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This paper is about politics in Western Uganda and the multiple 
ways it relates to organizations of activists1  working on human 
rights issues2. It draws examples from a local organization3 
dealing with illegal expropriations of land in the region. As land 
grabbing is pervading in Ugandan society, land rights defenders 
deal with actors from a large sociological spectrum, from poor 
farmers to top-level politicians. Advocating human rights against 
land grabbing entices exposure and risks. 

I aim to demonstrate that the conditions for activism on land 
grabbing in a context cast as “hybrid authoritarian4” (Tripp, 
�������������L�P�S�O�\���V�S�H�F�L�¿�F���P�H�D�V�X�U�H�V���D�Q�G���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V���G�H�V�L�J�Q�H�G���W�R���P�D�V�W�H�U��
constraints. On the long run – as will be shown –, shielding 
against these constraints is shaping activist organizations into 
public-sector-like “institutions”. Organisations are therefore 
�I�R�X�Q�G���D�W���W�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���S�X�E�O�L�F���D�Q�G���W�K�H���S�U�L�Y�D�W�H�����R�U���W�K�H���S�U�R�¿�W��
�D�Q�G���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���V�H�F�W�R�U�V�����3�D�U�D�G�R�[�L�F�D�O�O�\�����W�K�H���W�K�U�H�D�W���W�K�D�W���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V��
actually face is minimal, but it constitutes, nevertheless, the 
foundation of their credibility and legitimacy as “community-
based organizations” in the eyes of Western donors, and a key 
narrative for their communication.

�,�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F�� �V�W�X�G�L�H�V�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �1�*�2��
sectors in Uganda mostly underline the discrepancy between 
objectives and achievements – or absence of achievements (Ssonko 
�1�D�E�D�F�Z�D�������������������$���F�R�P�P�R�Q���H�[�S�O�D�Q�D�W�L�R�Q���L�V���W�K�H���³�K�L�G�G�H�Q���D�J�H�Q�G�D�V�´��
of the milieu, that is, mostly their greed for money and power 
(Dicklitch & Lwanga, 2003). According to the aforementioned 
�D�X�W�K�R�U�V�����W�K�L�V���Z�R�X�O�G���H�[�S�O�D�L�Q���Z�K�\���W�K�H���¿�H�O�G���R�I���K�X�P�D�Q���U�L�J�K�W�V���S�R�R�U�O�\��
contests the most contentious topics and their politicization. In 
this paper, my approach differs from dominant views of the human 
�U�L�J�K�W�V�� �V�H�F�W�R�U���� �)�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J�� �0�D�U�L�H���(�P�P�D�Q�X�H�O�O�H�� �3�R�P�P�H�U�R�O�O�H�¶�V�� �Z�R�U�N��
�R�Q�� �K�X�P�D�Q�� �U�L�J�K�W�V�� �1�*�2�V�� �L�Q�� �.�H�Q�\�D�� �D�Q�G�� �&�D�P�H�U�R�R�Q�� ���3�R�P�P�H�U�R�O�O�H����
2005), it focuses on the historical and sociological genesis of local 
organizations. Such an approach helps understand how they are 

shaped through contingencies and strategies; it sheds light on the 
way in which processes of accumulation of both local/national/
�L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���¿�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O���P�H�D�Q�V���H�Q�D�E�O�H���D�X�W�R�Q�R�P�\���D�Q�G��
margins of action on opposing topics. In other words, it shows 
the way in which organisations become “institutions” similar to 
public-sector institutions.

Mastering the everyday risk: how a repressed group became 
a local “institution”

�5�H�F�H�Q�W���V�L�J�Q�L�¿�F�D�Q�W���$�F�W�V���±���Q�D�P�H�O�\���W�K�H��NGO Registration Act (2006) 
and the NGO Act (2016) – hardened the Ugandan legislation on 
�1�*�2�V�����)�L�H�O�G���V�S�H�F�L�D�O�L�V�W�V���I�H�D�U�H�G���D���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���P�X�]�]�O�L�Q�J���R�I���W�K�H���Y�R�L�F�H�V��
of human rights defenders. I will explain how the organizations 
�X�Q�G�H�U���V�W�X�G�\���±���D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���E�U�R�D�G�O�\���W�K�H���P�L�O�L�H�X���R�I���K�X�P�D�Q���U�L�J�K�W�V���1�*�2�V��
���+�5�1�*�2�����±���U�H�D�F�W�H�G���W�R���W�K�L�V���Q�H�Z���O�H�J�L�V�O�D�W�L�Y�H���I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N�����,���O�R�R�N���D�W��
�W�K�H���.�D�E�D�U�R�O�H���G�L�V�W�U�L�F�W���R�I���:�H�V�W�H�U�Q���8�J�D�Q�G�D���D�Q�G���K�R�Z���L�W�V���J�H�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F��
remoteness from the central government allowed organisations to 
�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S���V�S�H�F�L�¿�F���V�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V���D�Q�G���E�H���P�R�U�H���Y�R�F�D�O����

