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Introduction 

In the past ten years the university system in Uganda has experienced a 
dramatic upturn in the number of universities. From the monolithic 
presence of Makerere University then, the number of universities has 
grown to more than 15. This is a welcome development and it is even likely 
to escalate further when the effects of UPE come to bear. Uganda is not a 
vacuum. It is a socio-political system made up of beliefs, values and 
attitudes of groups and individuals who constitute the nation. These are 
the ones who have developed assumptions upon which these universities 
have been established. They are the ones who also use and run the 
universities. Inevitably their values, beliefs and assumptions must be 
crucial in the evolution and functioning of these universities. 

This paper examines how the socio-political setting in Uganda has 
influenced the evolution and functioning of these universities. The paper 
concludes that in Uganda, University development has been and continues 
to be an epiphenomenon of the socio-political base. The basic socio-
political contradictions within the setting have predetermined the 
evolution and functioning of these universities. 

The paper is presented in three major sections. The first section examines 
theoretical background of these universities. It focuses on the roles that 
have been popularly associated with universities in ex-colonial settings to 
which Uganda belongs. This has determined the ways in which individuals 
and groups have developed their socio-political and economic choices 
around them. 

The second section focuses on the nature of the socio-political setting in 
Uganda as has been observed by some of the leading scholars in the 
disciplines of political science and social anthropology. It identifies the 
nature of the environment under which the universities operates. This 
shapes the socio-political demands on them. 
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The third section examines how the universities function in view of their 
above theoretical background and the nature of the socio-political setting. 

The paper is not intended to provide ready-made solutions to the fate of 
these universities. Rather it is intended to generate ideas about the way 
forward for proper university institution development in Uganda. 

The Role of Universities in an Ex-Colonial Setting 
Three major schools of thought have attempted to evaluate the role of 
universities in the African ex-colonial setting. These are: 

(a) The 'frustrating university' school of thought 
(b) The 'disappointing university' school of thought 
(c) The 'way-forward order university' school of thought. 

The 'frustrating university' 

This approach focuses on the universities through the effects of colonialism 
represented in the development-oriented theory of neo-colonialism and 
dependency'! Under the assumption that an education system is 
necessarily an epiphenomenon of its socio-political base, universities in 
Africa are viewed as 'neo-colonial enclaves' and 'ivory towers' catering for 
and producing an 'elite' that identifies itself with interests other than those 
of its society. At the extreme, the elite is stated to be serving the interests of 
the ex-colonial masters. This disinterest of the African elite in its society 
perhaps accounts for the fact that some Ugandan Medical Doctors, 
Engineers etc. would rather 'Kukuba kyeyo' in Europe and America rather 
than serve as professionals in the remote areas of Uganda. 

The above approach advocates for governments to tighten grips on 
universities in order to bring them in line with societal aspirations. The 
approach has attracted several criticisms. Firstly, it has an underlying 
assumption that the leaders in Africa are not under the neo-colonial 
influence but they are truly nationalists who are genuinely interested in 
advancing national rather than sectarian interests. However, most of the 
African leaders are the products of the African universities. Inevitably they 
should not be expected to be different from their non-politician 
counterparts who are said to be 'elitist'. 

Furthermore Thompson has warned of the danger of 'theoretical 
assumptions', which fail to analyze 'local roots' of Africa's problems but 
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instead endorse oversimplified interpretation of their foreign origins. He 
concludes: 

"While there is considerable room for reform in African educational 
system, there is also considerable danger in assuming too readily that their 
faults derive essentially from their imported character - whereas in fact 
they have become very much an integrated and living part of African 
society - and their distinctive problems derive from this fact".2 

Again Van De Berghe3 has argued that by the very nature of their role of 
training physicians, engineers, civil servants, and other professionals who 
will be the best paid and probably the most respected members of society, 
'universities are and must be essentially elitist institutions'. Berghe views 
the social distance between the highly educated and the other Africans as 
not alienation but as another way of stating that the process of 'social 
change' is being reflected in 'shifting patterns' of behaviour among 
individual and groups. Is the Ugandan university frustrating or frustrated? 

