WES‘Organizéd around
a domingnt ethnic groupt the Hgusa/Fulani in the noxth, =
- the Yoruba in the West znd the Igbo in the East. The federal

arrangement provided each congtituent unit with a regionaﬁ

government, hegded by a,Premier; and with a.Regional Asseﬁﬁly

constituted by elected nepréséntatives'és the centfefof :
political activity. This<arrangemeﬁt énoouraged ﬁhe.devélop«'
ment snd functioning of regionally-based political ﬁanties.
Indeed, such parties existed znd controlled the govefnments
in thelr own régions; Thus the Northern Peoples Congress

(NPC) led by Sir Ahmzdu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto

controlled the Northemn Regional government, Chiof ObafemiA
Awolowo's Action Group (AG) was domingnt in he Western regiony
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‘while Dr. Knamdi Azikiwe Ied the Nﬁyioﬁa1100unoil of;Nigerian
Citizens (NCNC), = party that was in gdvernmeﬁt in the Egstern
region, 3By and large, the federal"gOVerhmenf rémainéd & weak
outfit that was mun by = wesk coalition of the regionally-
based political parties, the control of which was an
unattractive proposition for many leadlng p011t101ans:32
The preoccupstion of the political partles then was to be
supreme in their own reglons. The reglons,“therafora3 xathar
than the federal centrezbaoamé'areas of intense :
political participgtion and aotivity.- . :

The three-region federal structufe,‘hGWever,'ﬁended to
mask greatly the multi-ethnic nature of the Nigerian society.
The fact was that the three main eﬁhnic>groups around whieh
the federal structure was organized, dominated otheﬁ important,
and in many ogses very large, groups within the regions. .

For example, the Hausa/Fulani in the north were seen to
dominate other politicglly important groups such as the Tiv
and the Idoma. Similarly, in the West, the majority Yozubs
dominafed‘many mid-west ethnic groups while in the East

the Igbdé'dominated thes equally sociglly advanced Efiks and
Ibibios.m Such an arrangement, therefore, became a source
of cbnstant friction znd tension between ethnic groups within
the Teiinng ol betme & Disbs o0 U aitiwn P on e
demands for ﬁurthen:expénsion of autonomous centres of power
to meet the political aspirations of other important ethnic
groups. | | v

It was precisely in response*fo such demandé and -
pressureg that the Mid-West region centred around the Benin

ethnic groups, was cunved out of the Westorn region in 1963
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b Bacome e Tounin region of the Nigerian federation,
While\ﬁhis.aptioﬂ gave poli%icai‘soiace to mid-western
ethnic groups, it certainly acted to fuel the demandsﬁof’ -
other;‘minority"grouPEéalsewhere for 'loczl self=deter= %,
ﬁination.‘ Such demgnds becamé so widespread and reached
guch high degrees of intensity that they were seen by many
obgervers as constituting the gregtest threat to the survival
of the Nigeriaﬁ'naﬁion a8 a single political entity. This
Was ﬁhé stéte of aifairs when the first military tekeover
of the féderal government occured in Jznuary 1966 under
the leadership of an Igbo commagnder, Generzgl Ironsi.

- Like many othen:alarméd’Nigerigﬁ legders at the time,
General Ironsi mistook the demands for further expansion
of centres of power and democratizgtion of the political
sﬁrucfgré‘fgr gigns of political disintegration of the
Nigerian state. In an attempt to quell what he saw as the
forces of disintegrstion, he"prcéeeded to promulgate a decree
that gbolished federzlism gnd imposed a unitary form of %[
government in its place throughout Zfﬁgunfry.' Thig getion
created more problems thgn it solved; in fact, it mede
mgtters worse, The: demands for the resto;ation of federzlism
in its expgnded form, ags earlier demznded, beozme intensified.
Political calculgtion would have required General Ironsi o
back down. But hig ingistance on the centrglization of
power under one unitary govermment led to the tragic end of
hig regime and his life in a‘counterpcdup of July 1966.