My case-study organisation was founded in 2006 by a group of 
activists who were already airing on local radios (Better FM, Life 
FM, etc.). In the broadcasts, they were denouncing corruption and 
asking the ruling elite to abide by accountability practices. Their 
shows had a social resonance: radio is the most important and 
broadly used media in the country (Brisset-Foucault, 2011). As 
a consequence, the very straightforward and polemical language 
used by these activists5 highly exposed them to retaliation. 
Following regular repressive acts, like beatings, threats, etc., 
they gathered and created an informal association that became a 
registered structure in 2007. However, at the time, the association 
�Z�D�V�� �Q�R�W�� �U�H�J�L�V�W�H�U�H�G�� �D�V�� �D�Q�� �1�*�2�� �E�X�W�� �D�V�� �D�� �³�&�R�P�S�D�Q�\�� �O�L�P�L�W�H�G�� �Z�L�W�K��
guarantee without shared capital6�´���±���D���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���W�\�S�H���R�I���F�R�P�S�D�Q�\��
�±�� �V�R�� �D�V�� �W�R�� �D�Y�R�L�G�� �I�D�O�O�L�Q�J�� �X�Q�G�H�U�� �D�� �1�*�2�� �5�H�J�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�R�Q�� �$�F�W�� �D�Q�G��
consequently avoid seeing their licence withdrawn from them in 
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1  �7�K�H���W�H�U�P���³�D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�´���L�V���X�V�H�G���E�\���D�F�W�R�U�V���I�R�U���V�H�O�I���T�X�D�O�L�¿�F�D�W�L�R�Q�����Z�H���D�U�H���X�V�L�Q�J���L�W���L�Q���W�K�D�W���Z�D�\��
2�� �7�K�H�� �S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�� �S�D�S�H�U�� �L�V�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�V�X�O�W�� �R�I�� �D�Q�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Q�V�K�L�S�� �D�Q�G�� �¿�H�O�G�� �Z�R�U�N�� �F�R�Q�G�X�F�W�H�G�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �)�H�E�U�X�D�U�\�� �D�Q�G�� �0�D�\�� ���������� �L�Q�� �:�H�V�W�H�U�Q�� �8�J�D�Q�G�D�� �Z�L�W�K�L�Q�� �W�K�H��
�I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N���R�I���D���0�D�V�W�H�U�V���L�Q���$�I�U�L�F�D�Q���6�W�X�G�L�H�V���D�W���3�D�U�L�V�������3�D�Q�W�K�H�R�Q���6�R�U�E�R�Q�Q�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�����7�K�H���Q�D�P�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���L�W�V���V�W�D�I�I���D�U�H���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�D�U�L�O�\���Q�R�W��
�P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�H�G�����2�X�U���D�U�J�X�P�H�Q�W���J�R�H�V���E�H�\�R�Q�G���W�K�L�V���V�S�H�F�L�¿�F���F�D�V�H���V�W�X�G�\���D�Q�G���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���X�V�H�G���L�Q���E�U�R�D�G�H�U���F�R�P�S�D�U�L�V�R�Q�V����
3���,�Q���W�K�L�V���S�D�S�H�U�����Z�H���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���W�K�H���F�D�V�H���V�W�X�G�\���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���D�V���³�R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�´���R�U���³�Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�´�����Q�R�W���³�1�*�2�´�����6�L�P�L�O�D�U���W�R���1�*�2�V���L�Q���P�D�Q�\���Z�D�\�V����
its legal status nevertheless differs – as will be explained later.
4���7�K�H���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q���X�Q�G�H�U�O�L�Q�H�V���W�K�H���P�L�[���R�I���G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F�����L�Q�F�O�X�V�L�Y�H�����D�Q�G���D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�D�U�L�D�Q���P�H�F�K�D�Q�L�V�P�V���L�Q���8�J�D�Q�G�D�¶�V���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�D�Q�F�H��
5 For instance, they are explicitly giving lists of “corrupted leaders” names.
6���&�R�P�S�D�Q�L�H�V���$�F�W�����&�D�S���������������������������� 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Introduction 
In Tanzania, the struggle for space and resources 
is embedded in a long history of accumulation by 
dispossession, shaped by a large web of multi-scalar 
powers of exclusion. Tanzania is considered a country 
rich in natural resources, with considerable ‘idle’ 
and ‘unexploited’ lands by international and national 
institutions. The former concepts are taken up locally 
by those who help implement estates, and rhetorically in 
advocacy discourses during negotiations. In the Kilombero 
district, more than 80% of the land that covers the Kilombero 
valley and the surrounding mountains are already 
enclosed for environment conservation, mining extraction, 
hydro-power plants or large-scale plantations purposes. 
Nevertheless, the SAGCOT (Southern Agricultural 
�*�U�R�Z�W�K���&�R�U�U�L�G�R�U�����S�U�R�J�U�D�P���L�G�H�Q�W�L�¿�H�G�������������������K�D�������������R�I��
the village lands) “that could be offered for investment” 
���6�$�*�&�2�7���� ���������E���� ���������� �2�Q�� �W�R�S�� �R�I�� �W�K�D�W���� �D�� �F�R�P�S�O�H�[�� �D�Q�G��
institutionalized land demarcation and valuation process is 
�E�H�L�Q�J���X�Q�G�H�U�W�D�N�H�Q�����I�U�R�P���W�K�H���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���&�H�U�W�L�¿�F�D�W�H��
�R�I���&�X�V�W�R�P�D�U�\���5�L�J�K�W�V���R�I���2�F�F�X�S�D�Q�F�\���L�Q���������������W�K�H���/�D�Q�G���8�V�H��
�3�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J���$�F�W�� �1�R���� ���� �R�I�� ���������� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �³�S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�V�� �S�U�R�F�H�G�X�U�H�V��
related to the preparation of village land use planning in 
a sustainable and participatory manner” (ibid����������������������������
�W�K�H�� �7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D���*���� �/�D�Q�G�� �7�U�D�Q�V�S�D�U�H�Q�F�\�� �3�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�K�L�S�� ���7�/�7�3����
�L�Q�� ������������ �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �/�D�Q�G�� �7�H�Q�X�U�H�� �6�X�S�S�R�U�W�� �3�U�R�J�U�D�P�� ���/�7�6�3����
launched in partnership with the Denmark’s development 
cooperation (DANIDA), the British Department for 
International Development (DFID) and the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) 
�L�Q���������������V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���K�X�J�H���D�Q�G���K�H�D�Y�L�O�\���¿�Q�D�Q�F�H�G���S�U�R�J�U�D�P�V���D�L�P��
at formalizing land rights and clarifying village borders 
and plans. In this paper, I will focus on the Ruipa Site, 
one particular area of the valley which is highly coveted 
and is one of the latest “interstices” of environmental 
conservation. While the establishment of a RAMSAR site�� 
denies access to the wetlands on the east, and the expansion 
of the Kilombero Nature Reserve (KNR) restricts access to 
the forest on the west, the central and district governments 
�S�O�D�Q���W�R���U�H�Y�L�Y�H���D���V�X�J�D�U���F�D�Q�H���S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�M�H�F�W���R�I�����������������K�D��
that is highly contested by local inhabitants. During the 
negotiations for land enclosures, different powers play in 
�W�K�H���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H���I�R�U���V�S�D�F�H���D�Q�G���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����,���Z�L�O�O���¿�U�V�W���V�K�R�Z���K�R�Z��
�W�K�H���9�L�O�O�D�J�H���/�D�Q�G���8�V�H���3�O�D�Q�V�����9�/�8�3�V�����D�U�H���X�V�H�G���D�V���R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H��
powerful tools by District and Village leaders to impose 
their planning objectives. Then I will underline that this 
�S�O�D�Q���� �D�Q�F�K�R�U�H�G�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �/�R�F�D�O�� �*�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�� �$�F�W�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H��
�9�L�O�O�D�J�H���/�D�Q�G���$�F�W���R�I�������������D�Q�G�������������U�H�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\�����K�L�J�K�O�L�J�K�W�V��
�W�K�H���Q�H�F�H�V�V�L�W�\���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���G�H�¿�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D���³�Y�L�O�O�D�J�H�´���D�Q�G��
its legal recognition in the “global land rush” in Tanzania��.

