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Women and the Peace Process
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'1 Introduction and Summary..
Before one can begin to discuss the role of Uganda's in the peace
process, it is necessary to define both the parameters of peace
and what is meant by process. Peace is a state of harmony
between individuals, communities and nations; a condition of
personal well-being amity and accord between people. It has both
physical and spiritual dimensions. It implies not only an
absence of war and acts of violence, but of conflict itself.

Conflict is the outcome of disagreement over ideas, over who qets
a job or contract, over land and even over the love of others ,and
competition for power, possessions and resources. Competition and
disagreement can rapidly result in aggression and conflict.
clearly it is not possible to eliminate either such causes of
conflict. Nor is it feasible for all forms of communal and
criminal violence in society to be eradicated. So what is
attainable.

What constitutes peace is also to some extent subjective. A
satisfactory state of affairs, and thus peace, to one person or
nation, is not necessarily coincident with that of other persons
or peoples. To put it in a gender context a man may feel at
peace when his wife is serving him well in the home, but does not
compete for jobs or political power in the wider world; where
he makes the decisions and she accepts them without question.
The woman may merely feel oppressed, frustrated and resentful;
the reverse of peaceful.

Broadly speaking there are two main approaches to resolution of
conflict and the achievement of peace. The first is through a
war of attrition by force of arms by either or both sides in a
conflict. Thus were the Pax Romana and Pax Brittanica achieved,
thus the peace that has followed the several wars in this and
other centuries. The second is by conciliation, and arbitration,
appeasement and compromise involving the opposing, sides and
possibly other mediators in talks. The "Peace ConfeJrence" may
in fact be held after one side has been beaten to iron out a
legal framework for the peace. There are other non-violent but
economically disruptive measures which can also be invoked,
especially by third parties, in the form of trade or other types
cf embargoes. Terrorism is also used to induce agreement between
parties in a conflict without resorting to war. The search for
peace in Uganda and its neighbours has been pursued at different
times by all these means.

Uganda gained independence from colonial rule in October 1962 and
since that time has seldom been wholly at peace. While never
having been at war with her neighbours Ugandans have suffered
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not anly civil war, but from ather ~orms and levels of armed
insurrection, banditry and state terrorism. Uganda has also been
affected by wars in neighbouring countries, which have
destabilised border areas and resulted in waves of refugees, some
to be permanently absorbed in uganda society.

The roots of conflict in Uganda itself both predate and arise
from the period of foreign intrusion and colonial rule, although
other factors serve to fuel continued sectarianism. War was
endemic to Uganda long before colonial times, only the weapons
have changed. Traditional conflicts were between pre-colonial
kingdoms or other polities. The imposition of colonial rule
changed the balance of power between contending traditional
'states', and within society itself, by according more power and
affluence to those they chose as intermediaries of their rule,
the chiefs. Although these were nearly all prominent men in
their societies, both the extent and source of their power. was
changed by the colonists.

It is probable that such factional or state instituted violence
has resulted in more violent crime and domestic assaults: of
husband on wife, of parent on child, between wives, even wife on
husband, as well as violent crimes of highway robbery and murder.
There are however no reliable statistics or even complete
information on such crimes.

For the part three decades Uganda's main concerns have been
. ,ternal. However Uganda has participated in various conferences
.rd meetings to negotiate and assure peace in the region, of East

Africa and Africa. In 1994 a unit of Ugandan troups was also
sent as peacekeepers to Liberia.

The role of women both historically, and in the present, in
securing and maintaining peace in Uganda, and elsewhere, is
almost invisible. While women have been the victims and have
participated in perpetuating conflict by siding with their
menfolk, and even occasionally joining armies, or guerilla
groups, they have not until very recently demanded peace, or been
recorded as doing anything to achieve it. Their concern has been
with more immediate social issues, of their inequality before the
law, and until recently their efforts have been unavailing in
spite of the fact that all the varied leaders of Uganda,
including Amin, have paid lipservice to improving the status of
women. I

Women have also been largely absent from conflict resolution by
conciliation in the international arena, because they are poorly
represented in the higher echelons of Government. Internally
they have also not been involved in the peace process, except as
combattants and law keepers, largely at menial levels. One major
exception to this is the Minister of state for Pacification of
the North, who was appointed in 1988 (?) in an attempt to give
new impetus and direction to the attempts of the Government to
come to agreement with the remnants of supporters of the previous
rulers. In fact it may be argued that in order for women to
achieve an equal position in society, they may have to actively



lnstitute conflict rather than ~romote peace.

While it may be observed that unless women aChieve positions in
the decision making apparatus they are denied a voice or role in

". peacemaking, either in setting goa Is, devising strategies or
participating in arbitration and conciliation, it may conversely
be argued that an improvement of status, especially the elevation
of women to high level positions in government, in politics, the
administration, the forces of law and order, in business or other
area, does not necessarily mean that women will make a special
contribution as women. In accepting such positions they become
part of the system, speaking usually with the same voice,
espousing the same pOlicies as men, and having often the same
personal concerns of job security, salary and so on. Although
individual women, such as the Minister of state for Pacification
of the North, may directly speak to and try to involve women
directly in conciliation because of their roles as wives 'and
mothers, they do so on behal f of one "side" or other in any
conflict, and the agenda of that "side" is dictated by men.
Women up to now have not had an agenda as women in relation to
the elimination of war and violence in society.

Women are also not necessarily pacific by nature. A common
complaint is that the woman police officer, soldier, or prison
warder may be more ruthless than any man. There is also no
evidence that women jUdges deal differently with the cases that
corne before them because of their womanhood. In fact in their
search for equality women have not sought to use the power and
influence of their high level posts to advance the position of
women generally. Women political leaders notably do not have a
majority of women in their Cabinets. In Uganda women have not
been elevated to positions as Ministers, even of Women's affairs,
or more recently to the Vice Presidency because of their advocacy
of women's interests.

If women are to contribute as women, they must not only be
coopted for their ability to appeal to other women, and to
exercise the special appeal of women to their menfolk as the
carers, the mothers, but have to be organised and have their own
agenda to which all are dedicated. Thus both their short term and
long term objectives and the strategies through which these may
be achieved should be clear to and accepted by all. One must
ask, is this possible or is it an ephemera? I

Furthermore what should be the agenda of the women of Uganda, in
Uganda, in the region, and internationally. To answer these
questions one must understand the context in which women live in
Uganda, and the factors which have given rise to violence their.
These mirror to some extent not only the dilemmas of women in
other countries in Africa, but even those elsewhere.

