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Populism-in-state-practice under neoliberalism: Museveni’s 
ad-hoc squads to ‘halt all evictions’ from land in Uganda
Rose Nakayia and Jörg Wiegratzb,c

aSchool of Law, Makerere University, Kampala, Uganda; bSchool of Politics and International Studies, 
University of Leeds, Leeds, UK; cDepartment of Sociology, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, 
South Africa

ABSTRACT  
Populism in Africa has been studied as political rhetoric, strategy 
and performance, with focus on ethnicity, nationalism, 
mobilisation and elections. Less attention has been given to 
populism-in-practice, specifically populism-in-state-practice (PISP): 
how a populist rhetoric by an actor in power gets translated into 
an administrative/executive intervention, and how this fares on 
the ground. This paper uses the case of populist interventions of 
President Museveni in neoliberal Uganda to address rampant 
land conflicts in the 2010s – specifically his ad-hoc initiatives 
aimed at ‘helping the poor’ by ‘stopping’ evictions – to explore 
characteristics of PISP. We thus contribute to the literature 
through an analysis of the implementation of a populist measure 
under neoliberalism. Using land laws, decided court cases, 
government statements, and media reports, our analysis shows 
that although somewhat helpful in the interim, the initiatives 
unleashed new turmoil, extended land (tenure) insecurity, 
advanced a Presidentialisation of justice delivery, deepened 
institutional impasse and suspended institutional efforts that 
could advance pro-poor change. PISP did not address the root 
causes of the problems that it set out to tackle, and failed to alter 
the legal insecurities, and perilous power position of the declared 
beneficiaries. Yet, it enhanced political legitimacy of the President 
and state.
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The academic debate on populism in Africa has centred on issues of ethnicity, political 
mobilisation, elections, and particular political leaders. Interventions noted that in the 
context of competitive electoral politics, populism can be a useful political tool in 
societies characterised by rapid change, high inequality, weakened political organisation, 
significant economic and political exclusion and unmet grievances of large sections of the 
population (i.e. the subaltern/poor, or reform losers), thus, a crisis of political represen-
tation.1 Relatively few analyses focus on populism-in-practice (PIP),2 more specially on 
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populism-in-state-practice (PISP) and the Populist-in-Office (PIO), that is, the dynamics 
around the implementation of populist state initiatives, especially in matters of the 
economy.

This article addresses this gap and contributes to the analysis of actual populism under 
neoliberalism, by exploring particular land interventions of Uganda’s President, Yoweri 
K. Museveni. It focuses on the unstudied impermanent Presidential committees on land 
as a populist state measure. The paper offers an analysis of a populist measure by a long- 
standing powerholder who is invested in neoliberal reform and has used populism 
repeatedly during his nearly 40 years in power. The study thus shows how and to 
what effect populism is used to govern neoliberal-capitalist society and further particular 
political and economic interests. It analyses the dynamics, tensions, achievements and 
limits of populism at implementation level in such a context. Specifically, we study a 
populist initiative that is carried out by a government that has advanced neoliberalism 
in the past, and continues to be committed – for reasons of power reproduction and 
class interests, among others – to the major aim of the neoliberal project, i.e. the creation 
of a fully-fledged market society.3 The question thus arises: How does a populist state 
initiative play out in a neoliberal political-economic setting that is not only partly of 
the government’s own making but also questions and runs counter to, and thus 
renders difficult its populist move, especially at the implementation level?

Such a study of PISP and PIO broadens the predominant scholarly enquiry in the 
African context on populism as ideology, rhetoric, election tool, performance or 
emotive state (in political affairs generally), to actual state interventions and the 
broader issue of populism in contemporary capitalism. The populism scholarship in 
the African context, we argue, requires a more extensive and comparative analysis of 
PIP, especially PISP and PIO, that is, populism as (i) a practice of power and rule and 
(ii) an aspect of capitalist political economy, transformation and development. The 
latter is about the relation between capitalism and populism, including the role of popu-
lism in (governing) capitalist social order.4

Setting up the study of populism under neoliberalism in this way is analytically inter-
esting: What happens to the status quo when populist political rhetoric, strategy, mobil-
isation or programme flourish in a neoliberal society? How does populism interact with 
other key features of a neoliberal polity: militarisation, corruption, elite rivalries, inequal-
ity, class specific power asymmetries, party politics, political competition and violence? 
How is the populist measure designed and implemented; what are its results, conflicts, 
ambiguities (e.g. class ambiguities5) and shortcomings and how are its controversies, 
contradictions and shortcomings handled by the populist? In what way does PISP 
affect the overall neoliberal order, i.e. its day-to-day structures, processes, relations, prac-
tices and outcomes? What difference does PISP make and what is its political meaning 
and significance?

