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Land rights activism and the struggle for power:
2YHUODSSLQJ RI WKH QRQ SUR¢{¢W VHFWRU DQG WKH SROL
Gauthier SCHEFER

Introduction

This paper is about politics in Western Uganda and the multigleaped through contingencies and strategies; it sheds light on the
ways it relates to organizations of activistworking on human way in which processes of accumulation of both local/national/
rights issues It draws examples from a local organizationLQWHUQDWLRQDO LQAXHQFH DQG ¢QDQF
dealing with illegal expropriations of land in the region. As landlargins of action on opposing topics. In other words, it shows
grabbing is pervading in Ugandan society, land rights defendgye way in which organisations become “institutions” similar to
deal with actors from a large sociological spectrum, from pgsuiblic-sector institutions.

farmers to top-level politicians. Advocating human rights against

land grabbing entices exposure and risks. Mastering the everyday risk: how a repressed group became

. - L a(JocaI “institution”
| aim to demonstrate that the conditions for activism on lan

grabbing in a context cast as “hybrid authoritfiafTripp, 5HFHQW VLJQL ¢ FD QMNGO® Ryygistratio ARME)\ W K |
LPSO\ VSHFL¢{¢F PHDVXUHV DQG VaddtBeVNBO IAEL V20G6) V hatd@ht6 the/ Bgapdal Mgislation on
constraints. On the long run — as will be shown —, shieldirig*2vV )LHOG VSHFLDOLVWY IHDUHG D SR\
against these constraints is shaping activist organizations mtdwuman rights defenders. | will explain how the organizations
public-sector-like “institutions”. Organisations are therefor& QGHU VWXG\ + DQG PRUH EURDGO\ WKH
IRXQG DW WKH LQWHUVHFWLRQ RI WKH BIXRO ktFUHQ@QE WHGE WBLWEWH QRIZ WKBILY
DQG QRQ SUR¢{¢W VHFWRUV 3DUDGR[LWKX®O.\D B KH @K UGHDAW WKDAW RR U BV @QLBEADQV 8
actually face is minimal, but it constitutes, nevertheless, ttemoteness from the central government allowed organisations to
foundation of their credibility and legitimacy as “communityGHYHORS VSHFL{F VWUDWHJILHY DQG EH

based organizations” in the eyes of Western donors, and a ke L .
. . S M)), case-study organisation was founded in 2006 by a group of
narrative for their communication.

activists who were already airing on local radios (Better FM, Life
,QWHUQDWLRQDO DFDGHPLF VW XG L HRM, Btt.). Wkhe broaR€QstS, thRy: e Be@dBindid<ddrrupti@n and
sectors in Uganda mostly underline the discrepancy betwesking the ruling elite to abide by accountability practices. Their
objectives and achievements —or absence of achievements (Sssinkvs had a social resonance: radio is the most important and
1DEDFZD $ FRPPRQ H[SODQDW L P@adlyusKiedi& ih @e ebOnty IBtis&-Bodcault, 2011). As
of the milieu, that is, mostly their greed for money and powarconsequence, the very straightforward and polemical language
(Dicklitch & Lwanga, 2003). According to the aforementionedsed by these activiStdhighly exposed them to retaliation.
DXWKRUV WKLV ZRXOG H[SODLQ ZK\ Muliwing Fequir ReprésxiveDadts Ulke Kastvgs RHRedtS) \etc.,
contests the most contentious topics and their politicization.tihey gathered and created an informal association that became a
this paper, my approach differs from dominant views of the humagistered structure in 2007. However, at the time, the association
ULJKWV VHFWRU )ROORZLQJ ODULH (PPD @RV QH BIRPPHWHR® MWTY QRN EXW D
RQ KXPDQ ULJKWYV 1*2V LQ .HQ\D D Qg@uagmdeMithBuRDared BapiaAH URQBA SUR:W W\SH
2005), it focuses on the historical and sociological genesis ofloeal VR DV WR DYRLG IDOOLQJ XQGHU D
organizations. Such an approach helps understand how theycansequently avoid seeing their licence withdrawn from them in