The Roots of Conflict

Uganda did not exist prior to 1894 when the British declared a
Protectorate. However even before that date, the seeds of future
conflict had already been sown and grown in earlier wars, firstly



between the indigenous peoples of the area, and secondly between
adherents of different religious faiths introduced from north
Africa and the West. In imposing a protectorate on Uganda the
British firstly accorded a special status to the Kingdom of

r Buganda which has resonated in political issues to the present.
Secondly they accorded quasi official status to the Protestant
religion, which also had far-reaching implications for political
development.

The Buganda Agreement of 1900 and others which followed changed
the traditional basis for ownership of the main resource of land,
and thus the power relationships in society. The land issue is
still unsettled and is furthermore central to the question of
women's rights. Baganda were made chiefs of, and assisted in the
sUbjugation of other peoples of Uganda. Another feature of
colonial rule was that it introduced Asians, firstly as
indentured labour, later transformed to a middleclass of traders,
into Uganda. Although they were to be later expelled, they to
this day complicate the issue of property ownership, and to some
extent laws relating to women. There are still on the statute
book, more than one Act relating to marriage, differentiating
Christians, Moslems and Hindus.

Underlying present development policies is a recognition that the
northern districts of Uganda remained largely ignored by previous
Governments. Almost as a natural consequence of Kampala being
the metropolitan centre, development spread outwards, only slowly
from there. Other climatic factors also contributed to this,
coupled with the nature of the cash crops which were first
introduced. This was additional to the fact that the structure
of administration and relative sophistication of the Kingdoms
appealed to the royalist sympathies of the British more than what
is usually described as the acephlous lineage systems in the
north, many of whose peoples were seen to be "primitive" and
uncivilised.

In fact it became an entrenched policy to recruit soldiers and
police from the north rather than the south rather than to allow
the possibility that southern politicians could control the use
of force. The north was seen initially also as a source of
labour for plantations and industries in the south, and thus the
extension of cash crop cultivation was artificially restricted.

I
During the colonial period the development of indigenous
modernising institutions was also first centred in the south.
In the first National Assembly (1955) to contain African
representatives, the northern region was entirely excluded.
other bases for the growth of democracy were also carefully
controlled, especially the Cooperative and trade union movements
through the latter of which, because of their preponderance in
blue collar jobs, northerners might expect to be well
represented.

Before Independence there was increasing disparity of wealth
between those in elite positions and jobs and the ordinary small
peasant. This was again more apparent in the south, where
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opportunities for enrichment were many. In the first instance
the various agreements signed between the British and the several
kingdoms had the effect of creating a class of landowners and a
class of squatters, by awarding chiefs freehold title to personal
and official 'mailo' (a square mile of land), replacing earler
communal systems of ownership. Then first cotton and to a much
greater extent coffee provided a source of income.

Then there were the Asians. Originally imported into the region
as labour, others quickly realised the economic opportunities and
came to set up businesses, in agriculture and commerce. At the
time of Independence they formed a middle strata, more like a
caste than a class, which dominated trade, from the small rural
"duuka" to the emporium in town. They also occupied the middle
level of white collar jobs, and the skilled blue-collar
occupations. They were seen as barriers to the upward mobility
of indigenous Ugandans, not only because their relative we~lth

gave them better access to education, but also because of their
extensive kin and ethnic networks of trade and credit
relationships, both within East Africa and worldwide.

The Uneasy Peace

The 1962 'Independence' constitution provided for an uneasy
dichotomy of federal and unitary relationships, of the then
Districts, which were largely ethnically based, with the central
Government. It left unsolved the demands of the kingdom of
Buganda for more autonomy and ignored the disparity in internal
organisational complexity and physical development that then
existed between the Districts.

The colonial power also left behind a largely unprofessionally
led army, manned almost entirely by soldiers from the north. And
a government whose president was the king of Buganda, and whose
prime Minister came from one of the northern Districts. Not only
ethnic differences by also the nature of traditional institutions
was so diverse at that time, that the people of the kingdoms
could hardly understand how an elected leader could be head of
government - he was after all not born or educated to rule.

In the first years after Independence the Government attempted
to plan for more balanced development, locating factories in the
north, building new health care institutions, and attempting to
introduce a balanced ethnic mix in its own employment pOlicies.
Cabinet Ministers were drawn from all Districts. The political
parties themselves, because of their religious bias rather than
ethnic base, encouraged mixing at least at the level of the
political elite.

Of the less developed Districts of the North, Karamoja (now
Moroto and Kotido) has a special place. Since the turn of the
century Karamoja has been turned from a fertile savanna to a
semi-arid wasteland. Its inhabitants, who are pastoralists, have
refused to reliquish age-old traditions of cattle raiding among
themselves, into surrounding districts and even neighbouring
countries. Their depradations have contributed to the present



..

level of violence and administrative breakdown in large parts of
the north-north east, and mismanaged livestock development
resulted in depletion of natural resources and degradation of the
soils .

Politics in Uganda while appearing to be fought on issues, has
been more about personalities. Political leaders, who mainly
corne from impoverished backgrounds, also have seen entry into
politics as a chance to benefit themselves rather than their
communities. This is not unusual, but has become increasingly
common in developed countries of the north as politics has ceased
to be the domain of the affluent or aristocracy. While therefore
leaders have used emotive sectarian issues to gain support, their
goal is most often not the solution of these issues, but the
satisfaction of personal greed.

The leadership of Buganda never accepted the Independence
Constitution, but pressed for their own Independence from the
rest of Uganda. After control of two counties for which Buganda
and the kingdom of Bunyoro had contested since before
Independence, were ceded to Bunyoro after a referendum in 1965,
matters came to a head with the demand from Buganda that the
central Government remove itself from Buganda soil - Kampala
being situated in Buganda and their call to arms and
overrunning of several government police posts in the districts
which made up Buganda. The central Government responded by
attacking the palace and forcing the king of Buganda to flee the
country into exile.