Uganda is a key case for such an enquiry due to: (i) the entrenched character of neo-
liberalism and the speed and magnitude of reform-induced changes over the past four 
decades and their various regressive societal effects – heightened inequality, entrenched 
corruption and fraud, and widespread economic marginalisation, vulnerability, precarity 
and insecurity – that provide fertile ground for the employment of populist strategies in 
various sectors including land6; (ii) the NRM government’s intriguing combination of 
significant pro-poor and anti-poor rhetoric and actions over its period of rule since 
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1986, and its longer lineage of (often election-related) popular rhetoric and measures to 
maintain power during that period;7 and (iii) the existence since the late 2010s of the 
broad-based populist People Power Movement related to the artist-activist-politician 
Robert Kyagulanyi Ssentamu, also known by his stage name Bobi Wine. Kyagulanyi 
leads the Movement’s party, the National Unity Platform (NUP) – currently the 
biggest opposition party in Parliament – and was runner up in the Presidential elections 
in 2021 (with a declared vote share of about 35%).

During Museveni’s administration, various land-related interventions have been 
undertaken. They have ranged from formal policy formulation, legislative enactments 
and reforms over a period of many years. Museveni has also invoked executive authority 
to set up committees or other temporary bodies to address land-related matters including 
evictions. The first such committee was headed by Gertrude Njuba (from 2006). There is 
no clear information about the membership of her committee, although she executed her 
work with staff. Though referred to as a committee, at times it was atypical for its unclear 
composition and the fact that power was vested in her and not the entity. The name given 
to her position and outfit has been changing over time. During 2008-2014, Njuba was 
referred to as Director of land matters in state house,8 and in 2017 she was referred to 
as ‘head state house land department’.9 Another committee headed by Aidah Nantaba 
was established during 2012-2013, through which land evictions were supposed to be 
stopped. The composition, membership and terms of reference were set by the appoint-
ing authority (the President). The recurrence of evictions called for new “solutions”: the 
President, on the basis of a law,10 thus set up a third entity in December 2016, the Com-
mission of Inquiry into the Effectiveness of Law, Policies and Processes of Land Acqui-
sition, Land Administration, Land Management and Land Registration in Uganda which 
worked from 2017-2020.11 He nominated Members of the Commission under the same 
Act. This paper is focused largely on the Nantaba Committee. Cases of evictions were 
central to both the Nantaba Committee and the Commission of Inquiry.

The first author was a Commissioner on the 2017–2020 Commission of Inquiry. In 
writing this article, she engaged in self-critical introspection and assessment, paying 
attention to her participation in a relatively similar initiative and the possible influence 
it may have to analyses and interpretations of information. She thought of her position 
at the Commission and the extent to which she remains accountable for it, while also 
addressing the question how her actions and choices will perpetuate her thought pat-
terns, beliefs and assumptions held about land evictions and the role of land justice insti-
tutions, while still at the Commission. In this regard the author considered that there are 
other different realities and conceptualisations of evictions outside what she knew. The 
author did not avoid theoretical framings that are at odds with her knowledge. In 
terms of positionality, a degree of subjectivity therefore guided the research design, 
choice of methods and cases to be analysed. For enhanced objectivity in analysis, the 
cases chosen for this paper are those arising from the operations of the Nantaba Com-
mittee and not the Commission. Having been a Commissioner gives the first author 
an insider’s contextual and background understanding of the subject and operation of 
such institutions, which offers a backdrop against which the working of the Nantaba 
Committee is analysed without being conflicted.

Finally, the repeated establishment of temporary institutions to stop evictions without 
success led to assertions among sections of the public that the Commission was 
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perfunctory and just another such body that may not deliver change. This presents a 
limitation to the first author especially in the face of perceptions: on what moral authority 
should she analyse a failed Committee when she was part of another body whose fruits 
have not yet been enjoyed? The first author overcomes this by maintaining a rigorous 
approach to analysis of the Committee’s work. The changing nature of evictions, the 
power disparities between perpetrators and evictees, the difficulties in resolving them 
as identified with the Nantaba Committee were among the key issues the first author 
noted at the Commission. So, promising to stop evictions once and for all, as Museveni 
did (see below) can be a tall order. However, this perception does not dispel the rigorous 
analytical stance used in this paper.

The remainder of the article – after an explanation of the empirical focus – discusses 
the literature on populism and carves out the intervention and contribution of the paper, 
then gives an overview of key dynamics in neoliberal Uganda that set the context and 
shape (presidential) populism in the country, and finally proceeds to the analysis of 
PISP in the land sector.