17KH WHUP 3SDFWLYLVW’ ™ LV XVHG E\ DFWRWW LRUWKDOWN ZRDOL,FDWLRQ ZH DUH XVLQ

2 7KH SUHVHQW SDSHU LV WKH UHVXOW RI DQ LQWHUQVKLS DQG ¢(¢HOG ZRUN FRQGX
IUDPHZRUN RI D ODVWHUV LQ $IULFDQ 6WXGLHYV DW 3DULV 3DQWKHRQ 6RUERQQH 8Q
PHQWLRQHG 2XU DUJXPHQW JRHV EH\RQG WKLV VSHFL¢F FDVH VWXG\ DQG FRXOG EFt
5 ,Q WKLV SDSHU ZH UHIHU WR WKH FDVH VWXG\ RUJDQL]DWLRQ DV 3RUJDQL]DWLRQ"

its legal status nevertheless differs — as will be explained later.

4 7KH H[SUHVVLRQ XQGHUOLQHYV WKH PL[ RI GHPRFUDWLF LQFOXVLYH DQG DXWKRUL
5 For instance, they are explicitly giving lists of “corrupted leaders” names.
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case they were accused of being “subversive”. This was far fretrong protection. Furthermore, they have an exact knowledge of
being an uncalculated move: the founding members and directehat they can do, what they are able to say, and their margins of
of the institution are lawyers or experts in the developmentsectorFWLRQ 7KH &%2V QHJRWLDWH DQG VRC
:KLOH WKH\ (UVW JDLQHG SRSXODU L gtried/df \ibkedcd KsediK tHeirldorarbuRi€atoRDaxe\ekderimertet\
stopped going on air and progressively switched to legal advieQ O\ E\ WKHLU ORFDO QHWZRUN 1RZD
then legal representation and assistance to the poor. Until todtag, organization may face is ritualised and genuine. Arrested
the founders and top-management of the organization are membgesutive personnel are freed in a matter of hours. Most of them
of a local elite, occupying various top-positions in the distridtnow or befriend the policeman who arrest them, they socialize in
Most are young men in their thirties, all of them graduated frdmars at night, making threats more virtual than concrete.
.DPSDOD 8QLYHUVLW\ LQ VRFLDO VFLHQFHVY RU ODZ ORVW RI WKHP KDYH

known each other since their childhood and are well connect&f@l networking is combined with networking at larger scales

to an earlier generation of activistddditionally, some “elders” ZLWK UHJLRQDO DQG QDWLRQDO OHYH
are engaged along their side as volunteers, notably former ‘bl LQWHU OLQNLQJ RUJDQL]DWLRQV D
VROGLHUV’  IURP OXMtiHgihg QL &V urbvalied Rl ,QGLJHQRXV 9ROXQWDU\W).$The&R &EED W L
NQRZOHGJH RI WKH (HOG DOG WKH BRRLBEWVILRP &%y IHRILRVXHH\D FRO
KDG 3IUHHG’ WKH UHJLRQ IURP 2ERWPHFSIQHYYIHEnagama j @ chetoric\pf corppliance with the
RI WKHP LV D IRUPHU ,QWHOOLJHQFHYNPMIU PRER WRHIY RleQY LW R QRIBRUFRQ
JLHXWHQDQW DQG ERWK OHIW WKH 1BWPRHBBEMUNR A WERYDy T WA Ris§XDOL
LQ WKH V EHFDXVH RI WKHLU G LV HsQURIDAFFEesWesaNsH WU As2HieggligR,to the

