
1

‘Patriotism and Citizenship:   
Should Citizens be taught to be Patriotic, 

How and by Who’

CBR Civic Education Policy Brief No. 12, 
August 2019

DGF Program Manager, Mr. Gilbert Matabi contributing to the discussions on Citizenship 
and Patriotism at the 12th Monthly Expert Seminar which was held on July 30, 2019.



2

Introduction
Centre for Basic Research (CBR) is implementing a three year project titled: ‘Strengthening Evidence-based Democratic Governance Agenda Setting 
and Engagement by Civil Society in Uganda’. The project is supported by Democracy Governance Facility (DGF). As part of the project, CBR conducts 
Monthly Expert Seminars on critical Civic Education issues to generate public discussions around selected thematic areas ranging from social, political, 
religious, cultural and economic perspectives on civic education. 

The Monthly Expert Seminars are an avenue for the convergence between theories and the practices of Civic Education in Uganda in general. They 
provide opportunities for Civic Education practitioners for engaging with emerging issues from on-going civic education initiatives and researches to 
understand not only the contribution of the civic education that has been so far undertaken by the state and non-state actors, their approaches, delivery 
mechanisms and impact, but also the intellectual debates on the appropriateness of the civic knowledge generated in which are embodied the country’s 
core national values and principles. 

The 12th Monthly Expert Seminar on Civic Education, which was held at Centre for Basic Research, Kampala, on July 30, 2019, sought to unravel the 
link between patriotism and nationalism by interrogating the philosophy and history of patriotism in Uganda’s context, including understanding how it is 
defined and its meaning, as well as discerning how it can be taught and measured. The keynote speech was delivered by the Executive Director, Centre 
for Basic Research, Dr. Sallie Simba Kayunga, on the topic: ‘Patriotism and Citizenship: Should Citizens be taught to be Patriotic, How and by Who’. Mr. 
Dave Tsimba-Ngendo, a PhD Fellow at Makerere Institute of Social Research was a discussant.

Issues raised in the Keynote address on Patriotism and Citizenship:
The seminar was informed that patriotism originated from a Latin word ‘patria’ which means fatherland, and ‘Patriota’ which refers to  countrymen; from 
both of which the idea of loving of one’s father/motherland was underlined. Patriotism has therefore been variously understood not only as a form of 
‘psychological’ attachment to one’s nation, or the incarnation of national pride; and sometimes as a special affection for one’s country.

It was revealed that while ‘patriotism’ and ‘nationalism’ are often used interchangeably, largely because both involve love of, identification with, and 
special concern for a certain entity, portraying some form of convergence at the level of  beliefs and attitudes; theoretically they mean different things. 
Nationalism has a doctrinal character and embodies the belief that the nation is in some way the central principle of political organization, while patriotism 
provides the effective basis for that belief. Patriotism underpins all forms of forms of nationalism.

The best distinction between the two has been made by George Orwell who contrasted the two in terms of aggressive vs. defensive attitudes. 
Nationalism is concerned about power, its adherents want to acquire as much power and prestige as possible for their nation, in which they submerge 
their individuality. There is a sense in which nationalism is characterized by aggressiveness. Patriotism on the other hand is defensive in the sense it 
characterizes a devotion to a particular place and a way of life one thinks best, but has no wish to impose on others. 

The seminar was told that the ‘Global International Social Survey Project Framework’ uses four indicators to measure patriotism: (i) How close one 
feels toward one’s country (emotional attachment to it); (ii) How strongly one feels about being a citizen of their country; (iii) How important is it to feel 
as a member of the country of one’s citizenship, and (iv) whether you would support one’s country even if it was in the wrong”. A series of other highly 
subjective parameters are used to assess the depth and intensity of patriotism, including: governance issues, policies, laws and achievements in 
development. 

Philosophical debates on patriotism are as old as history itself, and it must be understood that attachment to the polity predates the formation of the 
modern state. Thucydides epic of the Peloponnesian War of 5 BC, Aristotle recommendation to exclusion foreigners from citizenship, and Machiavelli’s 
declaration that interests of one’s country override any moral consideration with which they might come into conflict attest to this. But it is noteworthy that  
in 18th century Europe,  royalty to the state was considered in contrast to loyalty to the church.

The keynote speaker pointed out that patriotism has been the subject of much debate by political theorists and empirical studies, some in favor of 
patriotism, other radically opposed to it. For its part, liberalism has  justified patriotism on 4 main grounds: (a) that the state is modeled on the family 
where it is an accepted part of common sense morality that we have duties to our family members that we do not have toward non-family members; 
(b) that the mere fact of sharing a state with someone else gives us a reason to prioritize their interests over those of foreigners because our political 
choices will result in laws which they are bound to obey; (c) that patriotism facilitates the stability of the (just) liberal state; and lastly; (d) that patriotism 
is instrumental for distributive justice.