A revival based on an historical map

�,�Q�� ������������ �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �V�D�P�H�� �Z�D�\���� �W�K�H�� �1�\�H�U�H�U�H�� �J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W��
�H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���W�K�H���0�Q�J�H�W�D���I�D�U�P���R�Q���������������K�D�����������N�P���V�R�X�W�K���Z�H�V�W��
of the valley) in cooperation with the Korean government; 
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�������7�K�H���5�$�0�6�$�5���&�R�Q�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���L�V���D�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���W�U�H�D�W�\���D�G�R�S�W�H�G���L�Q���5�D�P�V�D�U�����,�U�D�Q�����L�Q�������������I�R�U���W�K�H���F�R�Q�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���X�V�H���R�I��
�Z�H�W�O�D�Q�G�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���Z�D�V���V�L�J�Q�H�G���E�\���L�Q���$�X�J�X�V�W�������������E�\���7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D��
�� This paper is part of my PhD thesis which analyzes the Kilombero Valley and its surrounding mountains as a “system” in which 
different actors evolve at multiple scales. In that sense, the Valley as a “cluster” is one component and representation of this 
“system”. It can be understood as a space that is polarized both by its own resources and geophysical characteristics and open to 
national and international scales, observing its historical and contemporary production and the subsequent power relationships 
�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G�����/�H�I�H�E�Y�U�H�������������������0�\���¿�H�O�G�Z�R�U�N���W�R�R�N���S�O�D�F�H���G�X�U�L�Q�J���D���W�R�W�D�O���R�I���������P�R�Q�W�K�V�����I�R�F�X�V�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�K�H���Z�K�R�O�H���Y�D�O�O�H�\���D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���V�X�E�G�L�Y�L�G�L�Q�J��
my analysis at a village level to understand the declension of powers of exclusions at intermediary and micro scales in the “interstices 
�R�I���W�K�H���¿�U�P�´�����&�K�R�X�T�X�H�U������������������
�� �6�8�'�(�&�2���L�V���Q�R�Z���N�Q�R�Z�Q���D�V���W�K�H���6�X�J�D�U���%�R�D�U�G���R�I���7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D�����6�%�7����1

Introduction 
In Tanzania, the struggle for space and resources 
is embedded in a long history of accumulation by 
dispossession, shaped by a large web of multi-scalar 
powers of exclusion. Tanzania is considered a country 
rich in natural resources, with considerable ‘idle’ 
and ‘unexploited’ lands by international and national 
institutions. The former concepts are taken up locally 
by those who help implement estates, and rhetorically in 
advocacy discourses during negotiations. In the Kilombero 
district, more than 80% of the land that covers the Kilombero 
valley and the surrounding mountains are already 
enclosed for environment conservation, mining extraction, 
hydro-power plants or large-scale plantations purposes. 
Nevertheless, the SAGCOT (Southern Agricultural 
�*�U�R�Z�W�K���&�R�U�U�L�G�R�U�����S�U�R�J�U�D�P���L�G�H�Q�W�L�¿�H�G�������������������K�D�������������R�I��
the village lands) “that could be offered for investment” 
���6�$�*�&�2�7���� ���������E���� ���������� �2�Q�� �W�R�S�� �R�I�� �W�K�D�W���� �D�� �F�R�P�S�O�H�[�� �D�Q�G��
institutionalized land demarcation and valuation process is 
�E�H�L�Q�J���X�Q�G�H�U�W�D�N�H�Q�����I�U�R�P���W�K�H���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���&�H�U�W�L�¿�F�D�W�H��
�R�I���&�X�V�W�R�P�D�U�\���5�L�J�K�W�V���R�I���2�F�F�X�S�D�Q�F�\���L�Q���������������W�K�H���/�D�Q�G���8�V�H��
�3�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J���$�F�W�� �1�R���� ���� �R�I�� ���������� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �³�S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�V�� �S�U�R�F�H�G�X�U�H�V��
related to the preparation of village land use planning in 
a sustainable and participatory manner” (ibid����������������������������
�W�K�H�� �7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D���*���� �/�D�Q�G�� �7�U�D�Q�V�S�D�U�H�Q�F�\�� �3�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�K�L�S�� ���7�/�7�3����
�L�Q�� ������������ �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �/�D�Q�G�� �7�H�Q�X�U�H�� �6�X�S�S�R�U�W�� �3�U�R�J�U�D�P�� ���/�7�6�3����
launched in partnership with the Denmark’s development 
cooperation (DANIDA), the British Department for 
International Development (DFID) and the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) 
�L�Q���������������V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���K�X�J�H���D�Q�G���K�H�D�Y�L�O�\���¿�Q�D�Q�F�H�G���S�U�R�J�U�D�P�V���D�L�P��
at formalizing land rights and clarifying village borders 
and plans. In this paper, I will focus on the Ruipa Site, 
one particular area of the valley which is highly coveted 
and is one of the latest “interstices” of environmental 
conservation. While the establishment of a RAMSAR site�� 
denies access to the wetlands on the east, and the expansion 
of the Kilombero Nature Reserve (KNR) restricts access to 
the forest on the west, the central and district governments 
�S�O�D�Q���W�R���U�H�Y�L�Y�H���D���V�X�J�D�U���F�D�Q�H���S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�M�H�F�W���R�I�����������������K�D��
that is highly contested by local inhabitants. During the 
negotiations for land enclosures, different powers play in 
�W�K�H���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H���I�R�U���V�S�D�F�H���D�Q�G���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����,���Z�L�O�O���¿�U�V�W���V�K�R�Z���K�R�Z��
�W�K�H���9�L�O�O�D�J�H���/�D�Q�G���8�V�H���3�O�D�Q�V�����9�/�8�3�V�����D�U�H���X�V�H�G���D�V���R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H��
powerful tools by District and Village leaders to impose 
their planning objectives. Then I will underline that this 
�S�O�D�Q���� �D�Q�F�K�R�U�H�G�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �/�R�F�D�O�� �*�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�� �$�F�W�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H��
�9�L�O�O�D�J�H���/�D�Q�G���$�F�W���R�I�������������D�Q�G�������������U�H�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H�O�\�����K�L�J�K�O�L�J�K�W�V��
�W�K�H���Q�H�F�H�V�V�L�W�\���W�R���W�K�L�Q�N���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���G�H�¿�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D���³�Y�L�O�O�D�J�H�´���D�Q�G��
its legal recognition in the “global land rush” in Tanzania��.