The Disappointing university 

This approach is from the findings of political Anthropologists on ex-
colonial Africa. As you may be aware, much of political Anthropology has 
been at loggerheads with African sentiments. It has been commonly 
regarded as a discipline at the service of the 'colonial masters' to avail them 
the pleasure of understanding the 'primitive' societies4 . This approach is 
best represented by the conclusions of Learner4. He argues that educational 
institutions are the products of the 'behavioural patterns and codes of 
rational routine activities performed in the 'western' societies. As such they 
cannot be adapted to the 'customary' non-western codification of 
behavioural rules'. Therefore, educational institutions are not deeply 
rooted in the African cultural milieu. As a result their existence in the 
African environment has been misunderstood by the Africans. It has 
therefore been characterized by incessant disappointment and unending 
struggle'. These originate from the fact that the Africans place on them 
'expectations beyond plausible achievement'. i.e. we in African put 
unrealistic and unachievable demands on universities because we have not 
understood their capacity and role within society. 
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The findings of political Anthropoly have been criticized on the basis that 
local factors do not form part of their analysis. They analyze educational 
institutions from the point of view of their alien culture and miss the 
understanding of how factors within the local African environment have 
influenced them. Are the Ugandan universities disappointing or 
disappointed? 

The 'way-forward order' university 

This approach focuses on universities as tools of nation-building and 
national integration. It is best represented by Milton Obote in his reference 
to Makerere University at the time he was the Head of State. He referred to 
the university as 

" one of the instruments of change and modernity in the 
hands of the people of Uganda dedicated to the 
advancement of the African revolution. 'In fact it is a channel 
and a march-forward order whose character, identity and 
vitality must be African'.5 

This view was derived from Obote's assumption of the role of education in 
general which he stated to be 

".... The first instruments to arouse and promote national 
consciousness — Uganda's chosen instrument for nation-
building — the most effective foundation for building of the 
nation around national institutions".6 
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The above approach is the one which has been vehemently criticized under 
the disappointing university' approach. It is argued that such expectations 
are beyond plausible achievement by universities; they are a result of the 
misunderstanding of the role and capacity of universities in Africa because 
universities are western institutions set within an alien African culture. 
Chamungwana, reporting from the Tanzania experience agrees with the 
above criticism. He states: 

"The education system has little capacity to socialize our next 
generation to internalize ujamaa values — Thus the school still 
continues to initiate students into elitism and the mass continues 
to be alienated — No fundamental social change can occur 
through exposure to education".8 

Are Ugandan universities a 'match-forward order' within their 
environment? Against the above background, let us examine the nature of 
the socio-political setting of Uganda. This will put the Uganda universities 
in their proper perspective. 

The Socio-Political setting 

Uganda is a case where a combination of low level political integration and 
economic backwardness increase the tendency for individuals and groups 
to categorize each other primarily by ethnic and religious criteria. Several 
informed studies have revealed that in Uganda allegiances: 

'— follow an ethnic line, sometimes Political-religious 
allegiances, sometimes a racial difference — more frequently 
they cluster around some combination of these alignments — 
Politics are more clearly understood in these terms than in the 
language of neo-colonial dependency'.9 

Glentworth and Hancock have provided more light on these ethno-
religious contradictions within the Ugandan society. They reveal 
fundamental polarization in which conflicts are created on the basis of the 
southern Bantu groups against the Northern Nilotic and Sudanic groups. 
They assert that: 

"One reason has been the conviction among the northern people from 
West Nile to Karamoja, that southerners received disproportionate 
economic privileges under colonial rule, and that a government led by a 
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northerner should set itself to reverse the situation".10 The southerners also 
feel a government led by a northerner will deprive them of their privileges. 
As regards to sharing national resources Grentworth and Hancock have 
concluded that the situation is that of: 

" a winner-take-all situation in which to be outside in both 
ethnic or religious sense is to be a loser".11 

In fact Uganda fits in Andreski's categorization of an Ethny nation made 
up of: 

"A social aggregate exhibiting a certain uniformity of culture but 
not organized for collective action— where the feeling of 
collective solidarity is rudimental, and where there is no will for 
political unification and independence or preservation thereof. 12 

Within this type of environment the nation, which is the focus of socio-
political activities between groups and individuals is not strong enough to 
act as an intermediary because vertical affiliations are rudimentary. This 
causes effective socio-political activities to follow horizontal affiliations 
formed predominantly on account of membership in various ethnic and 
religious groups, which make up the ethny. 

Lloyd paints a gloomy picture for the future of this type of nation. He 
observes that for the ex-colonial nations, tribalism is a modern 
phenomenon, which 'increases' with the increased modernization of the 
economy'.13 

Such is the socio-political environment under which universities in Uganda 
function. 

Now, we turn to the nature and functioning of universities under the type 
of environment. 