There are also radical critiques of patriotism, beginning from Voltaire, for whom ‘a good patriot had to necessarily become the enemy of the rest of 
mankind’, to  Karl Marx for whom ‘working men have no country’, to Leo Tolstoy who considered ‘patriotism both stupid and immoral’.

Debate on the necessity or worthlessness of teaching patriotism have also been intense. Those in favor see such teaching as the only way to develop 
the qualities of character that mark true citizens: courage, responsibility, gratitude to forebears and a self-sacrificing devotion to the common good. On 
the opposite side are those who argue that we should not teach people to be patriotic because ‘national identities are biased in favor of the dominant 
cultural group, the group that has historically dominated society and that patriotic presentation of history requires whitewashing and distorting the truth 
about what happened and why’.

For the immediate post-independence period, patriotism was an instrument of nation building in Uganda, whereby ethnicity and other forms of identities 
were viewed as a mark of ‘false’ coconsciousness and were pre-modern, therefore the need for a political arrangement that negated them. A highly 
centralized state system in the 1960s aimed at universal values, to which all citizens had to adhere to, abolishing traditional institutions for creating 
divided royalties. Royalty to the state was seen as singular and indivisible. The eventual failure of the nation-building project resulted into the triumph of 
liberalism, globalization and the end of geographically determined nation state; giving rise to identity politics and the emergency of multiculturalism as 
a dominant discourse.

Up to the late 1980s, priority was given to the inculcation of civic virtues through the formal education system, where the hoisting the national flag, the 
parade, singing the national anthem and presence of the portrait of the head of state, as a symbol of the nation were important. There was a  civics 
component of the curriculum which consisted largely of teaching the government structure and knowledge of leadership at the different levels.

There have been searches for where to locate patriotism as subject matter, and many voices have pointed to history as the most appropriate subject. But 
this subject itself has several aspects that are contested. First, history is the story of the victor, secondly, history is his story and not her story. 

One also can pose a question whether in all cases the history of the nation state is really worth celebrating. For Uganda, there has been little content in 
the education setting on the history of Uganda. Worse still, Uganda’s heroes have remained largely regime-specific. The study of history had remained 
optional at certain levels of education, yet the subject matter of Political Education, which was also discontinued, used to cover world revolutions with 
limited contents on Uganda’s revolutionary history.

 This is where Chaka Mchaka and the ‘democratization’ of the instruments of coercion intervened with the training in Patriotism launched by the President 
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Museveni in 2009 at Uganda Police Training School Kabalye, Masindi District. Eligibility for the course was subjective selection of students who were 
active members of the patriotic clubs in their schools. The selection was not inclusive as students whose examination results qualify them for admission 
to post secondary institutions of learning, with a minimum 10 points were the only ones who stood a chance.

The objectives of the course included: (i) inculcating the norms and values of patriotism among the students of Uganda; (ii) having the participants 
appreciate the core values and spirit of patriotism- love for Uganda, hard work, unity, service to the community and love for self; (iii) training in leadership 
skills as they are soon to assume positions of responsibility in society; (iv) enhancing discipline, productivity, health minds and lifestyles through physical 
exercises, elementary parade drills and introduction to plant and animal husbandry; (v) promoting cultural values, tradition, performance and songs, 
and; (vi) introduce to the students basic security and self defense skills, including detection of terrorism signals. 

The course content was also specific, covering the following: Comprehensive history of Uganda; Constitutionalism and governance; Laws of social 
development and socio-economic formations; Philosophy, defined as the science of understanding natural and human phenomena; Topics of  ‘Common 
Good’; Financial literacy and mind set change; Regional integration and pan-Africanism; Combating corruption; New Trends in HIV/AIDS; Uganda 
Vision 2040; Statistical trends in Uganda’s economy; Environmental and wildlife fauna and flora conservation, among others.

The impact and outcomes of this strategy have not been assessed yet, and we must continue to grapple with crafting more comprehensive and effective 
approaches to inculcating patriotism, including through civic education engagements. 

Key issues raised in the Plenary Discussions
The seminar heard that post-independence Uganda has been dominated by debates on how to make meaning of the post-colonial nation-state. Africans 
need to take charge of this debate, so as to decide where to draw citizenship, whether from blood ties, constitutional law, or from the soil as claimed in 
birther and ancestral-burial-place discourses. Ironically, even in advanced countries such as USA forged by migrants from Europe, citizenship source 
continues to be a source of controversy.

It was noted that while African countries are colonial constructs, there must have been some wisdom in upholding colonial borders and considering them 
sacrosanct. This highlights the difficulty of forging a functional polity in a context devoid of a common political history. Is it possible to resolve patriotism 
issues before citizenship issues have been clarified? How can we deal with issues of dual citizenship? Can those who claim more than one citizenship 
be trusted? In recent times, issues of economic interests seem to be driving the adoption of dual citizenship, to make it possible for the diaspora to 
invest in their countries of origin, even after securing the citizenship of the countries where they have migrated and made financial capital.