The scholarship on populism

Populism can be seen as a political ideology, rhetoric/discourse, strategy and perform-
ance. It responds to and takes advantage of a situation where a large section of people 
in a given social order is and/or feels exploited, marginalised, excluded, and disempow-
ered, for example in terms of resources, rights, identity, or voice. It articulates that a par-
ticular set of powerful social actors – e.g. the wealthy, the powerful, the elites, the experts, 
the corrupt – is responsible, and has advanced, caused and directly benefited from the 
former group’s decline and deprivation. The populist discourse sets up (as discursive 
units) “the people” against “the other” (that is, two homogenous groups) in an antagon-
istic relation – for example, “the pure people” vs. “the corrupt elite” – and thus re- 
enforces relevant preexisting and/or creates new discourses. It typically includes an 
anti-elitism, anti-establishment, or anti-system ethos.

The populist promise is solidarity with, social inclusion of and advanced well-being of 
the deprived, via addressing their grievances and rectifying the identified problem. It claims 
to capture and express the “general will of the people” (that is, respond to their common 
sense) via particular policies, programmes, practices, or referenda. The measures and 
changes suggested are rather of a (supposedly) simple and quick than complex, ambiguous, 
incremental and sustainable nature. Populism tends to be a highly personalised and 
emotional affair, where an often charismatic, popular individual leader, in power or oppo-
sition, has (or claims to have) a close, direct, unmediated, yet hierarchical relationship with 
“the people” that s/he sees as “my people” and claims to represent as a “(wo)man of the 
people”. Populism tends to target broader social groups (e.g. operate cross-ethnicity and 
class), including the politically “unorganised” income-poor.12

Much of the literature is built on the classic definition of populism as thin ideology 
and consequently often amounts to analysing speeches of populist figures for their use 
of phrases that fit the core criteria of the definition (“the people”, etc.).13 Other 
strands in the literature are about right-wing vs. left-wing populism (Hungary, Vene-
zuela), populism and affect, and authoritarian populism.14
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In the African context, interventions in the scholarly debate include Larmer and Chee-
seman’s notion of ethno-populism.15 The latter is an example of research that explores 
what sort of populist strategy can help a politician to win elections.16 Case studies of 
post-election populism include Fraser’s study of Zambia, and Resnick’s analysis of the 
effect of populist leaders on democracy in South Africa and Zambia.17 These studies 
tend not to: (i) focus on PISP/PIO or (ii) frame their cases as populism in a neolib-
eral-capitalist setting; i.e. they do not interrogate explicitly the link between populism 
and neoliberal transformation and/or political economy.18 The analytical concern is 
rather how populism sits within and shapes the character of politics in terms of democ-
racy, elections, authoritarianism, or political style. The latest scholarship has analysed the 
cases of, for example, Ghana (Rawlings), Tanzania (Magufuli), Uganda (Kyagulanyi), 
Zambia (Sata) and South Africa (populist campaigns) and anti-authoritarian populism 
(of democracy movements in Tanzania and Zimbabwe).19

Setting up the study of PISP and the PIO

The above-mentioned features arguably make populism a suitable political tool – as rheto-
ric, performance, mobilisation, policy and programme – for politicians operating in 
unequal, divided, crisis-ridden capitalist societies in Africa and beyond. Such societies 
have stark power asymmetries between social groups and classes. They grapple with 
public concerns about the agendas and actions of the powerful, and the future trajectory 
of the deprived group(s) and the country at large. It is a potent tool in a neoliberal 
(ising) society characterised by a type of capitalist transformation that is rapid, comprehen-
sive, turbulent and disruptive for large sections of society. One that involves significant 
advancement of particular classes at the expense of others (characterised by high levels 
of displacement, dispossession, inequality, injustice, exploitation, division), major trans-
formations of power structures and social hierarchies, public discontentment and critique 
of aspects of the neoliberal change and/or their powerful promoters and beneficiaries, and 
respective demands for change. This scenario applies to the Ugandan case (see below).

Fitting with (and at times driving) this aspect of public discourse, the PIO – in our case 
Museveni – does not keep silent about inequalities or elite corruption in capitalist society 
but approaches them from a particular angle: in terms of the suggested causes and solutions 
to the problem. S/he offers a public critique, however limited, of the processes or actors that 
lay at the core of popular discontent: for example, dispossession. This is distinct compared 
to earlier phases of neoliberal rule – especially but not only in Uganda – during which cri-
tiques from prominent state officials/reform promoters of aspects of capitalism (e.g. certain 
practices of investors or tycoons) were generally taboo. Although the populist’s appeal 
might well short-circuit a rigorous challenge to the existing power structure, s/he nonethe-
less presents himself as the saviour, and frontrunner of the desired pro-poor agenda: state- 
administered justice, redress, prosperity, and security for the sub-altern and transparency 
in the affairs of both state and economy. Our case exemplifies this aspect: against the back-
ground of rampant land disputes and evictions – i.e. with thousands of people displaced – 
Museveni declared the intent to “stop all evictions”.