I will not attempt to define how universities ought to function. I will 
simply describe how they function for you to make your own assessment 
regarding their role and place within their setting. Description of how they 
function will focus on how they have been influenced by the environment 
in terms of the following indicators of their ability to survive as university 
institutions while at the same time playing the roles expected of them by 
the society: 
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(i) The nature of the universities 
(ii) The relevance of what they teach to society 
(iii) The Academic Community 
(iv) Autonomy and Academic freedom 
(v) The Internal Administrative support 
(vi) Empowering university education recipients for service to society 

The nature of the universities 
Two categories of universities exist in Uganda today. 
(1) The public universities which are maintained by the state 
(2) The private universities which have been established by individual 

groups, most of which have religious or ethnic connections. 

The government has attempted to establish co-existence of these varying 
universities by creating a national body - The National Council for Higher 
Education - to police their activities. However, as it will become evidence 
as we look at the selected indicators, the socio-political setting of the 
universities is increasingly challenging the ability of the national Council 
for Higher Education to police these universities effectively. As one official 
of the council put it as he answered a question at a recent seminar the 
Council organized at Hotel Africana: 

"The Council sets the rules and implements them, 
then other forces set in to determine the outcome".14 

More light will be shed on the problems of interaction between the Council 
and the universities as the paper proceeds. 

The Relevance of the Curricula 

Issues about curricula relevance focus on the ability of these universities to 
devise programmes with national interests and aspirations in view. 
However, evidence is emerging to indicate that there is growing conflict 
between the national aspirations and role that the controlling bodies assign 
to the universities. A search through the curricular of several universities 
will indicate that they are increasingly embracing the nineteenth century 
view of the university that emphasizes an "elitist education" associated 
with the flair for character training to produce a ruling aristocracy for the 
'Church' and the state. Philosophy, religion, morality and ethics dominate 
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the curricular. Nkumba University has, for example, in some instances 
found it difficult to fit students transferring from sister institutions into its 
programmes because they have done more philosophy, religion, morality, 
ethics etc. than the professional areas they are expected to graduate in. The 
National Council for Higher Education cannot be expected to come in to 
correct the situation because it has already burnt its finger-tips. In its 
curricula strategy it has legislated that each or our universities: 

" — must add a moral touch to education of students derived 
from the mission of each institution".15 

Therefore what is relevant is basically determined by the missions of the 
universities and it is protected by the NCHE. 

Another related issue in this area of curricular development is the 
increasing pressure on the university lecturers to be grounded in 'teaching 
methods'. Teaching methods are intended to impart particular or chosen 
skills to the education recipient. On the other hand, lecturing is intended to 
cultivate and create an independent mind not tied to any particular dogma 
or skill; but creative, searching and innovative. A lecturer therefore should 
not follow a particular path. He/she should traverse the field to leave the 
followers to pick from the different trails he /she makes. When you force 
the lecturers to embrace teaching methods you are directing them to 
produce a mechanic instead of an Engineer. In other words, we are mixing 
the mission of the universities with that of the secondary and the technical 
schools and colleges. As we shall see later, this appears to be the 
consequence of most of those in administration of universities being the 
products of the faculties of education. 

Creating an academic community 

"Universities are popularly referred to as collegiums or communities of 
scholars in which the 'values, beliefs and attitudes of organizational 
members' are the factors which create consensus, pre-determine behaviour, 
and hold the university togedh th1040 104.160 1Deci4 Tw
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academic staff on the other, in Ugandan universities? The answer is 
obviously no and the cause is the environment. There is little common 
platform to share ideas between the academics to develop common beliefs, 
values and attitudes. In fact I can right say that the academics do not 
belong to the university. They are too busy elsewhere making ends meet. 
The university is seen as just one of their many means of economic 
survival. They hardly attend meetings where there are no allowances, they 
demand to be paid for marking students examinations. They collect notes 
from textbooks, bind them and take them to lectures for sale to their 
students. 

Furthermore, the degree of consensus in decision-making is minimum. The 
administrators hold 'executive management meetings' from which the 
academic members of staff are excluded. The academic staff is therefore 
regarded as a client for decisions, which are pronounced when the two 
groups meet at academic committees. However, a client may not only 
demand to take part in the implementation and execution of decisions but 
also in the decision-making process itself. 

The relationships are similar with respect to the staff-student interactions. I 
have observed that university students are commonly referred to as 
'abaana' or children by the universities academic and administrative staff. 
They are therefore not equal members of the academic community. Thus 
the mentality that guides relationships between teachers and students at 
secondary school continues at the level of the universities 

In the above connection some of our universities have for a long time 
resisted establishing students canteens or bars within, either on religious 
grounds or because the 'abaana' may spoil themselves on alcohol. This has 
deprived the students of venues for interaction within universities to 
cement the academic community. It has instead forced them to resort to 
forming communities with 'investors' and 'investresses' in the public bars 
and nightclubs outside the universities. 