conduct of public affairs. Registration Act. “Diplomas” of that kind are aiming to claim a
1*29V FRQIRUPLW\ ZLWK WKH 8JDQGDQ O
2Q WKH RWKHU KDQG DV WKH 1*2 yWKKRZ Wk#HI HWDINHG DY WKHRUWMNGE. HY WKDW |
IXQGV ITURP HVWHUQ FRXQWULHV GRQRNiveldetyV bVRiAtRsEgh (R5d8wa/HhR ¥Ygument for
IRU "HPRFUDF\ .,26 )RXQGDWLRQ TRV UBD AR LQILWQKWIHG QHRVLRQDO IXQGV
¢UH PHPEHUV 3LQ¢;OWUDWHG" E\ W KJditeth8rhtiQelin P abitionsWahd highy Wepi@Ldive of
SHVLVWDQFH ORYHPHQW 150 7KHVHyKERIXERIURVNQRY RWHOHSY VOXDWLRQ E
collect information and compromise the group by underliningitg X FK D SURJUDP LOOXVWUDWHY WKH RY!
political motives, knowing that being explicitly “political” could commonly playing on. Strategies of that kind offer cumulative and
lead to being designated as subversive and face hard represgiff@rentiated resources in terms of protection and opportunities;
&RQVFLRXV RI WKHVH ULVNV WKH JUgdurceR drdgdeWtomlinaiVeVel dré théehYdinGestdd mRhdéeal
organization with individual members structured as an associaigf O G 2QH QHHGV WR XQGHUVWDQG WK

(internal democracy, collegial vote, etc.) to a hierarchizegdUR; W ZRUOG DQG WKH ZRUOG RI SROL)
institution with important capital and human means. modalities of the reinvestment.

In fact, a key condition to this “building-up” success, for S”C,meiguous relationships towards regional political actors
SFRPPXQLW\ EDVHG RUJDQLIDWLRQV 5 &2 eks WKH HIWHQVLRQ Rl

local relays. In our case, most of them are low-level political

DFWRUV IUKP YLOODJHV IDUPHUV W@y atiovking facticBsU & Whé finstitutionalization
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHY 7KHVH ORFDO WHOD\YRMUSURWW URDFFWIIDGE | EW WRKH GR2 QR
through workshops or, mostly, through advertisements on lodell SXEOLF DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ DQG WKH
radios. They ensure the organization with a permanent audivists managed to build extensive networks of interconnected
trustworthy network of informants and intelligence, implyingctors inside the local political elite, it results more from logics
ORZHUHG GLI¢FXOWLHY DQG FRVWYV L@ inditiél @diticdlHQuadenteRt Gather R fRo@y 8nQoery F F
to local communities. Both are essential material for donor-fundeshscious strategy. Far from being a rival or a co-optation organ,
organizations that need to account for their work with the rurfstf KH ZRUOG RI QRQ SUR¢{W RUJDQL]DWLR
people. Mostly poor and uneducated, the relays are the commdr DFK SROLWLFDO SRVLWLRQV ,Q WKDW
targets for police arrests and private security hired by corporatioBSHW ZHHQ SROLWLFDO DQG QRQ SUR¢{;W V
RU HYHQ ULFK LQGLYLGXDOV HQJDJ Li@young lacal Blite hbvOcatridsad RirSftbmEné/pakh Qf activigril Q
WKHLU LPSRUWDQFH DQG WKHLU H [ SserivexnyéstedvinkdiferBrit sireefd, Yfam \pdlitiBsUWo) iu@dn] iyMisL R
has to provide for and monitor the relays security. Thus, top-le@me used the reputation and notoriety earned with the local
activists are using their relations for freeing them from the polipepulation through their activism, or their public proximity

or prevent beatings, becoming more of a shield than a threaten#hl activists, to get into various political positions that would
group themselves. As mentioned above, the executive persorRW KHUZLVH EH GLI¢FXOW WR UHDFK DW
RI WKH RUJDQL]DWLRQV KDYH LQWHUWRQDWKLIR @ DDQSRIRSG RWHW LAKQ iSO KR D GNVKHB )

" For instance, cultural associations with political discourse on the kingdom or radio broadcasters.