This is a paradox in the sense that the time when active citizenship and patriotism are being promoted intensively, tribalism and ethnic identities have 
also emerged and become very vibrant. Can patriotism co-exist with such tribal identities? The post-election violence of 2007 in Kenya showed how 
fragile African states still are. The thin line between patriotism and xenophobia was also manifested in South Africa, where Africans from other countries 
were mercilessly attacked by indigenes, suggesting that there exists a threshold beyond which certain forms of patriotism cease to be positive.

How should patriotism be taught? Is knowing all the stanzas of the country’s national anthem an indicator that  a citizen loves his country? The question 
of how the state values and appreciates its citizens is important. If a state gives tax incentives to foreign investors while ignoring its indigenous local 
investors, patriotism will be weakened. The same happens when jobs become so liberalized that citizens of other countries find it easier to access jobs 
which would have been reserved for Ugandans. In Kenya, deliberate efforts have been made to nationalize the labor force. In China, rural communities 
champion development in such a way that people from other provinces have severe restrictions on migrating, working or studying in areas where 
they were not born. It is not yet clear whether capitalism and class identities can substantively erode tribalism and ethnic identities, hence impacting 
citizenship.

The seminar heard that there was no straightforward answer as to whether citizens can be taught to be patriotic and why. The subject of dual 
citizenship is complex when patriotism is under test. If, for example, a war breaks out between two countries to which a person claims affinity to and 
citizenship, where would one’s loyalty lie? Are there instances where multiple identities don’t lead to reduced  patriotism? 

The growth of capitalism and its impact on nationalism requires examination. The French team that won the FIFA World cup had footballers who 
originally hailed from diverse countries all over the globe. This was also visible in the Germany national team. Foreigners in these teams had been 
thoroughly assimilated through deliberate socialization. The tendency of the state is to homogenize the multi-ethnic diversities that it contains. This itself 
poses real challenges. 

From the point of view of nationalism and patriotism, how should we read into the recent inter and intra-community ethnic clashes (for example over 
Apaa land)? It is a fact that ethnic groups that were divided by the international borders have for long been used to inviting their relatives across the 
borders for celebrations of national events and festivals. Can such lived experiences be tapped into for harmonious co-existence between states?

The seminar was informed that patriotism is much more complex than is often acknowledged. Originally, patriotism was defined in the West where 
conditions were very specific and different. This means we need to domesticate this concept to our specific contexts. In certain circumstances, the 
Baganda for example consider all people from outside Buganda ‘abagwira’ (foreigners), the same way they consider non-Ugandans. 

The seminar heard that the teaching of patriotism requires an independently constructed curriculum to the extent patriotism in Uganda sometimes 
manifests regime-specificities. It is only then that patriotism can outlast regimes. One reason why political education was recently removed from the 
education curriculum may have been because it was started at the time when a different regime was in power.

The seminar was informed that there are two main reasons for studying history: (a) to explain why things happened, and; (b) to identify lessons that 
can enable us to avoid past errors. This means in writing the history of Uganda, it is important to divorce history from those who write it. Putting 
horns on a pig cannot change it into a cow. Even if you color history, aspects of the truth will remain discernible. It was acknowledged that the 
teaching of the history of Uganda should not only be done at university as is the case now. The fear that history may be selective and tell the story of 
the winners will no longer be relevant with the advent of history from below (subaltern history, environmental history and social history). 

The teaching of the history of NRM can therefore not focus only on the positive achievements of NRM, while leaving out its negative outcomes. 
History and heroes cannot be regime specific in the same way loving one’s country cannot be regime specific. It should outlive regimes. History is 
dynamic, and our knowledge of it must be sound, or else other people will construct our history for us. On the issue of who should teach history, 
the primary responsibility must be on parents to their children. All things learnt at this early stage become so embedded that they cannot be 
dislodged easily.

The relationship between capitalism, modernity and identity has been very complex, and the prophecy that capitalism would loosen all other 
attachments has not been born out by history. Some of the attachments have remained resilient, as evidenced by Kenya and South Africa where 
capitalism has made huge advances but still ethnic and xenophobic sentiments have remained very high. This is worthy investigating. There is a 
tendency for new converts from the margins to manifest radical zeal for the new identities they acquire later. Historically, Xenophobic movements 
have been led by those who just entered late. In Africa, Kaunda was not originally from Zambia, and Alassane Outtarra in Ivory Coast was originally 
from a neighboring country, but this did not reduce their participation and engagement in the national affairs of their adopted countries.
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If patriotism refers to love for the country, then it is not only citizens that always love their country. Citizens are obliged to love their country for reasons 
of basic survival as a group, which requires that people must subdue their individual interest to the group’s. Patriotism guarantees strategic security 
of a group. Economic interests have over time come to dominate all other considerations. It is noteworthy that countries that seem most patriotic are 
essentially multi-ethnic, discounting homogeneity as the only condition for patriotism to manifest. As the cradle of civilization, Africa must recognize that 
small polities are weak economically and politically, otherwise it will continue to be dominated.