A revival based on an historical map

�,�Q�� ������������ �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �V�D�P�H�� �Z�D�\���� �W�K�H�� �1�\�H�U�H�U�H�� �J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W��
�H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���W�K�H���0�Q�J�H�W�D���I�D�U�P���R�Q���������������K�D�����������N�P���V�R�X�W�K���Z�H�V�W��
of the valley) in cooperation with the Korean government; 
�W�K�H���6�X�J�D�U���'�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���&�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q�����6�8�'�(�&�2��) with the 
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�Z�H�W�O�D�Q�G�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���Z�D�V���V�L�J�Q�H�G���E�\���L�Q���$�X�J�X�V�W�������������E�\���7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D��
�� This paper is part of my PhD thesis which analyzes the Kilombero Valley and its surrounding mountains as a “system” in which 
different actors evolve at multiple scales. In that sense, the Valley as a “cluster” is one component and representation of this 
“system”. It can be understood as a space that is polarized both by its own resources and geophysical characteristics and open to 
national and international scales, observing its historical and contemporary production and the subsequent power relationships 
�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G�����/�H�I�H�E�Y�U�H�������������������0�\���¿�H�O�G�Z�R�U�N���W�R�R�N���S�O�D�F�H���G�X�U�L�Q�J���D���W�R�W�D�O���R�I���������P�R�Q�W�K�V�����I�R�F�X�V�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�K�H���Z�K�R�O�H���Y�D�O�O�H�\���D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���V�X�E�G�L�Y�L�G�L�Q�J��
my analysis at a village level to understand the declension of powers of exclusions at intermediary and micro scales in the “interstices 
�R�I���W�K�H���¿�U�P�´�����&�K�R�X�T�X�H�U������������������
�� �6�8�'�(�&�2���L�V���Q�R�Z���N�Q�R�Z�Q���D�V���W�K�H���6�X�J�D�U���%�R�D�U�G���R�I���7�D�Q�]�D�Q�L�D�����6�%�7����
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case they were accused of being “subversive”. This was far from 
being an uncalculated move: the founding members and directors 
of the institution are lawyers or experts in the development sector. 
�:�K�L�O�H���W�K�H�\���¿�U�V�W���J�D�L�Q�H�G���S�R�S�X�O�D�U�L�W�\���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H�L�U���E�U�R�D�G�F�D�V�W�V�����W�K�H�\��
stopped going on air and progressively switched to legal advice, 
then legal representation and assistance to the poor. Until today, 
the founders and top-management of the organization are members 
of a local elite, occupying various top-positions in the district. 
Most are young men in their thirties, all of them graduated from 
�.�D�P�S�D�O�D���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���L�Q���V�R�F�L�D�O���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H�V���R�U���O�D�Z�����0�R�V�W���R�I���W�K�H�P���K�D�Y�H��
known each other since their childhood and are well connected 
to an earlier generation of activists7. Additionally, some “elders” 
are engaged along their side as volunteers, notably former “bush 
�V�R�O�G�L�H�U�V�´�� �I�U�R�P�� �0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L�¶�V�� �D�U�P�\8, bringing in an unrivalled 
�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �¿�H�O�G�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �S�H�R�S�O�H�� �I�U�R�P�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�J�L�R�Q���� �W�K�H�\��
�K�D�G�� �³�I�U�H�H�G�´�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�J�L�R�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �2�E�R�W�H�¶�V�� �U�H�J�L�P�H�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� ���������V���� �2�Q�H��
�R�I���W�K�H�P���L�V���D���I�R�U�P�H�U���,�Q�W�H�O�O�L�J�H�Q�F�H���2�I�¿�F�H�U�����D�Q�R�W�K�H�U���R�Q�H���L�V���D���I�R�U�P�H�U��
�/�L�H�X�W�H�Q�D�Q�W�����D�Q�G���E�R�W�K���O�H�I�W���W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���5�H�Y�R�O�X�W�L�R�Q�D�U�\���$�U�P�\�����1�5�$����
�L�Q�� �W�K�H�� ���������V�� �E�H�F�D�X�V�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �G�L�V�D�S�S�R�L�Q�W�P�H�Q�W�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L�¶�V��
conduct of public affairs. 

�2�Q�� �W�K�H�� �R�W�K�H�U�� �K�D�Q�G���� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �1�*�2�� �J�U�H�Z�� �E�L�J�J�H�U�� �D�Q�G�� �U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�G��
�I�X�Q�G�V�� �I�U�R�P�� �:�H�V�W�H�U�Q�� �F�R�X�Q�W�U�L�H�V�� �G�R�Q�R�U�V�� ���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �(�Q�G�R�Z�P�H�Q�W��
�I�R�U�� �'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\���� �.�,�2�6�� �)�R�X�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q���� �+�,�9�2�6���� �H�W�F�������� �L�W�� �K�D�G�� �W�R��
�¿�U�H�� �P�H�P�E�H�U�V�� �³�L�Q�¿�O�W�U�D�W�H�G�´�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �U�X�O�L�Q�J�� �S�D�U�W�\���� �W�K�H�� �1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O��
�5�H�V�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H�� �0�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�� ���1�5�0������ �7�K�H�V�H�� �³�G�R�X�E�O�H���D�J�H�Q�W�V�´�� �W�U�L�H�G�� �W�R��
collect information and compromise the group by underlining its 
political motives, knowing that being explicitly “political” could 
lead to being designated as subversive and face hard repression. 
�&�R�Q�V�F�L�R�X�V���R�I���W�K�H�V�H���U�L�V�N�V�����W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S���R�I���D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V���H�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���I�U�R�P���D�Q��
organization with individual members structured as an association 
(internal democracy, collegial vote, etc.) to a hierarchized 
institution with important capital and human means.