Ironically governments of fast developing countries, Singapore and Hong 
Kong, to mention but a few, invest in such leisure facilities exclusively for 
graduate and undergraduates. They calculate that such interactions will 
allow the best brains to marry themselves and make the nation march 
forward. 

• 
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Therefore, the members of our universities are not in meaningful contact 
with each other - they are increasingly acting and growing apart. They are 
neither developing nor sharing any meaningful unique culture to 
constitute academic communities. 

Autonomy and academic freedom 

Literary autonomy and academic freedom refers to universities being able 
to control their own affairs internally, to select whom they deem fit to learn 
and teach, and to develop programmes without internal and external 
inconvenience. In this context, the ideal university is one that has become 
institutionalized and has acquired immortality. It exists a part of the 
adverse influence of the individuals and groups inside and outside it. But it 
should within this definition, be dynamic and responsive to its 
environment. So what is in question here is not the internal and external 
influence. Those are inevitable. Rather it is the respective limits of such 
influences on university autonomy and academic freedom. Again I will 
describe observations for you to assess whether what happens in internal 
and external relationships of our university is within or outside limits. 

Regarding universities deciding what to teach, it has already been pointed 
out that in some of our university content in the programmes, is highly 
influenced by the ethico-religious biases of the founders or promoters. As 
refers to the selection of who to learn, external influence also appears to 
exert weight. 

Mr. Sebaggala's admission into a British university went unnoticed by the 
British government and parliament. Similar attempts to make university 
education inclusive in the similar way is raising a political storm in Uganda 
recently. 

The situation appears to be the same, regarding who teaches and 
administers in some of these universities. My earlier study into the 
functioning of Makerere University discovered the 'tribal balance' 
approach in the staffing of the university during the rule of Milton Obote. 
It discovered the 'economic war Professors' during the rule of Id Amin. 
The question is: Is it possible or not to find 'movement or other 
'sectarianism Professors' in the same University now? Similarly, in some of 
our emerging universities lecturers are forced to choose between marriage 
and dismissal; and students are obliged to graduate putting on religious 
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attires of the founding religious sect irrespective of their beliefs. Under 
such circumstances is it not possible to find 'religious' or 'sectarianism' 
professors in some of our new universities? 

It was recently reported in the press that the Council for Higher Education 
was in one instance reluctant to grant a Licence to operate to one of our 
universities because they found out that its staffing processes had followed 
family or ethnic lines than professionalism. 

Now we turn to the internal administrative support to facilitate and guide 
the functioning of our universities. In one of its pronouncement, the 
Council for Higher Education has emphasized the pivotal role of 
administrators in university development. It has observed that: 

"The caliber of the chief executives is crucial. The chief 
executives must have distinguished Academic record as well as 
experience in running a university or any other comparable 
institution".17 

Firstly, it is highly noticeable that both academic and non-academic 
administrators in Ugandan universities, particularly the emerging ones, are 
predominantly senior citizens with vast experiences. The 'old broom' as the 
saying goes 'knows all the corners'. African culture emphasizes the role of 
senior citizens as the sources of wisdom and guidance for society. 

However, the changing socio-political and technological environment is 
increasingly challenging this kind of approach. Precedent and accumulated 
wisdom of the past may not in themselves be sufficient tools to depend 
upon to build modern institutions, the universities alike. Administration 
within the complex modern university is no longer the performance of 
repetitive events. It takes place in a situation. It involves constant 
interaction with people, resources and technologies inside and outside the 
university. Experience in one situation may be completely irrelevant in 
another situation. 

Secondly, many of the Uganda university administrators are what McGaig 
refers to as 'hard-knockers'.18 They have emerged outside the theoretical 
and sometimes the practical discipline of university administration. They 
have been picked from those who have succeeded as secondary school 
administers, educationists, religious administrators and public servants. 
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There is a growing realization that these may not be the best administrator 
of the university. This is because of two major developments: 

Firstly, universities and their environments are becoming increasingly 
complex. Adapting them to each other need the knowledge of complex 
technologies, which are also constantly changing. To be in tune with these 
dynamic developments, university administrators ought to have forma 
training in the theories and the use of technologies relevant to university 
administration. Formal training gives university administrators awareness 
of alternative choices above and beyond those gained through experience'. 