Arguments that love of one’s country is natural and therefore patriotism be left to nature can be misleading. Love can, and needs to be taught, learnt 
and nurtured. Persons can learn to value those things that matter most to them. Repeated actions and symbols like anthems, flags and national service 
are important. It is not accidental that most elected leaders in America have a military history where these symbolic actions have exerted a cumulative 
effect. Material conditions can only be bettered quickly if you love what you do and who you are. After all, if you do not love what you have, others will 
easily take it from you. Then you will become their slave and be at their mercy. In this sense therefore, patriotism cannot be considered a romantic 
notion which one is at liberty to choose or ignore. It is a strategic necessity.

From the national vantage point, borders can be an institution for 'othering', and therefore exclusion. For patriotism, it would be interesting to get 
insights from the lived experiences of citizens who live at the margins of borders, particularly to understand how they negotiate market participation as 
well as access to services. Their citizenship loyalties, rather than being diluted, is actually very strong, different and complex from those who inhabit 
hinterlands.

Uganda needs to take stock of the impact of patriotism on its body politic. The National Leadership Institute (NALI) at Kyankwanzi has been 
doing intensive patriotism training for many years, and a tracking study on the impact of this training over the years needs to be done. It is important to 
consider what would be required to detach patriotism from regime specificity, which would enable Ugandans appreciate that citizenship and patriotism 
are not synonymous. For citizens, how the government responds to their immediate challenges and dangers can increase or reduce their sense of 
belonging and level of engagement.

The seminar agreed with the sentiment that to enhance patriotism, it was necessary to look beyond formal channels of imparting it through formal  
education; and should go beyond the teaching of national symbols, however important these are. It is quite possible to know all these symbols and still 
not love the country. The content of patriotism must be commensurate with the roles the various categories of citizens play. It is wrong to blame all 
the governance deficits we face on the inadequacy of teaching patriotism. Patriotism can be socialized at the level of the family and the community 
and imparted on a continuous basis, in non-formal education settings. Services of institutions like NALI need to be decentralized by opening up smaller 
centers closer to the population, where local leaders can play some core roles.

Curriculum reform has been very slow to respond to the needs for re-invigorated needs for civic education. This makes the informal civic education, 
that is delivered through socialization of the young as the more effective mode of delivery of civic education. There is also need to pay attention to the 
silent curriculum of civic education through which patriotism is delivered. This also offers opportunities for customizing civic education to the local 
realities of the diverse contexts and realities across Uganda. It will also stem the tide of radicalization of the youth and unlock the doors of social, 
economic and political transformation   

Key policy Messages1.

2. Uganda has not yet ratified the African Charter on Democracy and Governance. More pressure needs to be exerted for this ratification because it 
will provide a point of reference on which the Ugandan state can be called to account.

3. While Vision 2040 makes it very clear that for Uganda to attain middle-income status, all its citizens must be mobilized to develop new mindsets that 
can transform this country, governance issues, including citizenship, patriotism and civic education have not yet been underscored as anchors of the 
democratic dispensation in the National Development Plan process. It was lacking in NDPI and II, and needs to be highlighted in the NDPIII process. 

4. Many stakeholders have called for curriculum reform to integrate civic education. However, limited concrete efforts in this direction have been 
undertaken. There is a need for a political process to generate consensus on civic education, its delivery mechanism as well as the actors who must 
champion its delivery. Curriculum development itself is mainly a technocratic exercise that can only translate what has been agreed as study content. 
National stakeholders in civic education need to push this agenda more actively.

5. The non-formal inculcation of civic virtues through socialization is also emerging as a critical field in which Uganda as a country must invest heavily. 
The reason for this is that those who access formal education are still the minority. Secondly, the business of values, ideology and mind-set change 
require continuous, concerted and integrated approaches that dictate that they cannot be left to any single stakeholder.

6. Government Ministries, Departments and Agencies that have strong mandates for patriotism and civic education must work together to reinforce 
each other’s undertaking in patriotism through civic education, and must be able to take stock of what impact they are making as a result of their 
interventions. It must be recognized that beyond the constitutionally mandated state actors, all government institutions have a role in imparting 
patriotism, be they production or service institutions. 

A cross section of the 
participants who attended 
the 12th Monthly Expert 
Seminar held on July 30, 
2019 at Centre for Basic 
Research, Kampala.