8 OXVHYHQL DFFHVVHG SUHVLGHQF\ ZKHQ RYHUWKURZLQJ OLOWRQ 2ERWH LQ DIWF

°,Q 8JDQGD WKH GHFHQWUDOL]HG DGPLQLVWUDWLY HvNMagéVpairizh| svbrRau@yH cduhty/tdwhPdGKHdD O H
.DNXPED

° '(1,9%$ LV D 8JDQGDQ RUJDQL]DWLRQ ZLWK RI¢(¢FHV LQ .DPSDOD DQG DQ H[WHQGHG (C
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)& DQG WKH VSHDNHU RI WKH PXQL|—ggaNpA N . V K
originates from the group of activists | worked with. Capital city A I @ |
H Lira Town {
e Town size

A fusing of personal interests and reciprocal values, the l..g Sub-region
SURIHVVLRQDO SROLWLFLDQV VKDU| “— Mele DO

: . ; ; ~— Border
documants with tha act|'v.|sts. For mstance, they divulge case MEREA Setasion Kitgum o
corruption from their political adversaries, which the organizatiq| s rron yeoms, LT b
is using in both its reports and press conferences, increasing| A%er] Lake

0 50 100 km

QRWRULHW\ 3URYLVLRQ RI LQIRUPD)\| "ovaceco HV W\

the intense rivalries inside the ruling party (Wilkins, 2017| . 0 cine
WKH 150 HVSHFLDOO\ WKH LPSRUWI  kervsuc
.DEDUROH ,Q DQ DPELJXRXV PDQQH

UHIRUPLVWY PDNHV XVH RI WKH VWD FH
LQ OXVHYHQLYY SDUW\ XVLQJ SRSXOTL CHG
QHWZRUN RI ORZ NH\ GLVVLGHQWYV Z1
%XW WKH WRS PDQDJHPHQW RI QRQ \
when interacting with the political class: human rights defenc :
FDUHHUV PD\ EH TXLWH DWWUDFWLY i -WHﬂV
HDUQLQJV PD\ EH KLJKHU WKDQ WKH ¢FDO
A A

SROLWLFLDQV + DQ H[FHSWLRQ EHLGJUHA v SUUULUFPAWW T DUG
becomes exponential if they are implicated in numerous prografigure 1: $ PDS RI SJDQGD VKRZLQJ WKH 7RUR .LQJG

considering that they get compensation for each program theytf® allies. They used this support at various times to go against

involved with. The status of human rights defender also offef law and sell off portions of the royal land without any prior

D SULYLOHJHG DFFHVV WR WKH LQV\FI‘RlQQ/&WM@Q@IjYH‘I@ iRDV\Md_HQLQE@QW

LQGLFDWRU RI VXFFHVV LQ ORFDO H\theViocdlkehans. MV 2080, QR QalSdJIBd: WY illBJaIQRd) Masdive

DUH EHFRPLQJ SXEOLF ¢JXUHV 6LPpD|-Q[WXOV|_RQK/LﬁK @@@\GV\RRL}:H(\&S@WV VHYF

with considerable leeway in their actions. popular support. Unpopularity paved the way for an outsider in
SROLWLFDO HOG+3UL(EFH LMDQD

Q RWKHU ZRUGV KLJK AXLGLW\ EH\événk“_r'le m(%orltg?olsmsalfe theQJ —Stglgun(\:/%apoh%)cal

networks, and autonomy, helps understand how those who man ®YvHPH oW LQ DLPLQJ DW UHSODFL

tomakeacareeraretrulybecomlngnotablesmtheregmnTe DS’D JRPD ZDV SURPSWO\ IRROHG E

DFDGHPLF GHEDWHY RYHU WKH KLGGH 1*2V Pﬁ?o 9 cB
emissaries. ey engaged In Negotiatfons and told him to wait
optation are far less relevant as soon as we understand that

HOHEW L L% WKHQ Z

fhuy 09
cHvHorsPHow RI Do LoAxrow vwuxEikbE LEFanuy SRMBERRL WL KGN |

of activists — notably the organization | worked in — played an

$Q LQVLIKW RQ WKH SROLWLFDO DJHGEBRUVRQWsSHROW RWIDM PERARRRGED TV

the overthrowing attempt of the Tooro King in 2015 meetings and radio shows, using personal funds and even
allegedly* XVLQJ GRQRUTV PRQH\