On gssumption of power, the new military léaders under

“the leadership of Lt.Col. Yakubu Gowon immedigtely recognized

the reglity. And the reglity was that the best way %o
diffuse politicgl temsion and ethnic conflicts was not to
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narrow aieaS»of‘participation through ﬁhévprocess_of politiecgl
centralization but mather to expadd them furthar:ﬁhnbugh |
dec&nﬁralization and cregtion of greater numbens’ of. o
autonomous centres of power. In one of his’first féw_ .
decisions in office, therefore, Gowon announced the creation
of the twelve-state federal structure that gave‘oonsiderabie
céndessions to the demands of many ethnic groups for greater
political decentralization. The civil war that exupted

_ between the former Bastern region which styled itself as
Biagfrg and the federal forces prevented the immedicate

‘ implementation of the new federal system. But when the war
~ ended in 1970, Nigerign federglism began to thrive agazin on
the ﬁew twelve-gtate structure.

Although the division of the country into'twelve’sfaﬁes
was certainly an improvement on the former. four-region
structure, the exercise: was not based on careful study ana
thought. On the contrary, it was a haphazard decision that
was teken to diffuse @ serious political situation at the
time. Accordingly, in demarcating state boundaries, no

seribus considersation was underteken in grouping ethniec
units tdgether,bn the basig of gffinities or ocompgtibilities.
The ﬁwélVéustate structure was basically g replication of
the old colonial provincial structure., Therefore, many
ethnio groups found themselvesweithen:diviaed across state
boundaries or seriously dominated by others, Accordingly,
_th'e demgnds for more. states continued to be championed by
wamany ethnic groups thmoughout the country.

Following the coup of July 1975 that toppled the Gowon
regime; @ high ﬁvwered Commigsion on the Cregtion of New

States was set up-td study the prbblém‘carefully and
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recommend on how ﬁhe problem was to be solved on g more or
"less permanent baﬁls.' Baslng on tﬂ; recommendatlons of
comm1551on, the present n1neﬁeen~ state federal gtructure:
Was astabllshed. Latez on 1n 1976 ngerlan federgliam

Was stren thanad an& perfected by the establlshment of

'an elgborate systam of’Local Government which provided even
greater.onportunlty for polltlcal parﬁlclpatlon and decision=
maklng at the very local level. E
In mgrkad contrast with many other African countries,
'ﬁhéreiore, the political tzends,in Nigeria since independence
rhaye been in the direction of greater expansion of politicgl
pluraligm through increased decentrglization of power agnd
diversificgtion ofjcentres of political participation.

The Nigerian federglism is constituted by three tiers of
government. At the lowest level, there are:ﬁhe:mdraa
numerous politicel and administrativer units in the -form of
Loéal Governments. These serve the needs of the local elites
and smaller ethnic. groupStfor participation and political
.}decisibn-making. At)a higher lewvel, there gre the largex
aentréﬁ of power in the form of states with all,oompllments
'of the ingtitutisng gnd resouices:af government. It is at
fhé state level thal a greater number of Nigerian politiesl

. and administrativezeiites-aspir@ to participate. Then, .

there is the federgl centre who se polltical and gdminie .
st”atlve elites constltute a wealk coallﬁ1on of political
forces and ethnic groups in thevfederatlon,-_Alﬁhough.the
feéeral_centre oonfrols enormous nationgl resgources and
édmmands supreme power in.thg land, it is not the major

target of political activity. In po far as the states control
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"LIocal pesources and provide gerviceg that ave nearer to the
péople, izi't?hea states that constitute the main centres fox
meeting the politiczl and economic aspirations of the-
mgjority of the Nigerian people. Inc‘feed, Nigeriang within
Nigeria are identifiied on identify themselves on the bagsia
of the state of their origin . It is the state identity that
determines whall benefits one can get in terms of such things
as employment, scholarship or even g school gdminission for
. ones child. The state, therefore, is a political unit around
‘which peoples hopes, aspirations, sentiments and loyglties
are atitached. ]