Secondly, different studies, such as those of Meyer and Rowman (1977) 
Bodwell (1965), Miles (1971) have increasingly indicated that universities 
have unique characteristics in their structure that make them different fromr 
other organizations.19 It thus follows that university administration is i 
unique discipline. The university administrator is faced with problems thai 
other organizations normally do not face. Consequently formal training is 
necessary to expose university administrators to the unique nature of the 
university organization. Experience becomes static and irrelevant in many 
situations. 

Lastly experience inevitability leads to resistance to change. Yet 
universities have to adapt to an increasingly dynamic and changing 
environment. Change challenges the status quo but, experience protects 
and preserves it. Change requires new skills. It again challenges the 
individual's existing skills and self- conception. In this connection many of 
the emerging universities managed through experience are likely to stick to 
old criteria even when they become irrelevant. Which way to go: 'the 
quarter system or the semester system' is apparently an issue in that 
direction. But the senior citizens have played a pivotal role and must be 
complemented for the effort they dedicated to making these universities 
take-off. 

Creating A Full Person To Serve Society 

The official policy towards university education in Uganda is that it should 
arouse national consciousness on one hand and spearhead socio-cultural, 
political and economic development on the other hand. The students of 
these universities must therefore be empowered to live up to these 
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expectations. Milton Obote in his search for a socialist revolution in the 
1970s underscored this national aspiration when he declared before a 
Makerere University audience: 

'It has very often been said that students are at the university to 
pass examinations not resolutions. I personally believe that 
students should be given opportunities and facilities to develop 
all their faculties to the full, including passing resolutions'.20 

Are these the developments in Ugandan universities? 

By the time Milton Obote's government was overthrown in 1971, he had 
turned the university into his ethnic and political enclave. Only his views 
and resolutions were allowed in the university through NUSU. NUSU was 
a students' organization representing the 'Youth Wing' of UPC. It became 
the official and the only recognized voice of the students. 

When Amin came to power in 1971, he banned NUSU and all students' 
organizations, including the Guild, on grounds that they were spreading 
divisive influences among the students. The management of all students' 
affairs was put directly under the Dean of Students. 
Amin increasingly tightened grip on the university within an ethno-
religious context. He created the economic war professors and 
administrators on one hand and aspired to achieve an Islam zing influence 
within the students thinking on the other hand. He invited Col- M. Gadaffi 
to visit the university on the grounds that the students' body was 
predominantly Moslem. Gadaffi came with a planeload of Korans to the 
university. The students declined to take them. 

Up to now, change of leadership of Makerere Students Guild is not 
celebrated in terms of students making their own resolutions. It is 
celebrated in terms of 'political victories' of dominant influences within the 
multi-partism or movementism context. 

The same pattern also subsists within the emerging new universities, with 
Deans of students playing pivotal roles than simply being Patrons to the 
Guilds. In some universities Deans of students vet names of potential 
candidates, and in the end determine who stand for Guild offices. They 
also act as financial controllers and accounting officers for Guild funds. 
They subject all students' activities to their own scrutiny and discretion. 
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Therefore, making students make their own 'resolutions' does not appear 
to be one of the cultures that are encouraged in Ugandan universities. They 
are not being liberated intellectually to take responsibilities for their own 
actions. Instead they are initiated into the politics of the Ethny so that they 
preserve it. 

Conclusion 

It therefore appears that the Ugandan universities are not frustrating, they 
are frustrated. They are not disappointing, they are disappointed. They are 
not a 'march-forward order'. They are forced to maintain the status quo. 
The forces behind all these are induced by our socio-political and cultural 
context. 

References: 

1. Al tbach P.G. "Servitude of mind? Education, dependency and neo-
colonialism, in Teacher College Recorder; volume 79, No. 2, 
December 1977, pp 187-204. 

2. Thompson, R. Educational Development in Africa, St. Martin Press, 1981, 
P. 34 

3. Van den Berghe, P. 'False and real problems of African universities' in 
Minerve, Vol. 13 No. 3, Autumn, 1975 pp. 467-485 

4. Learner, D. "The transformation of institutions' in Hamilton, W.B., ed. 
Transfer of institutions, Duke University Press, 1964 pp. 1-27, 

5. Obote, A.M., 'Lecture for the inauguration of Makerere University', in 
Uganda Argus Newspaper, 9 October 1970, Government Printer, 
Entebbe. 

6. Obote, A.M. 'Policy Proposals for Uganda's Educational need' in 
Mawazo Vol. II No. 2, December 1969, P.6. 

7. Goldthorpe, J. E. 'An African Elite: Makerere College student, 1922-1960, 
Oxford University Press, 1965, p. 75. 

132 