In fact, a key condition to this “building-up” success, for such 
�³�F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\���E�D�V�H�G�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�´�� ���&�%�2�V������ �L�V�� �W�K�H�� �H�[�W�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I��
local relays. In our case, most of them are low-level political 
�D�F�W�R�U�V�� ���/�&�������� �I�U�R�P�� �Y�L�O�O�D�J�H�V���� �I�D�U�P�H�U�V�� �W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V�� �D�Q�G�� �I�D�U�P�H�U�V�¶��
�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V���� �7�K�H�V�H�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �U�H�O�D�\�V�� �D�U�H�� �D�W�W�U�D�F�W�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �1�*�2��
through workshops or, mostly, through advertisements on local 
radios. They ensure the organization with a permanent and 
trustworthy network of informants and intelligence, implying 
�O�R�Z�H�U�H�G���G�L�I�¿�F�X�O�W�L�H�V���D�Q�G���F�R�V�W�V���L�Q���L�Q�W�H�O�O�L�J�H�Q�F�H���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���D�F�F�H�V�V��
to local communities. Both are essential material for donor-funded 
organizations that need to account for their work with the rural 
people. Mostly poor and uneducated, the relays are the common 
targets for police arrests and private security hired by corporations, 
�R�U���H�Y�H�Q���U�L�F�K���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�����H�Q�J�D�J�L�Q�J���L�Q���L�O�O�H�J�D�O���H�[�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�L�R�Q�����*�L�Y�H�Q��
�W�K�H�L�U�� �L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �H�[�S�R�V�X�U�H���� �W�K�H�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V�¶�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q��
has to provide for and monitor the relays security. Thus, top-level 
activists are using their relations for freeing them from the police 
or prevent beatings, becoming more of a shield than a threatened 
group themselves. As mentioned above, the executive personnel 
�R�I�� �W�K�H�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� �K�D�Y�H�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �S�U�R�¿�O�H�V���� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �K�R�O�G�V�� �D��

strong protection. Furthermore, they have an exact knowledge of 
what they can do, what they are able to say, and their margins of 
�D�F�W�L�R�Q�����7�K�H���&�%�2�V���Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�H���D�Q�G���V�R�O�Y�H���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���U�L�V�N�V���G�D�L�O�\�����V�R���W�K�D�W��
stories of violence used in their communications are experimented 
�R�Q�O�\�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N���� �1�R�Z�D�G�D�\�V���� �W�K�H�� �R�Q�O�\�� �U�H�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q��
the organization may face is ritualised and genuine. Arrested 
executive personnel are freed in a matter of hours. Most of them 
know or befriend the policeman who arrest them, they socialize in 
bars at night, making threats more virtual than concrete.

Local networking is combined with networking at larger scales 
�Z�L�W�K�� �U�H�J�L�R�Q�D�O�� �D�Q�G�� �Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �O�H�Y�H�O�� �1�*�2�� �Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�V�� �V�S�H�F�L�D�O�L�]�H�G��
�L�Q�� �L�Q�W�H�U���O�L�Q�N�L�Q�J�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V���� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �'�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�� �1�H�W�Z�R�U�N��
�R�I�� �,�Q�G�L�J�H�Q�R�X�V�� �9�R�O�X�Q�W�D�U�\�� �$�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�L�R�Q�� ���'�(�1�,�9�$10). They are 
�F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�Q�J�� �&�%�2�V�� �W�R�� �H�Q�V�X�U�H�� �D�� �F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H�� �S�U�R�W�H�F�W�L�R�Q�� �D�J�D�L�Q�V�W��
repression, while engaging in a rhetoric of compliance with the 
�V�W�D�W�H�� �D�Q�G�� �U�H�I�H�U�U�L�Q�J�� �W�R�� �O�H�J�D�O�� �F�R�Q�I�R�U�P�L�W�\���� �'�(�1�,�9�$�� �I�R�U�� �L�Q�V�W�D�Q�F�H��
�L�P�S�O�H�P�H�Q�W�H�G�� �D�� �F�H�U�W�L�¿�F�D�W�H�� �R�I�� �T�X�D�O�L�W�\�� �I�R�U�� �8�J�D�Q�G�D�Q�� �1�*�2�V���� �F�D�O�O�H�G��
the Quality Assurance Mechanism (QUAM), as a reaction to the 
Registration Act. “Diplomas” of that kind are aiming to claim a 
�1�*�2�¶�V���F�R�Q�I�R�U�P�L�W�\���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���8�J�D�Q�G�D�Q���O�H�J�L�V�O�D�W�L�R�Q�����,�W���L�V���V�X�S�S�R�V�H�G���W�R��
�V�K�R�Z���W�K�H���V�W�D�W�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�L�H�V���W�K�D�W���D�O�O���F�H�U�W�L�¿�H�G���1�*�2�V���D�U�H���Q�R�W���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G��
in “subversive” acts, even though it is equally an argument for 
�D�W�W�U�D�F�W�L�Q�J�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �I�X�Q�G�V�� ���)�D�I�F�K�D�P�S�V�� �	�� �2�Z�H�Q�V���� ��������������
Quite normative in its ambitions, and highly representative of 
�W�K�H���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���D�Q���H�Y�D�O�X�D�W�L�R�Q���E�X�V�L�Q�H�V�V���L�Q���W�K�H���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���V�H�F�W�R�U����
�V�X�F�K���D���S�U�R�J�U�D�P���L�O�O�X�V�W�U�D�W�H�V���W�K�H���R�Y�H�U�O�D�S�S�L�Q�J���R�I���V�F�D�O�H�V���W�K�D�W���1�*�2�V���D�U�H��
commonly playing on. Strategies of that kind offer cumulative and 
differentiated resources in terms of protection and opportunities; 
resources dragged from that level are then reinvested in the local 
�¿�H�O�G���� �2�Q�H�� �Q�H�H�G�V�� �W�R�� �X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �S�R�U�R�V�L�W�\�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �W�K�H�� �Q�R�Q��
�S�U�R�¿�W���Z�R�U�O�G���D�Q�G���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���R�I���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�V���W�R���J�H�W���D���E�H�W�W�H�U���J�U�D�V�S���D�W���W�K�H��
modalities of the reinvestment.