Buganda was not the only source of conflict. Several politicians
in the party in power began to resent the dominance of Obote, and
organised their own attempted coup in 1966. This allowed Obote
to seize power by imprisoning his opponents before their forces
could get off, or rather on, the ground, abrogate the 1962
Constitution and declare himself President under the new
(1966/1967) Constitution. Under it the kingdoms were abolished

These events did not wholly derive from Uganda's internal
interests and conflicts. Cold War politics also intervened. For
somewhat perplexing reasons Obote had always been seen by
outsiders as a revolutionary. Influenced both by Kaunda and
Nyerere he sought to implement piecemeal what he saw in his
visi ts to zambia and Tanzania. In 1969 the document "'Move to the
Left" was pUblished. This was coupled with vario~s concrete
measures, such as nationalisation, first of the banks, and then
of every other enterprise, mainly owned by Asian and British
interests. In the early days of Independence he had also sought
assistance from training the police, army, and even the national
youth organisation from Israel. By 1965 he however began to
realise that Israel was determined to use his increasing reliance
on their aid as leverage to influence Uganda's foreign policy,
and he began to look to other sources of assistance.

Both of these policies resulted
forces. From 1965 or even earlier
the opposition to the Government

in pressures from external
the Western powers supported
of obot.e , seeing him as a



stumbling block to their designs, too influenced by Nyerere, too
leftwing, too pro-Arab.

The Amin Repression

By 1971 pressures to remove the incumbent government culminated
in a military coup which brought Idi Amin to power. It was clear
that not only had their been foreign involvement, but that this
was not the only coup being planned at the time.

The immediate aftermath of the coup was a purge of those,
especially in the armed forces, but also other individuals in
other walks of life, whom he saw as a threat to his position.
The larger number of these were soldiers, and police of broadly
the same ethnic origins as Obote. At first his ascension
appeared to favour the Right and particularly Israeli interests,
but by 1972, first Israelis, secondly the Asians, and lastly the
British were told to leave "forthwith".

Al though military personnel were his first rnajor target for
elimination, the regime selectively killed large numbers of
people for a variety of reasons, either on the orders of the Head
of state, or through vendettas prosecuted by others lower down
the ladder. Individuals were snatched from their homes in the
middle of the night, put in the boots of cars and driven to
unknown destinations. Sometimes a search by relatives would
locate them in a particUlar prison or house of detention, in
others nothing more might be heard of them. In most cases they
ended up dead.

It was a reign of terror, but no one was prepared pUblicly to
oppose the dictator, thus the newspapers were full of reports of
the people supporting ridiculous contentions, such as the Arab
who was declared a Chinese saboteur, and the British citizens who
carried the "conqueror of the British Empire" and "white man's
burden" shoulder high in a chair. Foreign governments also
accepted, if they did not praise, Amin, and danced to his tune.
His photograph Album is replete with pictures of him with the
leaders of many other countries, as well as with smiling local
leaders, most of whom were eventually forced to flee for their
lives.

Uganda has not yet recovered from the years when contrql over the
use of force was the ultimate decider of who was right.
Repression was not a matter of state only, it became a way of
life for all those who could not settle their disputes through
the courts or by traditional means. Any disagreement could
result in torture and death, over a girl, a business deal, a job,
land - in fact anything which could give rise to jealousy.

It is important to understand the dynamics of such situations if
peace is to be pursued, not least because it underlines in a more
general way, the point that too often dictatorships and terrorism
are not opposed but appeased, until untimately war is the only
way to achieve real peace.



In 1972 nearly every Asian, whether a citizen or not, and nearly
all those of mixed race were expelled from Uganda. Their shops,
businesses and jobs, their houses, property and money were
plundered. While individual homes and businesses had been
looted in the course of the weeding out referred to, this was now
officially organised. In fact it was made a crime to take
anything without official permission. This allowed the booty to
be distributed to supporters and henchmen of Amin as a form of
largesse.

All houses and business premises were allocated with their
contents, and later re-allocated as need arose. Major items,
such as cars and lorries were auctioned for ridiculous prices.
No one knew where the money so raised went. Although the move
to expel Asians was internationally decried, many Ugandans
welcomed the chance to enter businesses that had been closed to
them before. However the disruption caused by their arbitrary
and accelerated departure caused chaos to Uganda's commercial
sector, and removed many needed technologists and technicians.

It did however have one contrary and beneficial effect: it
opened the way for women also to take over the vacated
businesses. It was the first time women had been able to engage
in private business other than petty market trading. For a time
Amin even actively espousedf the cause of women, offering awards
for women/s achievements in various fields.

The Amin years laid the foundation for the culture of looting.
Firstly looting from political opponents, cars, household goods,
money; then from the Asians, their shops, businesses, homes and
personal wealth; lastly in an orgy of grabbing everything that
could be carried when his government was defeated. New words
were coined - mafuta mingi, bayayi - to denote those whose wealth
was gained by devious means. opportunities opened that were not
there before. It became a way of life to get by means of
patronage an allocation of scarce goods and to sell them at a
mark up even before they left the factory or store to those who
had no access to such support, but who had genuine businesses.
The artificially low rate of shilling to the dollar, and
mismanagement of public purchasing boards also encouraged the
smuggling of coffee to neighbouring Kenya, to the extent that
smuggling became a legitimate business - even the head of state
was involved - on both sides of the border.

War and Genocide

There were many attempts to overthrow Amin in his eight year
period of rule. Almost before he was sworn into power he began
to be aware of discontent among his supporters which was put down
ruthlessly. Then in 1972 there was an abortive invasion by Obote
with the support of Tanzania, which was met by equally ruthless
use of force. This was followed by sporadic attempts to
assassinate him - all unsuccessful.

1979 saw the overthrow of Amin by the combined forces of Uganda
exiles and Tanzanian army, with logistical support from Israel.

Q



Amin was defeated by superior strategy rather than force of arms.
His overthrow however did not end violence, it ushered in a
period of even more widespread killing, looting and assault.
civil crimes also increased and few criminals were brought to

• justice.