Indeed, populism’s core promise is significant and socially progressive change, but 
within the system: taking on and defeating the powerful forces of the unjust, impoverish-
ing, corrupting status quo; overcoming business as usual; bringing improvements to the 
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deprived in terms of inclusion, empowerment and living conditions. Populism articulates 
and links the issues of power, societal antagonisms, crisis, and change within capitalism 
in a very peculiar manner. It makes a statement about the relational underpinnings of 
poverty, wealth, and inequality (e.g. the rich advance by exploiting and dispossessing 
the poor) and includes the powerful and rich in the analysis and critique. It is a particular 
representation and interpretation of capitalist social reality resonating with the everyday 
experiences of the “downtrodden”.20 Thus, it opens up a Pandora’s box of class relations, 
inequality and conflict, and makes the promise to significantly address some of those 
class-related aspects of people’s grievances, via redistribution, nationalisation of 
resources, or punishment of “wrongdoers”. This constellation of populism under neoli-
beralism is analytically interesting, especially for the case of an actor who is in power (and 
highly resourceful) as well as neoliberal and populist. A major part of the action mix of a 
populist neoliberal government will arguably be straightforwardly in line with the market 
society trajectory, e.g. the promotion of the interests of (especially foreign) capital. Yet, 
for various political reasons – legitimacy, elections, pressure to deal with people’s grie-
vances, conflict containment – the government will at the same time speak to, formulate 
and act out in part a populist agenda. Notably, populism is a long-standing feature of 
Museveni’s repertoire of rule of the political and economic realm.

In sum, the prototypical neoliberal PIO we are concerned with analytically: has 
advanced – and is thus invested in – the social formation that brings about the problems 
that s/he critiques and promises to tackle; and continues to advance forms of societal 
change that fuel the conditions which drive the rise of populism (i.e. rapid capitalist 
development backed by a significantly authoritarian, anti-poor neoliberalism). The 
actor also plays the populist card and advances the idea that s/he is in a win-win, harmo-
nious relationship with the deprived and is ready to carry out measures for and in defence 
of the poor or “the people”,21 and address the decried conditions. The PIO’s promise of 
redress and change – in a conflict-laden, entrenched neoliberal political economy – is the 
core of the appeal and tension of neoliberal populism, especially if advanced by long-term 
power holders. It takes in view issues such as dispossession and poverty; articulates a path 
for change; and positions the PIO/government as – in popular speak – the “good guys” 
that want and can sort out the identified “bad guys”.

This set-up brings about contradictions, dilemmas and tensions for the PIO at ideo-
logical, rhetorical and implementation level. The PIO is likely to fall short of action that 
can deliver the promised substantive change. This may be due to the PIO’s role and inter-
est in the existing structure of power and accumulation and the class agenda that under-
pins it. A question is thus: how is this under-delivery managed? Finally, we can expect 
that neoliberal populism could be used to contain demands for radical change – e.g. Kya-
gulanyi’s people power movement in Uganda’s case – that could alter the power structure 
in a way that would threaten the PIO and relevant allies, and their interests. This outline 
of the problematique of populism under neoliberalism informs our analytical interest 
regarding the case in focus and beyond.

Neoliberal Uganda: fertile ground for populism by the incumbent

Uganda has undergone an extensive restructuring since the 1990s aimed at institutiona-
lising neoliberal capitalism. The state had a decisive role in promoting rapid capitalist 
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development, advancing and mediating the process of adjusting the structure of power 
and wealth (including resource ownership) towards capital, at the expense of labour 
and peasantry. It has a strong alliance with connected domestic businesses and outside 
forces including international capital and donors.22 Not dissimilar to previous decades, 
“the masses” regularly experienced the state as the instrument of the powerful to 
advance an agenda that was hostile to their interests and rights.23 Corruption and 
fraud – particularly of members of the elite and ruling class – have become extensive, 
affecting the poor and generating volumes of media coverage.24 Sections of the official 
structures of accountability, policing and justice have been compromised. The police 
and courts seem to be regularly serving the rich and powerful at the expense of the 
poor. Intra-elite wrangles are rife. Scholars have characterised Uganda as a case of: a pre-
sidentialised type of semi-authoritarian democracy; heightened patronage and personal-
ised, autocratic rule; and extensive de-institutionalisation and institutional paralysis.25

Uganda has further characteristics conducive for a more explicit and heightened 
populist response: high inequality, wealth concentration, militarised and commercialised 
politics, public sector crumbling, social injustice, economic insecurity, un-/under- 
employment, dispossession, marginalisation, impoverishment, and – in the face of 
people’s discontent and resistance – state repression.26 These processes have diminished 
government’s authority; also due to its hesitant and uneven response to (i) the economic 
plight that the vast section of the population faces, and (ii) to demands for improved state 
accountability.27 Sections of the population have for years demanded social reform and 
progress.