In the final anslysis, the Nigerian experiment st the
atomizgtion 'of power has, since the Civil War, gone slong
way in providing z frzmework for politicszl harmony and
stability in the context of ethnic diversi‘ty.« What pertglns

in Mgeria now is not =z situation of conflict and hostility

. smong ethnic groups, as was predomingntly the ocase durwing

the eras of the three=negion power structure when the base
of participgtion wes still nzrrow for many elites, but =
situgtion of competition aznd rivalry among them. Ethnie
groups organized in states compste with each other for the
allocation of federal resources; they compete among them—
selves for the gchievement of further natgs of development
~in terms of good moads, number of schools, hospitals, number
of dogtors and other highly qualified personnel. In this
sense, political decemtrglization in I\Tigerié has not only
provided a basis for the control of inter—ethnic conflicts
but has also given impetus to g dynamic procesgs of social

and economic progress in the ocountry.
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. CONCLUSION % ; ;
7  “1 In citing the Nigerian example here, the ddeg is

certainly pot‘tp_aﬂﬁﬁﬁat§~£0r thai‘cduntry?s,sﬁyle of
governmental organizabion as-a political device for
” control1;hg politicgl violence and inter~ethnio oconflicts
in.Ugandé, Rather, the purpose has been to demongtrate,
boarrowing from thgi example, the importiance of the principle
of political deqentralization in the control of group
conflict, particularly of ethnic kind. . As has been indicated,
this principle: was first tried in Uganda by the colonigl
government in the 1950s with remaxkable success.. And before
its dissolution in 1962, the sgame government embodied the:
saﬁe principle in the Independence Congtitution. For the
first three or four years, the principle of the existanee
of diverse oentres of power was tolerated. Thig ensured
political stability for the country during the period.
Not until 1966 when this principle was grossly violated and
then Obote embarked relentlessly on the process of political
gentrelization, that the period of zoute conflict and
violence which Has since charameterized Uggnda's political

life gctuglly set ins

It should be: pointed out that decentralization of

power gnd unitarism zs a system of government are not.
mutuslly exclusives It is perfectly possible to have a
strong central government existing side by side and in
harmony with a strong system of local govertment. What is
neoegsary is to broaden arveas of political participation
and decision~-msking by creating local politiocsl units that
individually or collectively ognnot successfully challenge
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and cripple the centre. Such amount of power and responsi-
bility are then surzendered to them to perform functions
and pﬁnvide services ﬁb the loocsl people that are basically
complementary to those of the centre. It is a strong
sstem of looal ggveﬁnm&nﬁ.ﬂhat.can provide the much degired
bpﬁontuniﬁies fbr.eﬁhnic gﬁoups-to manage affalrs that are
of vital intervest to them. I+ is the same system that can
gatisfy the needs of the masses of people for populsn
demoéracy. And iﬁ:is=the‘sgtisfaction Qf“these basic
pblitical.needs that con minimize the incidenoce of politiecal
conflict and violence in‘Uganda,and ensure the poiiticali

stability and soecio~economic progress >f the oountry.
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FOOTNOTES = ‘n. - '

For o definition gnd discussien.of the oconcept of
pluralism see, azmong othens, David'B, Truman,
The Governmentgl Process, (New York: Knopf, 1960);.

' Harry Eokstein, Division and Cohe:s:.on in Demoorscy,
- (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966);
- Lo Kuper and M.G. Smith (eds), Plurplism in Africa,

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: Umve:cm“by of Cglifornia
Press, . 1969)

The link between plitieal democracy and sooial
pluralism is contiained in the writings of many theorists
of libersl- demoneracy. See, for ingtance, William

. Kornhauser, The Politics of Mass Society, (New York:.