&RPPXQLW\ EDVHG RUJDQLVDWLRQY DV WKHVH DUH SLFNLQJ WKH LQWHUHVW\

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

¢HOG LQ D GXELRXV PDQQHU +HUH ZH H[DPLQH WKH UROH WKH \RXQJ

DFWLYLVW HOLWH SOD\HG LQ WKH ORFDO SRZHU ¢JKW GXULQJ D VSHFL¢F

HYHQW WKH RYHUWKURZLQJ DWWHPSW RI WKH 7RRUR .LQJ LQ

7KH 7TRRUR .LQJGRP FRPSUHKHQGV WKH 8JDQGDQ GLVWULFWYV RI
.DEDUROH .\HQMRMR .DPZHQJH DQG .\HJHJZD ,WV SDODFH LV
ORFDWHG LQ )RUW 3RUWDO .DEDUROH GLVWULFW .LQJGRPV ZHUH DEROLVKHC

LQ 8JDQGD LQ DQG WKHQ UH HVWDEOLVKHG LQ E\ OXVHYHQL
deprived of their executive and judicial powers by the Ugandan
&RQVWLWXWLRQ RI +RZHYHU WKH SRZHU DQG RPQLSUHVHQFH

of the kingdom in the local political scene originates in its stH}Icture 2
high land revenue — many peasants are living on or occupylgg HOHFWUL HG |H|3,:H EXLOW E\ WKH ODQGORUG

WKH NLQJGRPYV ODQG ORUHRYHU W KM ddhQ iidaMigH By %&iddW xH RRIEWD DEDUR
DQG KHU VRQ WKH FXUUHQW NLQJ #Q@FKRNRIUDUH OXVHYHQLYTV ORQJ



After the start of the negotiations, a big portion of these youngrrative designed for Western donors, used to underscore the
HOLWHV UDSLGO\ WXUQHG WKHLU EDUNVN® W KH POAIIRELLY WIYQ 8 UKL W XDPREV H G
VSOLW LQ WZR 7KH 3HOGHUV" PRVWUOgdandg phe cogstartHiakvwwitp lpthoirtermiipng) RgpassE e v
ZHUH RQ .LMDQDQJRPDYV VLGH DQG W®lese) petiica) perspomrelgouts\he-less rrxipdicatignghan an
The “youth” on the other hand, led by educated activists, wdpgurance of having secured margins of action. Autonomy, even
opposing the process. They continued to mobilize the populatibi’cOmplete, is a result of this long-term work. Actions and

so that the importance of some protests raised the cerp@jtical discourses — disguised as technical, using the vocabulary

governmen WV DWWHQWLRQ ,Q WKH HQG WY p R ¥E By afe JgRapred @pesiklp because they

overcame the status of local individual activists.

What is the most compelling here is not the story of the evenH@ferences

itself, but the local relations of power the incident highlighted.

The network of young activists and politicians was carrying &iPP Alli Mari, 2010, MuVHYHQLTV 8JDQGD 3DUDC
SROLWLFDO SURMHEW RI GLVPDQWOLDBY WKNEVLE) BRAMRML JORKOEW L R\@ QYL Az

as obsolete and irrelevant in its interventions in the conductgy{sset-Foucault Florence, 2011, 3UHQGUH OD SDURO]|
public affairs. FULWHWXHLWR\HQQHWpP VRXV OfKpJpPR
5pVLVWDQFH 1DWLRQDOH 150 3K' 'LV

They also regarded it as a major obstacle to their personal cag@eyL YHUV LW\ Rl 3DULV 3D QWK pR Q-Sorbonne
ascension, being led by a queen and a king they were enem 37KH 3RO

RI 7KXV IRU WKH LQAXHQW PHPEHUVlI'F%gI% FDFgEX§/§§-§AJEEQP@N§P§UJDQL]DWI

besides being fairly illegitimate in Tooro — was not a king to b
+ P DX
crowned but a “weak méafi to be manipulated and used. They RVLWLYH XPDQ SLIKWV &XB (B K@

ZDQWHG WR FDXVH DQ XSKHDYDO R%Jﬂtﬁ{X/KURZ .LQJ 2\R ODXQFK D
SRSXODU UHIHUHQGXP WKHQ GLVPDQMWOXPEDKS .LQIJERPSRUWRRURDWOBQ FLW
build a more democratic governance in the region. As one of thefial au niveaudHV DXWRULWpPV ORFDOHV  UpA
H[SOLFLWO\ VDLG RQ DLU LQ W K & pFiHQVE B 20 & K B WRHRYFOHQRIQRXH B@® W2 R Q D (
a popular referendum on the destitution of the kingdom: “AGPLQLVWUDWLYHYV, 76, 1, p. 183-200.