There was no rejoicing at the overthrow of Amin, as there had
been 8 years previously when Obote was ousted. The country was
left devastated, 1 ife was dangerous. The Tanzanian soldiers
found Uganda a promised land after the stern shortages of
socialism at home. They joined hands with local gangsters to rob
and murder. It was dangerous to move at night and people hid
their valuables. No one wore a watch as the Tanzanian troups
collected every visible timepiece and radio cassette. Vehicles
were also a target often just for joyriding.

In 1980 some refugees from Arua launched a raid across· the
border. This provided an excuse to unleash the full might of the
Uganda army against the civilian population. Most of the army
were at that time made up of Acholi who had suffered most under
Amin, and they made no secret that they were taking their
revenge. Almost the entire population of Arua and Moyo flet to
Zaire and the Sudan, and nearly every home and shop in the
villages and small trading centres of the region were totally
destroyed.

Local support for the war to overthrow Am i n , which was waged
initially in Buganda, had been obtained on the presumption that
a Muganda would head the Government. This was quickly realised
to have been a ruse. A Military Government was installed to
oversee elections which would bring Obote back to power for the
second time. The hand of Obote was clear to all behind the
Military Government, and although he did not stand for election
himself, he ensured the victory of his party the upe, by blatant
rigging.

Resentment of rigging was widespread, but it was not the main
losers, the DP, who resorted to the use of force to overthrow
him, but the leader and core members of the small UPM, which had
hardly any popular support at the time. When they went to the
bush in 1981 and formed the NRM, and its armed wing, the NRA,
they would only leave it when the took Kampala by force of arms
in 1986.

Their guerilla war was launched first in areas near to Kampala
known as the Luwero Tri ang1e , and resulted in hundreds of
thousands of internal refugees more than 200,000 in detention
camps, and countless thousands or hundreds of thousands killed.
The numbers who perished are merely guesswork, but for four years
the population were never settled. Many of those who were not
killed left the District to live a marginal existence elsewhere
until after the NRM took over.

Most of the population had no specific allegiance. They just
wanted to live in peace, but they were squeezed between the two
opposing forces, and some at least had relatives, if not



themselves who were on one side or the other. Most of the
atrocities were committed by Government in its campaign to stamp
out the guerilla forces, but the latter were not blameless.

• It was in Luwero more than anywhere else in the country that
women and girls suffered rape. Again the proportion of women
who were raped is not known. Many were raped and died as a
result. Some became combattants so they could protect
themselves, so that they could become strong, so they could
attack, rather than be defenceless victims.

During Obote's second period in power there was an increase in
sectarianism. As with his first government, and in spite of the
guerilla war which he looked increasingly like winning by sheer
brutality, he was overthrown by malcontents within his own camp.
Ethnic divisions underlay his overthrow, again by his own army
commanders of a different ethnic group, Tito and Basilio Okello.

The army coup of 1985, which drove out Obote for the second time,
was accompanied by the usual orgy of looting. Its leadership
were even more impoverished than before and lasted a short time.
They however paved the way for the victory of the NRM which used
the opportunity of administrative disorganisation, and a power
vaccuum in the West to burst out of their base and take
territory. They used prolonged peace talks as a cover while they
organised themselves for the final assault on Kampala, pretending
they might accept a simple seat on the Okello Cabinet.

Rebels and Resistance

The NRA victory by force of arms was welcomed by almost all in
southern Uganda, and by many elsewhere. It was achieved with
the direct involvement of women as combattants, as fighters and
saboteurs. Disappointingly this was not adequately reflected in
the first line up of Ministers, although great care however was
taken to include within the broadbased government everyone who
could claim some popular support and especially leaders of rebel
groups including those who had once been supporters of Amin,
possibly because none fielded any woman candidate for such
positions.

Not surprisingly the NRM/NRA continued to be opposed in the
heartland of both Obote and the Okellos, and the north still
remains to be entirely pacified. At first the NRA wagkd a series
of battles against remnants of previous government troops. This
was accompanied by offers of amnesty and handouts for the
'rebels'. For a time the entire population of northern districts
was herded into district headquarters to cut off the rebels from
civilian assistance. Political leaders were imprisoned. As with
Luwero, local leaders and others were in the position of being
squeezed between a relatively foreign government and rebels who
were their brothers or clansmen. It has been a war of attrition
and it is difficult to entirely win. A handfUl of men and women
can destabilize large areas, disrupt traffic and trade, strike
terror into the hearts of the people. Unlike the second Obote
Government, the ma jor atrocities have been the work of the

10



rebels, nevertheless the army does not have clean hands, and
there have been barbarous killings and rapes by the NRA, coupled
with looting of property. It is not however, as was Luwero,
Government policy, and wherever it is discovered stern action is
taken.

The strategy adopted by the NRM Government for achieving peace
has been from the beginning one of conciliation, and a clear
avoidance of anything which could look like revenge. They are
contrasted in this to all previous governments who sought to
punish those who opposed them. Rather there has been an
encouragement of free speech and empowerment of people at the
grassroots. Considering that ethnic conflicts in Uganda have
derived largely from uneven development, the Government has
sought major investment in the north, north west and north east.
The implementation of development is however frustrated by
continuing instability. Nevertheless Defence has continued'to
absorb a very high proportion, amounting to around 30% of the
national Budget both for development and for recurrent
expenditure, which reflects to continuing reliance on military
means of rUling the country.

The Impact on Women - A Historical Perspective

The traditional role of women is now hard to unearth. It has
been so overlaid by more recent experiences and changes. Uganda
also has many different ethnic groups which have different
traditions. However in nearly every society women were
considered another form of property. Dowry was paid for her and
she was expected to produce children in return, children who were
her husband's and his family's not hers. She herself hardly can
be said to have owned property since at any time in almost every
ethnic group it could be taken by her husband, her father, or
even her brother. A woman had no voice in political affairs,
although women elders could contribute to discussions on civil
cases. Women were expected to work without reward. The
institution of polygamy ensured that wealthier men had adequate
labour to work their land.

only two women emerged on the political stage before Independence
one an Indian, and one a Muganda. It is only since 1986 that
women have been more adequately represented, as a result of
affirmative action, rather than through competition w~th men, in
the legislature. On the other hand there is some evidence to
show that at least by the 1950s girls were being sent to school
in equal numbers to the boys and the first secondary school to
be established in Uganda was in fact a girls boarding school,
Gayaza, in 1904. It should be stressed that this was in south
central Uganda. In the primarily pastoral societies of the
north, girls are still considered to be primarily a source of
wealth in the form of dowry, or as labour to till the fields, and
they were and are married off early. Their education has thus
never been believed to be essential or even necessary.

