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The CBR Executive Director, Prof. Sallie Simba Kayunga handing over to Maj. Gen. (Rtd.) Mugisha Muntu 
a copy on the 2016 General elections published by CBR titled ‘Controlling Consent’.
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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 considered as an important 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 Monthly Expert Seminars provide an interactive platform for researchers, academics, policy makers and the general 
public to continue with the debates on the practical necessities of how civic education can become a better vehicle for 
providing citizens with skills and tools with which to enter the market place of ideas to engage in a deliberative process 
in which ideals of the democracy we desire as a country are discussed openly and candidly to generate a minimum 
consensus aimed at enhancing tolerance of divergent political views and promoting peaceful coexistence. 

Through Monthly Expert Seminars participants and/or citizens are enabled to think beyond their current political, occupational, 
intellectual and cultural dispositions because they engage in critical inquiry into broader issues and conceptualization of 
civic education as well as discourse on the structural constraints in civic education pedagogy, its practical approaches and 
strategies as a way to understand how several ways democracy can strengthen citizenship. 

In other words, the Monthly Expert Seminars are aimed at influencing the democratic governance processes by enhancing 
on one hand, the responsiveness of government to needs of citizens through dialogue, and on the other, building a 
critical mass within the citizenry that understands the importance to listening and appreciating each other’s opinions and 
perspectives.

The theme for the 9th Expert Seminar was: ‘The Challenges of Contemporary Democracy Institutions, Traditions and 
Practices: What is the Way Forward for Uganda?’ It was delivered by Major General (Rtd) Mugisha Muntu, Founding Chair, 
Interim Committee for the Alliance for National Transformation (ANT) Political Party, and Former President of the Forum for 
Democratic Change (FDC) Political Party. The seminar was held on April 25, 2019 at Centre for Basic Research offices, 
Plot 15 Baskerville Avenue, Kololo.

Issues that Emerged from the Keynote Presentation and Plenary Discussions
The seminar heard from Dr. Frank Emmanuel Muhereza, the Coordinator, CBR Civic Education Project that Democratic 
institutions, traditions and practices which were inherited at independence have not worked as well as they should have, 
especially to the extent they do not bode well with the aspirations of building an all-inclusive political society. The ‘First-past-
the-post’ electoral practices in which the ‘winner-takes-all’ on one hand, and the Westminster Parliamentary democracy on 
the other hand, were never value-free institutional ideologies to the extent they completely disenfranchise large sections of 
the citizens, sowing seeds of never ending political discords.

Aren’t the contemporary democratic governance deficits, therefore, not an indictment of western democratic ideals 
and practices that we have embraced as an African country? Shouldn’t we, as well-meaning citizens, continue with the 
discussions that started in the anti-colonial nationalist struggles, about not only the need to identify, but also appropriate 
for our own adoption, only best-practices from the democratic institutions and traditions of the Westphalian state model? 
What kind of hybrid democratic institutions, traditions and practices can best suit the complexities of our rapidly changing 
political, economic, and cultural contexts?

Major General (Rtd) Mugisha Muntu stated that African countries have been facing a governance dilemma. Right from 
the 1960s when most countries attained independence, the post-colonial civilian regimes were short-lived. Most of these 
regimes quickly degenerated into dictatorial regimes. The 1980s were characterized by military coups that were justified 
by a desire to establish multi-party democracies. Where the latter were established, most had also degenerated into 
benevolent dictatorships. 

The above, according Maj. Gen. Muntu, calls for a need to reflect on the process that Uganda and other African countries 
underwent to become countries. Maj. Gen. Muntu argued that African countries never evolved the way other countries in 
Europe and America did. Uganda was a product of the Berlin Conference of 1884/5. Maj. Gen. Muntu wondered what would 
have happened to the map of Africa if Africans had not undergone colonialism; and the already advanced kingdoms like 
Buganda, Bunyoro, and Karagwe were allowed to evolve into nation-states. 

Maj. Gen. Muntu argued that as a result of colonialism, Africans were compelled to fit into institutions imposed on them by 
the colonial masters. These institutions were established, not for good governance, but rather for exploitation of natural and 
human resources of colonies in the interest of the colonialism. To-date, according to Maj. Gen. Muntu, all African countries 
were still trying to fit into these systems left behind from colonialism.
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Maj. Gen. Muntu contended that political parties in Uganda are core vehicle of governance. However, while political 
parties are supposed to play a critical role in civic education and in building and creating values, currently their focus 
is on removing the incumbent political regime; none is contemplating what an ideal Uganda should look like.

Maj. Gen. Muntu observed the discrepancy between expressed democratic principles and the practices, wondering 
why it exists. “Is it because of the characters of the actors? Should we change the systems of governance? Do we 
need democracy in order to progress and develop, since countries like China have developed minus democracy? 
What kind of political governance system should we adopt?” 

If the assumption is that democracy will lead to high standards of living, Maj. Gen. Muntu wondered why some of the 
most developed countries are also poor on democratic practices? The Nordic countries, the USA and Asian countries 
conduct democracy differently but they all have developed their economies. What is the problem, is it a cultural 
problem or a lack of a middle class?

It was acknowledged by seminar participants that the ‘winner-takes-all’ system is designed based on the western 
system of governance. The followed questions posed during the seminar stood out: Are the institutions we have for 
democracy the right institutions or should we look at a different framework? If the President wins by 60 percent how 
about the 40 percent who did not vote for him? Can ‘winner-take-all’ institutions of democracy guarantee all-inclusive 
political outcomes in which no one is left behind, which in essence is the intention of democracy? In ‘zero-sum’ 
political contestations, the losers are considered often out of magnanimity of those in charge otherwise, the tendency 
is for winners to exclude losers. 