Ambiguous relationships towards regional political actors 
and notability effects

Obviously, networking practices and the institutionalization 
�R�I�� �D�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�� �G�R�� �Q�R�W�� �R�F�F�X�U�� �R�X�W�V�L�G�H�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�D�O�P��
�R�I�� �S�X�E�O�L�F�� �D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O�� �¿�H�O�G���� �(�Y�H�Q�� �L�I�� �O�R�F�D�O��
activists managed to build extensive networks of interconnected 
actors inside the local political elite, it results more from logics 
of individual political engagement rather than from an overly 
conscious strategy. Far from being a rival or a co-optation organ, 
�W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���R�I���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V���L�V���H�Y�H�Q���D���S�U�L�Y�L�O�H�J�H�G���V�H�F�W�R�U���W�R��
�U�H�D�F�K���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V�����,�Q���W�K�D�W���U�H�J�D�U�G�����W�K�H�U�H���L�V���D���À�X�L�G�L�W�\���R�I���F�D�U�H�H�U�V��
�E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���D�Q�G���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���V�W�D�I�I�����:�H���K�D�Y�H���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�H�G��
the young local elite advocating on air: from the path of activism, 
some invested in different careers, from politics to human rights. 
Some used the reputation and notoriety earned with the local 
population through their activism, or their public proximity 
with activists, to get into various political positions that would 
�R�W�K�H�U�Z�L�V�H���E�H���G�L�I�¿�F�X�O�W���W�R���U�H�D�F�K���D�W���V�X�F�K���D�Q���H�D�U�O�\���D�J�H�����7�K�H���O�R�F�D�O���K�H�D�G��
�R�I���W�K�H���P�D�L�Q���R�S�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���S�D�U�W�\�����W�K�H���)�R�U�X�P���I�R�U���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���&�K�D�Q�J�H��

7 For instance, cultural associations with political discourse on the kingdom or radio broadcasters.
8���0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L���D�F�F�H�V�V�H�G���S�U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�F�\���Z�K�H�Q���R�Y�H�U�W�K�U�R�Z�L�Q�J���0�L�O�W�R�Q���2�E�R�W�H���L�Q�������������D�I�W�H�U�������\�H�D�U�V���R�I���J�X�H�U�U�L�O�O�D���Z�D�U��������������������������
9  �,�Q���8�J�D�Q�G�D���W�K�H���G�H�F�H�Q�W�U�D�O�L�]�H�G���D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���V�\�V�W�H�P���L�V���P�D�G�H���R�I�������J�U�D�G�X�D�O���H�F�K�H�O�R�Q�V�����/�&�����W�R���/�&��������village, parrish, sub-county, county/town, district 
���.�D�N�X�P�E�D����������������
10�����'�(�1�,�9�$���L�V���D���8�J�D�Q�G�D�Q���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���R�I�¿�F�H�V���L�Q���.�D�P�S�D�O�D���D�Q�G���D�Q���H�[�W�H�Q�G�H�G���Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N���R�I���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�¶���F�R�X�Q�W�U�\���Z�L�G�H��



3

���)�'�&�������D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�S�H�D�N�H�U���R�I���W�K�H���P�X�Q�L�F�L�S�D�O���F�R�X�Q�F�L�O���I�R�U���L�Q�V�W�D�Q�F�H�����E�R�W�K��
originates from the group of activists I worked with.

A fusing of personal interests and reciprocal values, these 
�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�L�D�Q�V�� �V�K�D�U�H�� �L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �F�R�Q�¿�G�H�Q�W�L�D�O��
documents with the activists. For instance, they divulge cases of 
corruption from their political adversaries, which the organization 
is using in both its reports and press conferences, increasing its 
�Q�R�W�R�U�L�H�W�\���� �3�U�R�Y�L�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�� �E�\�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O�� �D�F�W�R�U�V�� �P�D�Q�L�I�H�V�W�V��
the intense rivalries inside the ruling party (Wilkins, 2017), 
�W�K�H�� �1�5�0���� �H�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\�� �W�K�H�� �L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �L�W�V�� �G�L�V�V�L�G�H�Q�W�� �Z�L�Q�J�� �L�Q��
�.�D�E�D�U�R�O�H���� �,�Q�� �D�Q�� �D�P�E�L�J�X�R�X�V�� �P�D�Q�Q�H�U���� �D�� �E�U�D�Q�F�K�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�V�H�� �\�R�X�Q�J��
�U�H�I�R�U�P�L�V�W�V���P�D�N�H�V���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���V�W�D�P�S���R�I���³�D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�´���W�R���J�D�L�Q���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H��
�L�Q���0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L�¶�V���S�D�U�W�\���X�V�L�Q�J���S�R�S�X�O�D�U���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�����D�Q�G���R�I���D�Q���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G��
�Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N���R�I���O�R�Z���N�H�\���G�L�V�V�L�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���1�5�0��

�%�X�W�� �W�K�H�� �W�R�S���P�D�Q�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�� �R�I�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� �L�V�� �Q�R�W�� �V�K�\��
when interacting with the political class: human rights defender 
�F�D�U�H�H�U�V���P�D�\���E�H���T�X�L�W�H���D�W�W�U�D�F�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���U�H�Z�D�U�G�L�Q�J�����1�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���H�O�L�W�H�¶�V��
�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���P�D�\���E�H���K�L�J�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���W�K�H���R�I�¿�F�L�D�O���V�D�O�D�U�\���R�I���W�R�S���O�H�Y�H�O���O�R�F�D�O��
�S�R�O�L�W�L�F�L�D�Q�V�� �±�� �D�Q�� �H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�� �E�H�L�Q�J�� �0�H�P�E�H�U�V�� �R�I�� �3�D�U�O�L�D�P�H�Q�W�� �±�� �D�Q�G��
becomes exponential if they are implicated in numerous programs, 
considering that they get compensation for each program they are 
involved with. The status of human rights defender also offers 
�D�� �S�U�L�Y�L�O�H�J�H�G�� �D�F�F�H�V�V�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �O�H�Y�H�O�� �±�� �D�� �V�L�J�Q�L�¿�F�D�Q�W��
�L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�R�U���R�I���V�X�F�F�H�V�V���L�Q���O�R�F�D�O���H�\�H�V�����7�K�X�V�����W�R�S���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���P�D�Q�D�J�H�U�V��
�D�U�H���E�H�F�R�P�L�Q�J���S�X�E�O�L�F���¿�J�X�U�H�V�����6�L�P�p�D�Q�W�������������������Z�K�L�F�K���J�R�H�V���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U��
with considerable leeway in their actions.

�,�Q�� �R�W�K�H�U�� �Z�R�U�G�V���� �K�L�J�K�� �À�X�L�G�L�W�\�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �D�Q�G�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O��
networks, and autonomy, helps understand how those who manage 
to make a career are truly becoming notables in the region. The 
�D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���G�H�E�D�W�H�V���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���K�L�G�G�H�Q���D�J�H�Q�G�D�V���R�I���1�*�2�V���D�Q�G���R�Q���F�R��
optation are far less relevant as soon as we understand that the 
�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���R�I���D�Q���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�W���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H���L�P�S�O�L�H�V���Q�R�W�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���H�I�I�H�F�W�V���L�Q��
itself.