There has in the last few years been a decline in the proportion
of girls attending school coincident with increasing financial
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pressures on parents, which have required ~ choice being made as
to which child to educate, and boys are accorded a priority
everywhere.

other early initiatives to involve women in development focussed
on clubs formed under the aegis of Government Departments or
Churches, where child care, cookery, home improvement and
handicrafts for home use rather than trade, were taught. There
was no national women's organisation until much later. Even
education was directed rather to producing good wives rather than
career women.

After Independence women began more actively to press for
recognition through national organisations. It was during this
period that the Mothers Union, the Catholic Women's Guild, and
the Moslem Womens Association, under the umbrella of the National
Council of Women, took up a number of key issues. The fitst
concerned marriage, the second inheritance. Up to today the laws
in Uganda on marriage and inheritance, and in fact property
rights in general, discriminate against women. They are also
based on laws promulgated elsewhere during the colonial period,
and have never been reviewed or up-dated.

During the early Independence period women who graduated from
higher institutions of learning did however occupy positions in
the public domain on equal terms of service, and with equal
prospects of promotion to men, though they were few in number.
However women still remained unrepresented in local (District)
government, as they did at the centre. Their only role in the
kingdoms was an inherited one - the sister of the monarch.

Under the military dictatorship of Amin, women were forced into
a peculiarly contradictory role. On the one hand women were not
regarded as people but as the spoils of war, or domestic
chattels. They were used as pawns, as prizes, as playthings.
It did not matter how educated or qualified, or how lowly and
poor, those with the guns thought it their right to despoil them.
Early on a famous nightclub situated near the barracks in Kampala
was raided, and all the women marched to the barracks to serve
the soldiers lust. Later nurses hostels were a target for dance
organisers who wanted to ensure that a good number of available
women attended. It became hazardous for women to participate in
pUblic social events. By the end of his period of rule women
were refusing to attend social functions since they could simply
be hijacked by any military or security man on his whim. In some
cases boyfriends and even husbands, or conversely simple escorts
for the evening, were k i lIed to ensure compliance. It was
dangerous to compete for a woman with any man with such
connections.

On the other hand this attitude towards women had an unexpectedly
advantageous aspect. Women were not perceived as a threat, so
increasingly women became responsible for seeking loved ones who
had been arrested, since they were less liable to be themselves
detained than men. They thus incidentailly gained experience of
dealing with an erratic officialdom. They learnt how to



manipulate the system through the necessity for subterfuge and
economic hardship. They became more aware of their own potential
as they were left to manage homes by husbands in exile, or who
had been murdered. Some women whose husbands had been murdered
were even rewarded by being allocated a business. This allowed
them to develop a level of self-reliance they had not had before.
Women as well as men benefitted from moving into Asian
businesses. They also became used to being the second
breadwinner as inflation bit into earnings and scarcity resulted
in rocketting prices of basic necessities of life.

As with Amin, Obote, on his return to power, paid lip service to
improving the status of women, but as with the period of Amin's
rule, nothing was actually done about it, in spite of the fact
that large delegations from Uganda attended the International
Conference on Women in Nairobi in 1985. In fact these
delegations were made up largely by political nominees ra~er

than women who were involved in the struggle for equal rights,
or who had even drafted the country statement.

During the periOd from 1979 to 1986 there were also no women in
the Cabinet, and few women were appointed to other positions of
power and influence, such as governing boards, or company
management - see table ppxx. Women were however active partners
in the several devious methods by which Ugandans were forced to
make their living as their salaries shrank still more under the
combined effects of inflation and structual adjustment. By 1981
a month's salary for a graduate teacher was sufficient to
purchase food only for about 3 days for the average family. All
other needs and wants had to be satisfied by other means, often
trading.

The economic effects of these two forces on the average villager
were no less devastating. Marketing networks for cash crops had
collapsed during the 1970s and did not revive in the early 1980s.
Men who had controlled the cash earnings from cash crops and
employment had to look to their wives to supplement their income
so that children could go to school, and other items could be
bought. The importance of women, and their potential economic
power was thus strengthened, but they lacked control over the
resources of production and often could not control the income
from their own work.

Men saw the increasing ability of women to be ind~pendent a
threat to their control over them. Even so a woman can
effectively only be independent in town, otherwise she is a
beggar on her father's, husband's or brother's land. Only in
Buganda do women have a greater degree of ownerShip, but even so
on such a woman's death her land will usually revert to the
family of her husband, or go to her sons not her daughters. When
it comes to the laws of inheritance a woman is a non-person.
Inheritance laws refer to the property of men and how it should
be divided, it nowhere refers to the property of women (?).

The Okelo interregnum existed for too short a time to make any
impact on the position of women, other than to confirm their
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irrGlevance. As before no single woman was appointed to any
, position of power in the Government.

\.hen the NRM came to power the s i tuation for women was much
> altered. The NRM as will be further described is the first

government to actively promote an improvement in the status of
women and their participation at all levels of decision making.
It was perhaps not surprising therefore that the person chosen
to head the government's effort to pacify the north was a woman.
A woman who appealed, among others, to women as the main losers,
to persuade their men to put down their arms and make peace.

The NRM government, with personal impetus from the President, has
paid special attention to women. Even while still in the bush
the Resistance Committee system was introduced which ensured at
least one position for women on the 9 person committee. within
the NRM Secretariat there is a woman's desk, within 'the
Government there is a Ministry for Women's Affairs (now renamed
Gender), and outside both the National Association of Women's
Organisations. As part of the preparation for the Constitutional
Assembly, a new women's council was created paralleling the RCs
which has direct representation in the CA. There is a constant
stress on women's education and affirmative action to increase
the number of women in University.

Women's organisations have poliferated, or expanded under the NRM
at national and local level, including FIDA, UWFCT, UWESO and
AKFODE. Increasing numbers of women have been appointed on
Committees, Boards and to the Cabinet. The National Executive
Council Lnc Lvdes 6 women out of a total of 74. But above all
women's voices are assured a hearing by the requirement that
there should be at least one woman at every level of Government
counci 1, and an additional one per District in the national
governing Resistance Council. Thus 43 or 16% of the NRC are
women.