The demands articulated the insight that the attainment of the key winners of the 
reform and its politics is relationally connected to the dismal existence of a large 
section of people. That said, the country has experienced economic growth, poverty 
reduction and various societal improvements. This has boosted government legitimacy, 
particularly in the earlier phase of its rule. Significantly, throughout the decades, govern-
ment, donors and capital run discourses and programmes that had already a certain 
populist flavour: pro-poor growth, poverty reduction strategies, wealth/prosperity for 
all and so on. They suggested that the reform-induced transformations and Ugandan 
capitalism more generally are compatible and reconcilable – e.g. via some government 
or presidential push and tweaking – with the interests of the poor. As mentioned, 
there is a longer history of Museveni and his relationship with populism which date 
back to his liaison with African socialism, his later endorsement of a people-centred 
“no-party democracy”28 and interventions in the agricultural sector that resemble agrar-
ian populism.29 The studied case is thus one of the latest iterations of Museveni’s popu-
lism, thus, of populism in Uganda under neoliberalism. The case is further one of an 
established PIO, not of a first-time populist or a recent turn to populism.

The early 2010s saw a series of renewed efforts of people to demand for change, 
including strikes and demonstrations.30 The government was inventive in adjusting its 
reactions to this stalemate so as to regain momentum and advance its interests. It 
responded at first with increased distaste for critical debate and protest,31 but later 
tried to enhance its legitimacy via giving its rule a renewed appeal of modernisation 
(Uganda becoming a middle-income country), and a religious and patriotic undertone. 
The government also advanced a discourse and programme of zero-tolerance-to-corrup-
tion, integrity, transparency, accountability, and wealth-for-all. A number of these 
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interventions can be understood to be part of neoliberal populism: in order to deal with 
the crisis, the government did not just demonstrate and strengthen its coercive powers 
but also tried to extend its rule by consent. It sought to renew its appeal – and that of 
Museveni – as a political force of and for the common people, a movement that is con-
nected with the grassroots, listens and responds to people’s demands, empowers people, 
tackles fundamental societal problems, delivers a better society and is thus worthy of 
receiving voters’ support to remain at the helm. These are important continuations 
and reconnections with some of the long-standing more broad-based, inclusive political 
strategies of both Museveni and the NRM.32

Finally, in recent years, the government has had to contend with a new populist oppo-
sitional challenger in Kyagulanyi. As Melchiorre has argued, Kyagulanyi has deployed a 
form of generational populism, a mobilising political discourse which frames the struggle 
between “the people” and “the elite” in generational terms, by defining the former in 
relation to their status as youth, and in antagonistic opposition to an elite, which is 
depicted as defending a gerontocratic political order. Contending with this popular 
threat has arguably shaped Museveni’s evolving populist politics since the late 2010s.33

The empirical focus: PISP in the land sector

To run the analysis the article uses selected cases (reported or decided by courts), land 
laws, government statements, TV news footage, and newspaper articles from five 
different national English-speaking media outlets.34 The main cases discussed later 
were selected as reflective of wider trends of the case dynamics on land in Uganda. 
They exemplified the vertical nature of conflicts (between the powerful and the poor), 
contestations on land ownership vs. use rights, and varying degrees of security of occu-
pancy rights to land. The types of debates that emerged in several cases concerning the 
Nantaba Committee engagements are widely reflective of larger sector dynamics: parallel 
execution of institutional power, localised populism on the ground, neglect of formal law 
and procedure, problematic (e.g. illusory) solutions for the poor parties to land conflicts, 
etc.

The choice allows for analysis of cases arising from different land tenure systems such 
as mailo35 and freehold. Land cases have been chosen for this paper due to the particu-
larly populist response of Museveni to the increasing number of contestations on land at 
times leading to evictions. These have arisen in various contexts: (i) the post armed 
conflict in the north;36 (ii) activities aimed at re-structuring/controlling cities;37 (iii) oil 
extraction in the Albertine region; (iv) increased international demand for agricultural 
land;38 and (v) tenure insecurity. Evidence also points to escalating evictions due to 
increased interest to take land for development and business projects.39