�$�Q���L�Q�V�L�J�K�W���R�Q���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���D�J�H�Q�G�D���R�I���Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V����
the overthrowing attempt of the Tooro King in 2015

�&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\���E�D�V�H�G���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�V���W�K�H�V�H���D�U�H���S�L�F�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V��
of donors looking for durable partners with whom they can 
spend their operational budget. When looking for partners to 
implement new programs, they prioritize them and have a link of 
reciprocal dependence. Fidelity of that sort provides the “elected” 
organization with a regular income that may be spent with relative 
care. In fact, it allows activists to directly invest in the political 
�¿�H�O�G���L�Q���D���G�X�E�L�R�X�V���P�D�Q�Q�H�U�����+�H�U�H�����Z�H���H�[�D�P�L�Q�H���W�K�H���U�R�O�H���W�K�H���\�R�X�Q�J��
�D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�� �H�O�L�W�H�� �S�O�D�\�H�G�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �S�R�Z�H�U�� �¿�J�K�W�� �G�X�U�L�Q�J�� �D�� �V�S�H�F�L�¿�F��
�H�Y�H�Q�W�����W�K�H���R�Y�H�U�W�K�U�R�Z�L�Q�J���D�W�W�H�P�S�W���R�I���W�K�H���7�R�R�U�R���.�L�Q�J���L�Q������������

�7�K�H�� �7�R�R�U�R�� �.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�� �F�R�P�S�U�H�K�H�Q�G�V�� �W�K�H�� ���� �8�J�D�Q�G�D�Q�� �G�L�V�W�U�L�F�W�V�� �R�I��
�.�D�E�D�U�R�O�H���� �.�\�H�Q�M�R�M�R���� �.�D�P�Z�H�Q�J�H�� �D�Q�G�� �.�\�H�J�H�J�Z�D���� �,�W�V�� �S�D�O�D�F�H�� �L�V��
�O�R�F�D�W�H�G���L�Q���)�R�U�W���3�R�U�W�D�O�����.�D�E�D�U�R�O�H���G�L�V�W�U�L�F�W�����.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�V���Z�H�U�H���D�E�R�O�L�V�K�H�G��
�L�Q���8�J�D�Q�G�D���L�Q���������������D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���U�H���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���L�Q�������������E�\���0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L����
deprived of their executive and judicial powers by the Ugandan 
�&�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� ������������ �+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���� �W�K�H�� �S�R�Z�H�U�� �D�Q�G�� �R�P�Q�L�S�U�H�V�H�Q�F�H��
of the kingdom in the local political scene originates in its still 
high land revenue – many peasants are living on or occupying 
�W�K�H���N�L�Q�J�G�R�P�¶�V���O�D�Q�G�����0�R�U�H�R�Y�H�U�����W�K�H���4�X�H�H�Q���0�R�W�K�H�U���%�H�V�W���.�H�P�L�J�L�V�D��
�D�Q�G�� �K�H�U�� �V�R�Q���� �W�K�H�� �F�X�U�U�H�Q�W�� �N�L�Q�J���� �.�L�Q�J�� �2�\�R���� �D�U�H�� �0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L�¶�V�� �O�R�Q�J��

�$�Q���H�O�H�F�W�U�L�¿�H�G���I�H�Q�F�H���E�X�L�O�W���E�\���W�K�H���O�D�Q�G�O�R�U�G���W�R���S�U�H�Y�H�Q�W���³�V�T�X�D�W�W�H�U�V�´���I�U�R�P���F�X�O�W�L�Y�D�W�L�Q�J��
�D���E�D�Q�D�Q�D���¿�H�O�G���L�Q���.�D�V�H�Q�G�D���V�X�E���F�R�X�Q�W�\�����.�D�E�D�U�R�O�H���G�L�V�W�U�L�F�W��
�#�*�����6�F�K�H�I�H�U

Picture 2:

Picture 1:

time allies. They used this support at various times to go against 
the law and sell off portions of the royal land without any prior 
�F�R�Q�V�X�O�W�D�W�L�R�Q���±���H���J������ �R�I���W�K�H���.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�¶�V���3�D�U�O�L�D�P�H�Q�W���W�K�D�W���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V��
the local clans. In 2010, the sales led to illegal and massive 
�H�[�S�X�O�V�L�R�Q�V�� �R�I�� �O�D�Q�G�� �R�F�F�X�S�D�Q�W�V���� �V�H�Y�H�U�H�O�\�� �K�D�U�P�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�¶�V��
popular support. Unpopularity paved the way for an outsider in 
�W�K�H���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���¿�H�O�G���±���3�U�L�Q�F�H���.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�����D���F�R�X�V�L�Q���R�I���W�K�H���N�L�Q�J���Z�K�R��
spent the majority of his life in the US – to launch a political 
�P�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�� �L�Q�� ������������ �D�L�P�L�Q�J�� �D�W�� �U�H�S�O�D�F�L�Q�J�� �.�L�Q�J�� �2�\�R���� �+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U����
�.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�� �Z�D�V�� �S�U�R�P�S�W�O�\�� �I�R�R�O�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �F�H�Q�W�U�D�O�� �J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W��
emissaries. They engaged in negotiations and told him to wait 
�X�Q�W�L�O���W�K�H�������������H�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����W�K�H�Q���Z�L�O�O���K�H���E�H���V�D�W�L�V�¿�H�G�����,�W���G�L�G���Q�R�W���K�D�S�S�H�Q����
During these few months of political unrest, the young elite 
of activists – notably the organization I worked in – played an 
�L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W�� �U�R�O�H�� �D�W�� �.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�¶�V�� �V�L�G�H���� �7�K�H�L�U�� �Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�H�G��
meetings and radio shows, using personal funds and even 
allegedly11���X�V�L�Q�J���G�R�Q�R�U�¶�V���P�R�Q�H�\����

�$���P�D�S���R�I���8�J�D�Q�G�D�����V�K�R�Z�L�Q�J���W�K�H���7�R�U�R���.�L�Q�J�G�R�P���#�9�D�O�p�U�L�H���*�R�O�D�]
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11���6�R�P�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�H���R�Q���.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�¶�V���V�L�G�H���P�D�G�H���V�X�F�K���D�V�V�H�U�W�L�R�Q�����E�X�W���Z�H���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���F�R�Q�¿�U�P���L�W���X�V�L�Q�J���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H��
12 The expression was repeatedly used by members of the group, that is why we are quoting here.