In the preparations for the draft constitution the opinions of
women were actively sought and they are represented in the CA,
although not by so many as in the RC. They however competed in
many instances directly against men and won on merit. Women have
seized the opportunity offered in the drafting of a new
constitution. They organised workshops and seminars throughout
the country to prepare proposals to the drafting com,ittee, and
they are actively involved in the CA. Elections to the CA in
1993 were by direct secret ballot and only 8(?) women were
elected. A total of xx contested the election. They have been
joined by a further two representing the National Women's
Council.

The achievements for women in the last decade under the NRM are
not easy to document. Obtaining a breakdown by gender in respect
to categories of senior employees in Government, the parastatals
and the private sector in time series is virtually impossible.
Records have not been maintained and information is given with
reluctance. The tables below contain what data it has been
possible to collect. These demonstrate improvement but not
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dramatic change.

There are now 6 Women Ministers, Deputy Ministers and Ministers
of state as against 1 in the 1980 Government. In 1993 there were
25 Permanent Secretaries and Under Secretaries out of a total of
85. There were no records for earlier years, although it is known
that a few were female. There is no woman Mayor and only two
female ambassadors our of 23 possible positions. Women were
appointed to at least one or two diplomatic posts under each
Government since Independence. However in almost every other
sphere there are more women, and women in more visible positions.
Women are represented on every management board, or commission.

There are many women's organisations in Uganda but until recently
they have had limited effectiveness in promoting women's
interests. The most important factor in improving the position
of women in Uganda is Uganda's President's personal commitment
and even crusade. This comes from his experience of fighting
side by side with women in the bush and an appreciation of their
potential contribution to development. From this came first the
creation of the Department of Women in Development and then
affirmative action to ensure at least a minimum representation
of women in all national fora. Thus today every committee,
board, or department has women members. This has given
individual women an unprecedented opportunity to voice their
concerns and to do something about them. However they have used
their positions not so much to devise and defend women's
interests but to ensure their voice is heard and listened to in
issues of pUblic concern.

very few women in Uganda until the last decade have ventured into
political life, to compete with men in the electoral process.
The situation has of course been complicated by the fact that
between 1962 and 1980 there were no elections. It has also been
easier for women to achieve a position because of being a wife
than because of representing women through an organisation.
Without in any way decrying their sincerity or contribution wives
of heads of State in Uganda and elsewhere, come to pubI Lc
attention because they are married to a somebody, not because of
what they have done on their own. It appears easier for others
to accept and make use of such women as patrons of this and that,
rather than look for women of achievement. Thus it is that a
first lady is asked to grace a function rather than f Judge, a
Managing Director of a large company, or a Bank Manager.

It is also the case that the woman who achieves such positions
often does so at a cost to her private life. It becomes doubly
difficult in Africa and Uganda, where a woman is only a woman if
she is married and her value measured by her success as a wife
and mother. To compete in politics places the ultimate demands
on a woman of time, of laying her private life open to ridicule,
or laying her views on the line. It also tests not only men but
women in the extent to which she can get women to vote for her.
25 women contested the recent CA elections only 8 were
successful. Most women gained the CA assembly or are eMs as a
result of election as women's representatives. The table below
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demonstrates this:

'Cable 1

Number of Women in Parliamentary Assemblies

1990

male female male female male female male female

125 1 l25 219 43 219 43

However as a direct result of such affirmative action women are
now participants at every level of decision-making. There is at
least one woman in every Resistance Committee from the village,
through sub-county, to national level. There are secretaries for
women at each RC level 1-5. Some RCs have women in other
positions in addition to that reserved for them. However the
Ministry of Local Government do not have information on RC
membership, which is sUbject to change between elections.

There are J women cabinet ministers, and one minister of state.
Recently a woman was elevated to the position of Vice President.
Women are increasingly vocal in all these fora, and are
increasingly united in pressing for both recognition and reform.

Women have had a place in administrative positions in Government
since before Independence, but in industry and other businesses,
they are still a small minority. Before Independence even
secretarial and clerical positions were taken by men. At least
today a majority are women. Since 1986 an increasing number of
high level positions are taken by women, however women are still
a small minority, and in some professions almost absent. There
is also a large gap between the few University trained engineers
and the void of almost no women technologists or technicians.
There appears to be no attempt by any company to traip women to
fill these intermediate positions. Nor have women taken
initiative in the "jua kali " sector repairing electrical goods,
engaging in metalwork and so on. In fact one major company BAT
(Uganda) 1984 Ltd. deliberately tried to reduce the number of
women in its factory on the ground they were unreliable workers
always needing time off for domestic reasons.

The table below documents some of the achievements of women in
the public sector in the last decade:

Table 2



, ..

T3ble 2

Public Service Employees

Post 1980 1985 1990 1993

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

DC/DA* No.Inf** No.Inf** 72 9 72 9

Admin l1an-
agers No information

Profess-
ionals No information

Technical/
semi pro-
fessional No information

16604 911

5789 1170

58426 30808

No info

No infb

No info

*District Commissioners before 1986/District Administrators
1986-94

** No information but it is believed there were no females

NB. Information on other pUblic service
the National Manpower survey, 1988.
major change since then.

employees is from
There has been no

until recently there were no women in the army. Even today there
is no senior woman army officer, and too often women are regarded
as handmaidens of men. Due to a disastrous fire army records
were destroyed and it is not known how many women are in the
army, nor what rank they hold. with the advent of the NRM there
was a surge of women to join the ranks, but they were largely
uneducated, and many have become disillusioned if only with the
harshness of army life. As in other spheres, and perhaps with
less ability to defend themselves, they are a prey to men of
senior rank.

. . I.Women have been members of the pollce and prlsons serVlces and
been magistrates and judges for many years in Uganda. The table
below demonstrates however that most recently, under the NRM,
they have been accorded more importance, not only in total
numbers but in seniority. The police have a senior woman officer
in charge of women's affairs, not of wives but of serving
officers.
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1980 1985 1990 1994
;

men women men women men women men women

police :10 information 14148 1858

Sen Police No information No information

Prisons Ho information No information*

Sen Prisons No information No information

Magistrates No information xx 29 xx 33

Judges No information xx 3 xx 4

*There are women's prisons staffed solely by
female warders and inevitably some are in
senior positions. The population of women's
prisons is however extremely small. The main
prison at Luzira having fewer than 100 inmates
compared to nearly 3000 in the men's wing.