Courts of law have also sanctioned evictions. In Baleke Kayira Peter and others vs. 
Attorney General of Uganda,40 people in four villages were evicted in 2001 to avail the 
land to a German coffee company to grow coffee. The case indicated that the evictees 
were approximately 4000 people. It is particularly chosen here for it portrays the heigh-
tened tenure insecurity and vulnerability of everyday occupiers and users of land, in the 
face of big investors, collaborating with the PIO to pursue FDI-based, large-scale agro- 
commercialisation (a version of capitalist economic development that is propagated 
and rolled-out by the government across the country). The case reports procedural 
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impropriety in land acquisition, common in cases of eviction. Property was destroyed; 
the eviction was allegedly carried out by the military and did not follow a compensation 
and relocation plan.41 The court found the eviction wrongful. Similar dynamics have 
been reported in cases such as that involving London-based New Forest Company 
acquiring land mainly for environmental conservation and evicting many people in 
Kiboga and Mubende.42

The authors have not found official up-to-date disaggregated data on evictions in 
Uganda, showing those resulting from judicial processes and those that do not. Available 
information however shows that between 2007 and 2009, 59,000 people were evicted.43

These represented 8,445 families in more than 10 districts across the country leading 
to homelessness of 59,115 people.44 More recently, there have been reports on individual 
cases of evictions, for example in Tilenga in the oil region.45 Evictions continue despite 
official public condemnation and criminalisation under the Land (Amendment) Act 
2010. According to the Uganda National Land Policy, that is more so since ‘implemen-
tation is in its infancy’.46 Since various actors and interests are affected in such cases, land 
– particularly land conflicts and evictions – has remained a focal point for politics, public 
debate and official presidential statements.47 Despite that, evictions continue. The Muse-
veni administration established the Nantaba Committee in 2012, promising to deal with 
the problem “once and for all”. This aim was not realised over a decade later: during the 
Heroes Day celebrations on 9 June 2024, the president’s speech was interspersed with the 
renewed promise to stop evictions.48

The land sector: conflict, crisis and the perfect storm for a populist 
intervention

Land is a precious asset. Capitalist development imperatives have led to attempts at land 
law and tenure reform in a number of African countries.49 Uganda’s reforms have 
attempted to transform tenure relations and security, bringing about increased 
conflicts since the 2000s.50 Conflicts have also been a result of pressure on land due to 
population growth, rapid urbanisation, increased value of land for various kinds of 
buyers, including the salaried class, firms in the housing/property sector, tycoons, specu-
lators, and the corrupt. Uganda’s economy is agro-based; land is of high use to millions of 
subsistence farmers as well as larger commercial farms. The majority poor are land 
dependent. Consequently, land politics affects all sections of society, from peasants to 
kings, and is a decisive field of politics, not only before elections. The desperation of 
conflict victims for quick yet official, legitimate solutions make these conflicts apt for 
populist interventions.

For years, the land sector has been characterised by dubious sales of state-owned land, 
corruption, title fraud, evictions, interpersonal violence, intensifying land-related hostilities 
and insecurities – producing temporarily “ungovernable” spaces. The crisis of land 
conflicts built up in the 2000s and escalated in the early 2010s. This led to evictions, 
clashes and land-related criminality such as corruption, killings and attacks on intervening 
officials. The land office had to close for months in 2012–2013 to allow for the electronic 
update of the title registry, in an attempt to reduce corruption.51 Forgeries and allegations 
of corruption continued, as revealed in a number of cases reported before the Commission 
of Inquiry into land allegedly involving top officials or their frontmen.52 Some public 
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servants allegedly regularly provide help to the powerful in advancing the land deals/evic-
tions and respective intimidation. Justice for those affected by land conflicts is elusive due 
to deficits in both state and customary dispute resolution institutions which creates uncer-
tainties for users. Coupled with wanting land administration approaches, case backlogs, 
tenure insecurity, access and delivery of land justice becomes complicated.53 This furthered 
a system of de-facto land governance that produced individualised, unstable, conflict- 
ridden “solutions” in increasingly commercialised, zero-sum and violent political econom-
ies of land where power and resources are decisive to move a case.54

Against this background, around 2010, the government declared to fight the crises, 
and restore justice and order with new verve, through law reform, policy initiatives 
and strategic plans of action. The National Land Policy provides for a re-institution of 
Land Tribunals to offer efficient and affordable land dispute resolution,55 with appeals 
going to higher levels of justice institutions.56 The Land Sector Strategic Plan II stipulates 
the intervention strategies for reforms, including implementation of the land laws.57 At 
the executive level, special units were created to implement the President’s initiative of 
fighting land grabbing and illegal evictions to which we turn further below.