.LQJGRPV UHOHYDQW" 'R ZH UHDOO\ QHHRpWEYI R WRB HRMO VY XV" Sy *HwH U

WKHUH PHDQV ZH FDQ XVH WR DYRLGWR K REMG! Y R B JRS SHRH Mok BRYo 61 ma
&RQVWLWXWLRQ DQVZHUV WKDW ZH FRHRHMHE MY (1QIGRPV 41 WKH\ GRQTW

suit our culture, desires and aspirations as a community.” )
3RPPHUR O Oe Marie-Emmanuelle, 2005, = TXRL VHU

7KH 7RRUR .LQJGRP HYHQWYV LOOXV\WHD®WH R\PKPHH "SBEWU ROl MWRKGIO BPRWDWYH HW
human rights actors, carrying an agenda of political re-foundati@ DPHURXQ HW DX .HQ\D 3K' 'LVV LQ 3R
of the community. This historic sequence could have led tl@feWXGHYV 3ROLWLTXHYV de Bordeaux.

organization to a more explicit politicisation. But, following the W HVWHU DX 0DOL )
HYHQW .LMDQDQJRPD DQG 2\RTV SR%IﬁLéLZd%L{/I—b [H,bg I—!BC?_| 66HIQULDWLTXH T
WKH DFWLYLVW RUJDQL]DWLRQ PDLQW%%Q%&) WV LQAXHQFH ORUHRYHU W
partly earned the privileged position of direct interlocutor with

the local government — replacing the weakened kingdom. 6VRQNR 1DEDFZD 0 *5SHODWLRQV E
_ 1*2V DGYRFDF\ ZRUN DQG JRYHUQPHQW
Conclusion '"HYHORSPHQW LQ 3UDFWLFH S

In a hybrid authoritarian context, the production of a highly criticalilkins S., 2017, “Who paysfor SDNDODVW" 7KH 1501\
GLVFRXUVH DQG WKH LQYROYHPHQW pat@nadekiriruIRUgdhfh”, S-RXIMIIDFD @ | (D @/ HFRE@ H
ZLWK D FRVW IRU D QRQ SUR{W RUJDQL]DNLRQ ,W UHTXLUHV PDUJLQV RI
actions and liberties that only strong organizational structures may

possess. Moreover, the genesis of such “institutions” comes agti@graphy

XQLQWHQWLRQDO UHVXOW RI GDLO\ SiWWsRiaduid¥ Kh cfldid@te thB paffartmbhd & RukddeaM L |
implements to secure its margins of action, combined W RO LWOFDORYHUQDQFH 6WXGLHV DW W
political strategies. An example of it is the 2015 struggle fortha UXJHV FXUUHQWO\ ZRUNLQJ RQ WKH S
KHDG RI WKH 7RRUR .LQJGRP ,Q IDF \the Eufdp&ab URdR-AirRaVdididasMp KTRi¥\papBrikhb résult of

it” internationalizes its funds and deploys rooted local networkd SUHYLRXV ODVWHUTVY GHJUHH FRPSOH\
Rl 3YROXQWHHUV"~ UHO\LQJ RQ WKHRQRWKHQAXB QWH HVE R X3IRRQ R/R\F D O Scienc
Repression in itself only occurs as ritualized practices and ag® QWDFW JDXWKLHU VFKHIHU#FROHXU

" 6RPH LQWHUYLHZHH RQ .LMDQDQJRPDYV VLGH PDGH VXFK DVVHUWLRQ EXW ZH FRX
2 The expression was repeatedly used by members of the group, that is why we are quoting here.
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