Maj. Gen. Muntu told the seminar that the proportional representation system does not necessarily work as smoothly 
as it is thought of because it does not always produce the majority. The question of political minority is not only in 
the numbers, it is also in the way power is shared. The seminar heard that political governance is generally difficult 
where minorities hold power, especially in coalitions. It was proposed that instead, the country should build political 
institutions that emphasize certain minimum permissible values for whoever aspires for leadership at the highest level.

According to Maj. Gen. Muntu, Uganda needs to build a critical mass of political actors who can check themselves 
regarding the extent to which they uphold certain democratic ideals and values, of for example, equality before the 
law, fairness, transparency, and justice. Unfortunately, people who subscribe to these values are not in active politics. 
Maj. Gen. Muntu indicated that if the characters of the political actors do not change, then not even strong institutions 
will be helpful. There is a need to build a critical mass of political actors who have the consciousness to put country 
before everything else. For Maj. Gen. Muntu, the direction of governance institutions, which informs the country’s 
democracy outcomes, are influenced largely by the decisions made by the leaders in regimes. There are some 
examples on the African continent that can be referred to including Tanzania’s Late Mwalimu Nyerere, South Africa’s 
late Nelson Mandela and India’s late Indira Gandhi.

The seminar heard that those who deeply subscribe to democratic values can operate in any governance system and 
environment; implying that the problem of democracy was not structural, but the predisposition of the actors. Maj. 
Gen. Muntu asserted that “where we are in terms of politics is a direct result of the people we are; every society gets 
the leaders that they deserve.” Seminar participants were urged to study careful the history of countries that have 
moved on democratically to understand the kinds of leaders that they had. Maj. Gen. Muntu dared those who want 
equality before the law, rights and freedoms, asking them whether they were willing to die for these principles. 

Maj. Gen. Muntu reminded the seminar that there were now many examples on the African continent where citizens 
have spearheaded revolutions against authoritarian regimes; and the latter was possible because the citizens of these 
countries were willing to die for their freedoms. In Uganda, majority of the citizens are willing to tolerate the trampling 
on their freedoms and liberties as long as their basic needs are met. The seminar heard that many leaders ride on the 
need to protect citizens’ liberties and freedoms of citizens to come to power, but once in power, these same rights and 
freedoms cease to matter for others; and this was because power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.

For Maj. Gen. Muntu, beyond periodic elections, more effective alternative mechanisms need to be put in place 
obliging leaders to enter into social compacts with citizens ensuring that they do not backtrack on their promises 
about individual liberties and freedoms once they get into power. Seminar participants wondered why sections of the 
citizenry are always apt to praise those who amass wealth through corrupt ways and ridicule those who choose not 
to steal but die poor.

The seminar heard that while it was important for the country to nurture morally upright leaders, the institutions in 
which they operate sometimes compromises their behavior. It was also essential to create appropriate governance 
structures that have capacity to check any arbitrary behaviors of those who aspire for or are in positions of leadership 
at all levels of government.

According to the majority of Seminar, it was necessary to nurture humility among leaders as well as build strong 
institutions to check arbitrary behaviors by anyone who gets in a position of leadership. Seminar participants 
acknowledged the challenge entailed in socialization processes through which good-natured individuals are nurtured 
for leadership.
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Key Policy Messages

1. The Berlin Conference had a long-term view of what the colonialists wanted to achieve. Colonialists looked at Africa in 
a holistic way yet we are solving problems piecemeal. Therefore, Africans must also start thinking of how to emancipate 
themselves from the claws of colonialism and coloniality through long term strategic thinking of how to liberate 
themselves both politically and economically. Any political change in any African country must be comprehensive, 
institutionalized, and not structured around the benevolence of individual political actors so that even when leadership 
changes the character of the institution remain the same.

2. Some school of thought believes that democracy cannot work, that Africa needs a benevolent dictatorship. There 
is need for more research to explore different models of democratic governance to determine the most appropriate. 
Specifically, it is important to find out: “What works, what doesn’t work? Why does one system work and not another? 
For those that work, what are the conditions under which they do so effectively”.

3. There is need for all political parties to become more involved in implementing civic education in order to entrench 
democratic values within their party structures as well as their supporters, a process through which future leaders will 
be nurtured. There is need to create deeper levels of political consciousness and awareness among citizens to make 
them politically active so as to hold those in leadership at whatever level accountable.

4. To ensure that institutions of government function as well as they should, there is need for a total separation of the 
three arms of government, namely; the Executive, Judiciary and Parliament. One of the most effective ways the 
seminar considered for separating the legislature from the executive was to ensure cabinet ministers are not selected 
or appointed from among the members of parliament. Doing so strengthens the oversight capabilities of the legislature 
on the executive arm of government. This removes those whose primary function is execution of government policy 
decision from party politics. 

5. There is a need to entrench certain constitutional veto powers in articles and clauses that can never be touched; and 
the public made to understand them, believe them and act to protect them in the event of any attempts to change them.

6. There is a need for a review of the education system. Its primary function should be to nurture patriotism among 
citizens so that they can appreciate the importance of putting country before self. The educational curriculum at all 
levels should be revised to prioritize the teaching of patriotism as a core subject. This curriculum must define clearly 
the national ideology about the future Uganda that all desire to live in. The country needs to nurture the leaders who 
will transform the country from an early age. 

7. In developing the country’s democracy, the economic changes that are being pursued should not only be quantitative. 
It must also be a qualitative transformation that reaches, touches and benefits all Ugandan citizens without any 
exceptions. Changes akin to the latter make it possible for democracy to thrive.

Participants at the April Monthly Expert Seminar held on 25 April 2019 pose for 
a group photo with the Keynote speaker Ma.j Gen. (Rtd) Mugisha Muntu.