Historical background to contemporary land conflicts

Historical dynamics related to a land system left by the British colonialists partly explains 
the deep-rooted land conflict between landlords and tenants on mailo land. The system 
was shaped by colonial interventions: (i) introduction of private interests in land, and 
issuance of title deeds; (ii) undermining the rights of customary land occupiers; (iii) pro-
moting freehold type tenure.58 This resulted in conflicting claims to the same land by title 
deed holders and customary occupiers59; with the title holder having better land rights 
and power to evict the tenant with unsecure and unregistered title.60

Land conflicts – and personalised, informal dispute resolutions – are thus not new but 
have more recently been exacerbated by capitalist restructuring, and a related commer-
cialisation and politicisation of land. At its inception in 1900 and through its evolution in 
1928, the mailo system of landholding denoted co-existence of landlord and tenant; none 
of them claiming exclusive rights to land against the other, as is the case today.61 The 
customary tenant with lesser interests on the registered land are to either be lawful or 
bonafide occupant on land62 – referred to as kibanja/bibanja holder(s).63 The Land 
Act 1998 recognises and offers them security on paper64; they are still in a precarious situ-
ation in reality, conflicting with landlords. This is coupled with the weak and selective 
enforcement of existing laws (in favour of the powerful) and malfunctioning land man-
agement institutions.65 The protection of the tenants, (who are the majority) on paper 
has been described as a populist fight against sections of the landlords, for political 
gain (e.g. re-election), and an attempt to address the “moral indebtedness” and revitalise 
the pro-poor credentials of the NRM government.66 These changes did not overcome 
landlord-tenant frictions.

Increased land evictions since the late 1990s and their potential for populism

There have been various efforts aimed at land law reform since the late 1990s, with the 
1998 Land Act a key landmark. Nevertheless, evictions increased since 199867 due to: the 
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increased value of land and formalisation of property rights to feed into the commercial 
land market68 (a World Bank agenda); the existence of a powerful politically connected 
class, willing to purchase this land, evict tenants and use their positions to elude the law; a 
transforming social/moral fabric, wherein people care less about how they treat others; 
and increased international demand for agricultural land.69 Evictions thus reinforce 
class dynamics leaving the poor tenants dispossessed of their land, livelihoods, voice 
and ability to enforce their rights through judicial institutions and obtain legal remedies. 
The effects of evictions have been devastating to many of the poor (especially in rural 
areas); landlessness has contributed to poverty and hunger.70

The propensity of eviction in the case of mailo land involves three categories of actors: 
the landlords struggling to enjoy their ownership rights, the tenants in dire need of pro-
tection on that land (i.e. from eviction), and the officials with power to do something 
about the situation of “their people” and ensure re-election. In terms of election politics, 
the numbers of minority landowners are not big enough to be of weighty effects at the 
polls. There is however the political weight of large landlords such as the Buganda 
kingdom, or the Church, that can be electorally decisive. The relationship between Muse-
veni, the Baganda and the Buganda Kingdom has had a lot of political and social impli-
cations. It has been a schemata for populism for Museveni, attempting to develop policy 
to protect the poor tenants with hidden implications: the potential to politically (and 
socially) weaken the landlords and the Buganda Kingdom’s power generally and over 
land.71 PISP in land is thus a matter of both rural and urban politics.

A key item that poor tenants have as leverage is their vote and their capacity to cause 
trouble to “public order” via occupations or demonstrations. Museveni has identified 
with this grievance and presented himself as their saviour. This situation creates (i) an 
opportunity for the politically powerful to neglect/undermine land justice institutions 
in dispute resolution; (ii) a fertile ground for populist politicisation of land issues; and 
(iii) the possibility to undermine a lawful decision of a court, even if it is relatively 
fair, but does not serve the populist agenda. This introduces a neoliberal populist form 
of justice and justice delivery.

Land dispute settlement institutions as conduits of populist settlements

This paper argues that land dispute settlement institutions are generally weak; increasing 
the propensity of the populists to use them with ease to achieve their agenda, or ignore 
them with impunity and still achieve the agenda using other populist institutions.

Uganda has an extensive structure of institutions mandated to handle cases arising 
from contestations over land. These include Magistrate Courts, and courts of judicature 
right from the High Court to the Supreme Court. Also important is the Uganda Police 
Force. These institutions are embedded in the neo-patrimonial state. The state benefits 
from a weakened land justice system which produces desperate masses who are in 
turn in need of “help” from the state. Despite the existence of laws and land justice insti-
tutions the state does not fully facilitate and utilise them. Limited facilitation affects insti-
tutional efficiency and opens up the space for populist measures. The state goes for more 
patrimonial approaches, whose characteristics include personalised political authority, 
weak checks on private appropriation of public resources and pervasive clientelism. Cli-
entelism or personalised political authority is evoked to offer solutions to the poor 

JOURNAL OF EASTERN AFRICAN STUDIES 11



landless in return for their political support. The landless resort to that relationship, 
judging that they would most likely lose if they resorted to the formal justice institutions 
for their justice needs.72 This weakens land justice institutions. Coupled with struggles 
over land between the minority landowners and majority tenants, it creates a wider 
space within which “pro-poor politics” plays out to occasionally appease the poor 
majority voters who would most likely not afford formal institutional justice.