There have been other areas of affirmative action by the present
government, in education, economic affairs, and through generally
raising awareness of gender issues.

If women are to participate equally in deciding the destiny of
their families, communities and nations, they must be educated.
Girls have been going to school in Uganda since schools were
first opened. Statistics demonstrate however that fewer women
than men have been to school, or are even literate. Some parents
are still reluctant to educate girls, as there is still the
perception that the place of girls is the home. In 1992 in an
effort to offset the perceived descrimination against girls the
University awarded extra points to female app~icants to
positively increase the number of women undergraduates. At lower
levels parents are encouraged to send daughters as well as sons
to school.

Women cannot take an independent stance if they are economically
dependent. Affirmative action has also been taken to ensure
women have equal, if not better access to credit than men. The
impetus for this has been largely donor driven through programmes
that specifically target women and women's groups. Almost all
credit programmes, even those funded by WB and ADB are so-called
gender sensitive. They have however been taken up with
enthusiasm by local NGOs such as the IMFCT.



For the past SO years women in Uganda have been agitating
unsuccessfully for the reform of marriage and property laws to
allow them parity with men. Among other inequalities on divorce
a women loses rights to her home, her children and even personal
property. On the death of her husband she risks being stripped
of everything. She claims rights to property only in the name
of her sons, or children. She cannot divorce her husband for
adultery alone, although he can her.

These aims are now being prosecuted through the Constitutional
Assembly, but are still far from acceptance, and some clauses
appear to be in conflict with the main principle of no
discrimination on the basis of sex. Ideas and attitudes have to
be fundamentally changed if the principles enshrined in the new
Constitution are to become reality. One way of changing people's
ideas is through sensitization to new ways of looking at things,
and understanding of the bad effects of some traditions' and
customs. Government has given general support to various
educational programmes for this purpose, including gender issues.
Already attitudes towards marital relationships are changing as
a result of massive campaigns in relation to the the AIDS
pandemic.

There has also been encouragement to NGOs in Uganda which have
been very active in pioneering programmes for women. Nearly all
have a specific mandate to improve the status of women, and have
activities designed for this purpose. A great deal of reliance
has been placed on gender sensitization, but it is unclear what
the results have been in practical terms, or whether the men who
attend workshops and seminars take the message seriously, or
address it to their own lives, while on their own it is very
difficult for most women to act alone.

As has been said there have been virtually no amendments to the
law in the last decade which effectively improve the position of
women. Most action has been by administrative decree, including
the various types of affirmative action already mentioned,
raising the minimum age for marriage with the objective of
encouraging girls to remain longer in school, and protecting them
from entering wedlock while they are still immature through
parental pressure, and making rape a capital crime. As has been
said whether these latter are applied depends on communities
accepting the principles behind them, and it is clea~ that they
do so only to a limited extent, and sometimes cases are brought
just to harass well-to-do men.

International Action and Conventions on Women

Uganda has signed, or is in process of doing so, several
international conventions in respect of women's rights. In
particular the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (1982), and the Convention on the
Nationality of Married Women.

Uganda is also a party to other regional and global strategies
on women as exemplified in the Lagos Plan of Action and Final Act
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of Lagos (1980); the Kilimanjaro Programme of Action on
Population and Self Reliant Development (1984); the Arusha
strategies for the Advancement of Women Beyond the united Nations
Decade (1984); the Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies for the
Advancement of Women (1985); the African Charter on Human and
Peoples' Rights (1987); the Abuja Declaration on Participatory
Development: The Role of Women in Africa in the 1990s (1989);
the Arusha Declaration on Popular Participation (1990); and the
Abuja Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community (1991),
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Covenants, and the
various ILO Labour Standards.

A problem however is that most people, including most women, do
not even know the provisions of these various documents, and they
have not resulted in an positive action. There is no record that
anything has been done to give form and meaning to these
conventions and agreements in local law, and inspite of' the
overall implications of the inclusion in the draft of the new
Constitution of a provision prohibiting discrimination on the
fasis of sex, there are other clauses being promulgated
especially in relation to property rights which are at variance
with the general principle.

However even should and of these be given the force of law,
social attitudes and the simple imperatives that govern a woman's
life militate against real equality with men. It is still
accepted that a man has a right to physically chastise his wife.
It is still common, especially in some rural areas, for men to
object to women having any income of their own, as this will make
them 'big headed' - i.e unprepared to accept without question the
dictates of their husbands, able in fact to walk out if they dont
like how they are being treated.

The major responsibility for changing public opinion has been
left to NGOs. All the international NGOs now include gender
issues within their country programmes and aome local NGOs,
mainly women's organisations themselves, have specific gender
related objectives. The FIDA has spearheaded action to protect
women and enhance their rights. It carries out or sponsors
research on issues of most immediate and urgent concern,
including rape. Its members provide legal aid to women
throughout the country in various domestic disputes in which
women are seeking legal redress in relation to Clisputes on
inheritance, property, marriage, affiliation, and rape. It
operates a legal aid clinic in Kampala where virtually free
advice is given. It occasionally prosecutes cases in the Courts.
It also organises workshops on legal rights of women.

In 1984 ACFODE instituted a new programme called LINK which is
an anti-rape pressure group which will provide a forum for
investigation and discussion, and another new organisation, Hope
After Rape, was also set up in 1984 to provide for research and
counselling. Rape counselling is also to be an element of aid
programmes in the still insecure north of Uganda, where rebels
and others continue to perpetuate such barbaric acts.



Red Barna of Norway together with the National Council for
Children, has a programme which directly addresses issues of
women's rights through its facilitation of the inclusion in
development plans at grass roots levels, of plans which deal with
the problems and rights of children, including especially girls.
A major focus is the elimination of violence against children,
including defilement.