The Free Press, 1959); Seymour Lipset, Political Man,
(New York: Doubleday, 1960); Gabriel Almond and Sidney
Verba, The Civie Culture, (Princeton: Prinoceton
University Press, 1963)and Robert Dghl, (ed.), Political
Opposition in Westemn Democracy (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1966). '

For @nothezr critique of the socigl pluralist inter-
pretation of democracy see, Peter Bachrach, The Theor:
of Democratic Elitiem (Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1967). :

The cultural plurslism model owes its insgpiration to
J,8, Purniwgl's sgtudy of the relations between the
cultural and recisl groups in colonizl India and
Burmz. See his Colo: 'al Policy and. \Praiotice'

(London: Cambmidge: University Press, 1948') ‘Those who
have -applied this model to the gtudy. of oontempora:oy
societies includey M.G. Smith, The Plu:nfg. Society in
the British West. Indles (Berkeley. University of
Gallfforma Press; 1965) and Leo Despress, Cultumal
Plurglsim and Notionelist Politics in British Cw
(Chloago. Ranal Mcna,ld, 1967)
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Leo Kuper gnd M,G. Smith, Plung; 1-in Africa, op.cit.
espeociglly the: Introductory Chapter.

For an outline of the history and political develop=
ments of colonizl Ugamds see, K. Ingham, The Making of
Modern Ugands (London: George Allen & Unwin Itd., 1958)
and David Aptem, The Political Kingdom in Ugands
(Princeton: Princeton Univer&ity Press, 1961),

£

See Apter, ibid.

See, Ugandsg Governmment, Ugands Congtitutional
Instruments (The Constitution of Uganda in Foxrce)

(Government Printer: Entebbe, 1963),.

See Artiocle 74(1) and (2) and Schedule 7 of the 1962
Constitution of Uganda. .

Prominent among contemporaries who held leading politieal
positiong in the Kgbaka's Govennmen%'are the - present
Bdueation Minister in the NRM/NRA.government, 3.5, Mayangas
Nkangi, who held the position of Katikkiro (Prime Minister)

~ in the early 1960s and Abubzkax Mayanja, presently the

13.

L4,

Minisgter of Informgtion, who at one time gserved as
Minister of Educgtion in the Buganda Government.

See the Constitutiongl Heads (Elections) Aot, No.66
of 1963 (Entebbe: Government Printer, 1963) o

For exgmple Chemonges relinguished hig seat in
Parlisment to become the Congtitutional Head of Sebei
digirict with the title of "Kingoo of Sebell.

The most'pnﬁﬁically'signiinant'confliot or dispute

of the time was the long outstsnding dispute that
existed between Bunyoro and Buganda over-the 'lost
countieg'. The "lost couhties"fWere traots of land
that belonged to the Kingdom of Bunyoro before Britain
imposed.- oolonlallsm over Uganda but which were given to
Buganda, first as a punlshmentxﬁn Bunyoro for re51sting

/\‘
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the oolonlal 1nn@d1ng armles and secondly, as = presenﬁ
to Buganda for assisting the Brltlsh to defeat the

- Bunyoro resistance. After successfully do&ﬁlng its

respongibility for settling the problem it had cregted,
the departing British Ieft it to; the government: of -
independent Uganda to setile by holdirg a refengndum

in the dlsputed counties after two years of 1nd&pendenoe.
Thls the centrgl government.under Prime-Minister Apolo
Milton Obote did and two of the counﬁles under dispute
were returned to Buhyord'ahd"the dispute was finglly
golved. :

The Kgbgka's Government resorted to ocourt litigation

each time it thought that the central government was
acting contrary te the provisions of and powers

conferred on it by the congtitution, Tor a discussion of
this see, Ali.A. Mazrui, "Violent Constitutionslism

in Uganda™, Governmment and Opposition, Vol. 11 No.4

(July - October I967), '

It was from the stragined relatlonshlps between the
governments of Buganda and Ugandea that the Kabzka and
the BugandaxLukllko-became mob;llzed to play increszs—
ingly activist moles in the affairs of-the central
government. Oﬁheﬁw1se, both the Kabaks and #he Lukiiko
had been interested prlmarlly in the Bugsgndz affairs.