After the start of the negotiations, a big portion of these young 
�H�O�L�W�H�V�� �U�D�S�L�G�O�\�� �W�X�U�Q�H�G�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �E�D�F�N�� �R�Q�� �.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D���� �D�Q�G�� �K�L�V�� �F�D�P�S��
�V�S�O�L�W���L�Q���W�Z�R�����7�K�H���³�H�O�G�H�U�V�´�����P�R�V�W�O�\���V�R�P�H���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�W�L�D�O���O�R�F�D�O���Q�R�W�D�E�O�H�V����
�Z�H�U�H�� �R�Q�� �.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�¶�V�� �V�L�G�H�� �D�Q�G�� �Z�D�Q�W�H�G�� �D�� �Q�H�J�R�W�L�D�W�H�G�� �R�X�W�F�R�P�H����
The “youth” on the other hand, led by educated activists, were 
opposing the process. They continued to mobilize the population 
so that the importance of some protests raised the central 
governmen�W�¶�V���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�����,�Q���W�K�H���H�Q�G�����W�K�H���P�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W���E�U�R�N�H���G�R�Z�Q��

What is the most compelling here is not the story of the event in 
itself, but the local relations of power the incident highlighted. 
The network of young activists and politicians was carrying a 
�S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���S�U�R�M�H�F�W���R�I���G�L�V�P�D�Q�W�O�L�Q�J���W�K�H���N�L�Q�J�G�R�P�¶�V���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�����Y�L�H�Z�H�G��
as obsolete and irrelevant in its interventions in the conduct of 
public affairs. 

They also regarded it as a major obstacle to their personal career 
ascension, being led by a queen and a king they were enemies 
�R�I�����7�K�X�V�����I�R�U���W�K�H���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�W���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S�����.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D���±��
besides being fairly illegitimate in Tooro – was not a king to be 
crowned but a “weak man12” to be manipulated and used. They 
�Z�D�Q�W�H�G�� �W�R�� �F�D�X�V�H�� �D�Q�� �X�S�K�H�D�Y�D�O���� �R�Y�H�U�W�K�U�R�Z�� �.�L�Q�J�� �2�\�R���� �O�D�X�Q�F�K�� �D��
�S�R�S�X�O�D�U�� �U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�G�X�P���� �W�K�H�Q�� �G�L�V�P�D�Q�W�O�H�� �W�K�H�� �.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�� �R�I�� �7�R�R�U�R�� �D�Q�G��
build a more democratic governance in the region. As one of them 
�H�[�S�O�L�F�L�W�O�\�� �V�D�L�G�� �R�Q�� �D�L�U�� �L�Q�� ������������ �W�K�H�� �8�J�D�Q�G�D�Q�� �&�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�� �D�O�O�R�Z�V��
a popular referendum on the destitution of the kingdom: “Are 
�.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�V�� �U�H�O�H�Y�D�Q�W�"�� �'�R�� �Z�H�� �U�H�D�O�O�\�� �Q�H�H�G�� �W�K�H�P�� �W�R�� �K�D�U�D�V�V�� �X�V�"���$�U�H��
�W�K�H�U�H���P�H�D�Q�V���Z�H���F�D�Q���X�V�H���W�R���D�Y�R�L�G���V�X�F�K���D�F�W�V���I�U�R�P���K�D�S�S�H�Q�L�Q�J�"���2�X�U��
�&�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���W�K�D�W�����Z�H���F�D�Q���U�H�M�H�F�W���.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�V���L�I���W�K�H�\���G�R�Q�¶�W��
suit our culture, desires and aspirations as a community.” 

�7�K�H�� �7�R�R�U�R�� �.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�� �H�Y�H�Q�W�V�� �L�O�O�X�V�W�U�D�W�H�� �W�K�H�� �S�R�Z�H�U�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �O�R�F�D�O��
human rights actors, carrying an agenda of political re-foundation 
of the community. This historic sequence could have led the 
organization to a more explicit politicisation. But, following the 
�H�Y�H�Q�W���� �.�L�M�D�Q�D�Q�J�R�P�D�� �D�Q�G�� �2�\�R�¶�V�� �S�R�Z�H�U�� �Z�H�U�H�� �W�D�U�Q�L�V�K�H�G���� �Z�K�H�U�H�D�V��
�W�K�H�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�� �P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q�H�G�� �L�W�V�� �L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H���� �0�R�U�H�R�Y�H�U���� �L�W��
partly earned the privileged position of direct interlocutor with 
the local government – replacing the weakened kingdom.

Conclusion

In a hybrid authoritarian context, the production of a highly critical 
�G�L�V�F�R�X�U�V�H�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O�� �¿�H�O�G�� �F�R�P�H��
�Z�L�W�K�� �D�� �F�R�V�W�� �I�R�U�� �D�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���� �,�W�� �U�H�T�X�L�U�H�V�� �P�D�U�J�L�Q�V�� �R�I��
actions and liberties that only strong organizational structures may 
possess. Moreover, the genesis of such “institutions” comes as the 
�X�Q�L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �U�H�V�X�O�W�� �R�I�� �G�D�L�O�\�� �D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�� �W�K�H�� �Q�R�Q���S�U�R�¿�W�� �R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q��
implements to secure its margins of action, combined with 
political strategies. An example of it is the 2015 struggle for the 
�K�H�D�G���R�I���W�K�H���7�R�R�U�R���.�L�Q�J�G�R�P�����,�Q���I�D�F�W�����D�Q���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���³�P�D�N�H�V��
it” internationalizes its funds and deploys rooted local networks 
�R�I�� �³�Y�R�O�X�Q�W�H�H�U�V�´���� �U�H�O�\�L�Q�J�� �R�Q�� �W�K�H�P�� �I�R�U�� �L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H�� �D�Q�G�� �D�X�W�R�Q�R�P�\����
Repression in itself only occurs as ritualized practices and as a 

narrative designed for Western donors, used to underscore the 
�U�L�V�N�V�� �W�K�H�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V�� �D�U�H�� �V�X�S�S�R�V�H�G�� �W�R�� �O�L�Y�H�� �X�Q�G�H�U���� �,�Q�� �0�X�V�H�Y�H�Q�L�¶�V��
Uganda, the constant link with both international donors and 
the local political personnel could be less an indication than an 
insurance of having secured margins of action. Autonomy, even 
if incomplete, is a result of this long-term work. Actions and 
political discourses – disguised as technical, using the vocabulary 
of the law – of the activists are rendered possible because they 
overcame the status of local individual activists.
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