There are no refuges in Uganda where either women or children can
go to escape domestic violence. The safety net is still the
family, yet it is within the family that much violence takes
place and it has been shown that parents are more concerned to
exact monetary damages than to prosecute where defilement has
taken place. In fact there are reported instances where they are
prepared to marry the girl to the defiler at as young an age as
9 years. Some domestic violence is perpetrated by women
themselves, on step-children or co-wives.

Women in Uganda - Emerging from Subjugation

The foundation for the emergence of women from subjugation in
Uganda rests on three major forces. Firstly the upheavals to
which the country has been subject, including civil strife,
economic chaos, and the disintegration of social organisation
have resulted in women having to play more dominant roles in the
family.

As the shilling declined in value, and salaries became virtually
valueless, women have had to supplement family incomes from a
variety of sources. As cash crops declined in importance and
became unmarketable at times, food crops, the traditional
preserve of women, have had to be sold for needed cash. with the
departure of Asians women were enabled to take over businesses.
with men concerned with fighting, disabled or dead, increasing
numbers of women have become family heads. With the breakdown
of society marriage itself has become devalued and increasingly
women enter temporary unions, to be left later as single mothers
responsible for bringing up their children.

Thus new economic opportunities have emerged which women have
taken advantage of, at the same time that responsibilities long
held by men have been thrust on them. This has been happening
at a time when on the world stage women in every cquntry have
increasingly been pressing for equality, and for a better
understanding of what keeps them in bondage.

Most recently since 1986 Uganda has been governed by an
enlightened administration that has introduced affirmative action
to improve the status of women.

Women in Uganda - The Cause of Peace

All these things refer largely to status, power and
but not necessarily peace. At the end one has
ul timately to the question, what is peace and how
attained. Is there a special role for women.

?1

influence,
to return
can it be
Would the
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involvement of more women
finding peaceful solutions
acceptable conciliation and
peace .

in the various fora dedicated to
to specific conflicts assure more
compromise. Can compromise bring

Uganda is a signatory to some international conventions on war
and peace. It is assumed, although there is no record of this,
that Uganda ratified the major instruments drafted just after the
Second World War, including the Geneva Convention and The
resolution on the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes
of 1949. It is also known that Uganda has signed other regional
agreements, but again neither the details nor the dates of
signing were readily available. However in 1977 Uganda ratified
the Convention prohibiting the use of military or other hostile
acts which modify the environment.

During the period of the Cold War Uganda, as other developing
countries was a pawn of the 'Great Powers' with both East and
West vying for position and favour, and the West deliberately
supporting opposing sides in local politics. It is only since
the end of the Cold War that the issue of World Peace has gained
prominence. Before that the Cold War was fought through various
localised insurrections, most notably in Angola and Mozambique.
In Uganda, as has been mentioned the same motivations inspired
aid of various kinds.

Where women have been ignored in national disputes, they have
been even less evident in the international arena. It is not
recorded that Ugandan women were members of any delegation to
peace conferences on any level up to 1993. This is hardly
surprising in view of the lack of women in Ministerial positions
in government, and their relative absence from other
administrative posts of key importance. Women were seen at such
conferences as secretaries and wives, not as members of official
delegations.

In their search for equality women are demanding not only an
equal role in decision-making but equality in the ranks of
frontline fighters - to be pilots, commandos and marines. In
other words to fight wars not make peace. Or can peace only be
attained by conquest? Is it sometimes necessary to fight for
peace? Is it the case, as one statesmen found out, that peace
at any price only defers a necessary war. I

Another issue to be confronted is at what point does violence in
society constitute war. Or conversely at what point does cornman
crime make peace impossible. Is true war merely an extension of
crime. Are the same factors responsible for both. In seeking
to secure peace, in discussing the peace process, to what extent
should the focus be on underlying inequalities which are said to
be the cause of violence. Can the elimination of such
disparities ensure peace. Is peace possible, and is there a
special role for women in achieving it. What should be the role
of women in Uganda in eliminating violence in their own
communities and society at large. What could their role be on
the world stage.
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Women in uganda have been the victims of the most appalling
violence over the last two decades and more. To understand the
psychology of this violence stretches the imagination, and
credulity. It is incomprehensible that even for revenge, even
to assert male dominance human beings could behave in so bestial
a fashion. Neverthless what has happened in Uganda is no better
and no worse than what has been experienced in the history and
current experience of other nations. It has not however impelled
them to concerted political action, but rather to private and
personal lamentation and withdrawal. In a study on the impact
of war on women, only one out of the one hundred or so
interviewed had sought ways to positively take command of her
life. None had joined with other women to effect change in their
circumstances, although one or two were even members of RC
Committees. Even within the deliberations of the NRC and CA
women do not present a common agenda.

Before action there has to be ideas. If Uganda women are to
contribute to the peace process, they must have such an agenda.
And their agenda as women has to take priority over other
loyalties, to husbands, families, religious and ethnic
communities. So far action has been limited to appeals through
mothers and wives to their sons and husbands to lay down their
arms and accept the terms offered by Government, and the
initiative has come from Government, not from women, although a
woman was chosen to spearhead reconciliation in the North. It
is perhaps unrealistic to expect that women should reliquish all
their other loyalties.

National women's organisations, such as NAWO, NWC, and UWESO
which bring women together from all parts of the country and all
walks of life to create programmes for the advancement of all
women, are the natural channel and focus for formulating a
national plan of action. So far they have not, although women
from all walks of life contributed to the Kampala Plan of Action
containing the resolutions of the international conference in
Uganda in 1993.

On another level women who do cooperate in such development
programmes, are thus taking a step towards more comprehensive
reconciliation. As the President of Uganda once said a road from
A to B does not benefit one political party, or ethnic group, or
religion, but all the people. Such programmes "re without
sectarian bias, and help to foster the unity of ideas and aims
which are the only sure foundation for national unity and thus
peace. By planning and participating in such programmes
therefore, the women of Uganda are taking the first steps towards
the achievement of peace nationally, and by securing internal
peace Uganda's women can inspire others not just by principle and
precent but by example, to lay the basis for peace in the world.

Documentary Sources

1. Various Departmental Records
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2. National Manpower Survey (1987) Census of civil Servants,
Manpower Planning Department, Ministry of Planning and Economic
Development.
3. New Vision for selected dates
4. Background to the Budget for the years since 1984.