See, A.G.G, GingyeraﬁPnyGWa, polo Milton Obota.and
Hig Times (New York, London, LangS: Nok Publishers,
1978), Introduction.,

The Kabaka Yekka (KY) was more of g politioalfmovem&nﬁ
then o political party. It emerged suddenly in early

© 1961 and spread rapidly throughout Buganda. As its

- nigme suggesta;i(Kébaka Yekka - Kabaka Only or King Only)

1% was-mainly interested in matters related %o

'Bug@mda, more:péﬁﬁicularly in the preservation of the

~ institution of the Kabgkaship.

I9.

gee, for instance, A.M. Obote, "The Footsteps of
Ugonda's Revolution", Eggt African Journal, VoX.V.
No.10, Octoben F968 znd A.G.G., Gingyera~Pinyowa, op.cit.
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The Democratlc Party led by Benedlcto Klm@muka;won

“the 1961 general elections to the Legislatlive Council
: which took Ugands into a period of internal self-

- government with Kiwgnuksg as the first'Prime Minister.

2l.
: _'for the DP,

223

23.

24"

25,

264

Out31de Buganda, the UPC won 38 seats agalnst 24 seats

For a full chromicle of the.1966 crisis by an insider

 gnd Teading perticipant see, Sir Bdward Mubesa,

The Desecration of My Kingdom (London: Constable, 1967).

See, Uganda Govermment, The Congtitution of the Republic
of Uganda (Entebbe: Govermment Printer, 1967),
Article 118 (1). '

e :
The main socialist document authored by Obote was
The Common Man's Charter, (Kampsla: Consolidated
Printers, 1969).

For instance, Obote’s cousin, Akeng Adoﬁo, was the
hezd of the powerful and much feared intelligence -
agency, the General Service Unit and it was generglly
known: that Obote was grooming Lt,Cols Oyite-Ojok and
M, Argqch, both of them from Obote's ethnic group, - forr
top leadership positions in the Uganda Army. See,

- A.G.G, Gingyers—~Pinycwa, op.cit. Dp.246.

Both the Army Commaznder, Gen. Tito Okello, gnd the

. Army Chief of Staff, Magj. Gen. OYlue—OJOk were Acholi

2

and Lanﬁl regpectively.

The olfums that the 1980 generszl elocta.ons in Uganda
were rigged in favour of the UPC were- gdvanced by the

~ opposition politicians and the Demooratic Party.
" See, for instance, "The rigged 1980 Ugands Genersl

Election”, A document gupplied by the DP secretariat,
Kampala and AW.F. Bwengye, The Agony of Ugandg: From
I1di Amin to Obote (London: Regency Presg, 1985).
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This was one mgjor reagson given for the July I985 coup
: : $

againgt Obote's govermment. of. General Toto Okello's

maiden address to the Nation carried by Radio Uganda

duly: 29, 1985,

The Military strongmsn, Bagzilio Okello, a close ally
of Gemeral Tito Okello, was made the Commgnder of

Defence Forces'. The Cgbinet gnd sppointments to top
pogitions in parastatals reflected clearly the dominagnce
of the Acholis.

Again one needs to look at the ethnic composition of
the Cabinet and top Commonders of the NRA to sees the
preponderance of people from the southern Bantu.

The discussion of the Nigerian federalism and its

problems that follows is based lgrgely on Professor
E.O. Awzls two. books: Federal Government in Nigerig
(Berkeley: Univemsity of Czlifornia Press, 1964) and

- Issueg in Federaliem EBnugu: Fourth Dimension, 1976).

At independence gnd after the genersl elections of

1965, the Coglition federal government.was made up by
two reglonglly-based political parties, namely, the

NPC and the NCNC., The regions were so powerful and

the ocontrol of their govermments more gttractive than
the gontrol of federzl government that the most
powerful politician of the time, Alhgji Sir Ahmgdu Bello
decided at. indevendence to remgin ag the Premier of the
Northern Region and to.send his protege, Alhaji Sir
Abubskar Tafawz Bzlewa, to heasd the Federal Government
as Prime Minister on behalf of the majority NPC party
of which Alhgji Sir Ahmadu Bello himgelf was the lemders
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