Courts are thin on the ground (some inaccessible to some remote rural poor), have bud-
getary constraints and backlogs, and experience corruption all of which affect their effective 
operation.73 Land Tribunals are provided for in the Land Act of 1998 to operate within the 
decentralised structures at the District level but are not yet in place.74 Through Presidential 
Directives, parallel institutions – in form of Committees or Units – have been established to 
handle land matters alongside the legally established institutions.

Due to increased cases of evictions and crime arising from land conflicts, a Land Desk 
at the Criminal Investigations Department, to investigate such cases was set up within the 
police in 2008.75 By Presidential Directive to the Inspector General of Police (IGP) then, 
Kale Kayihura (a top military official and a long-term, close aide of Museveni), the Desk 
was turned into a Police Land Protection Unit (PLPU), launched in 2008 to operate 
country-wide. The official impetus behind the Directive was to among others deal with 
an increase in evictions of poor tenants.76 Its official functions included protection of 
tenants on land from eviction, ensuring the enforcement of lawful orders of court and 
mediating between disputing parties on land.77 Among the mandates of the High 
Court is to conduct Alternative Dispute Resolution.78 The effect is parallel yet uncoordi-
nated execution of authority, inter-institutional competition instead of cooperation 
between the PLPU and the High Court, leading to weakened justice delivery.79 This 
approach also goes against the belief that land rights are better protected by institutions 
that wield long-term authority – in this case those established under the regular judicial 
arm of the state, not ad-hoc units.80

The PLPU’s initial operations were concentrated in some districts in the Central 
(Buganda) Region where mailo land is predominant.81 Up to the 2021 elections, Muse-
veni enjoyed a strong hold in Buganda in terms of vote-share. This, coupled with the 
timing of the launching of the PLPU close to a presidential election in 2011, suggests 
that the creation of this unit was partly motivated by electoral considerations. Political 
manoeuvring, corruption and an inability to engage with land issues arising country 
wide are among the reported reasons for the low success rates of the Unit.82 The 
PLPU’s approach exacerbated institutional populism (pro-Big Man) and did not tackle 
the corruption and militaristic approaches of the police to land conflicts. Rather than 
empower the mainstream institutions, units such as the PLPU and the Nantaba Commit-
tee were created. These are in line with Uganda’s trends of institutional multiplicity, 
informal modes of governance and a political order characterised by highly personalised 
and multi-levelled set of bargains negotiated.83

Neoliberal populist institutions: the case of the presidential committees 
on land

Systematic and other state-politics-induced failures of existing institutions set up in law 
to deliver justice have contributed to the making of an impasse that is ripe for “creative” 
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political initiatives to address the problem. As mentioned in the introduction, this 
approach led to two successive Committees to deal with land issues. The 2006 Committee 
was headed by Gertrude Njuba84 – an NRA bush war veteran in the 1980s whose later 
career spanned multiple positions including deputy minister, presidential advisor in 
addition to heading the State house land directorate. Measured by its official aims of 
ending land disputes, the Committee was not a success due to insufficient funding and 
political support. It was frozen on establishment of another Committee in February 
2013 (with a reported mandate only until June 201385), headed by then junior state min-
ister for Lands Aida Nantaba, Kayunga Woman Member of Parliament. This Committee 
can be regarded as a result of the President’s expressed frustration about the continuing 
evictions despite previous efforts to curb them: he publicly expressed his support, hope 
and agenda to stop-all-evictions through the Committee.

The Nantaba Committee

In a press conference after the establishment of the Committee, reported about in TV 
news, Museveni stated the following (which we analyse further below): 

All evictions are halted. There will be no more evictions, especially in the rural areas. All 
evictions involving peasants [extra pronounced] are halted … If anybody involves himself 
in those evictions, he will be handled severely according to the amended Land Act …  
[The Nantaba team] will go around, village by village where there is a contention, to take  
… people back to their land. Because we don’t want people to take the law into their own 
hands and say ‘we are coming back by ourselves’. No, No, No, No. … . Let the team 
come, village by village, listen to the cases and decide to take you back; so that things are 
done properly. We don’t want citizen-on-citizen conflict.86

The committee had neither legal powers (other than the President’s directive), nor the 
number of staff appropriate for the official task. Nantaba’s age (born 1979), limited pre-
vious experience in land matters and the controversy surrounding her appointment to 
the Committee further raised the issue of the politics of the Committee. Nantaba was 
appointed State Minister for lands only a short while earlier (August 2012) and in con-
troversial circumstances. Some members of Parliament’s vetting Committee tried to 
block her approval as Minister on allegations that her academic qualifications (and her 
character) were questionable.87 She holds a Bachelor’s Degree in tourism from Makerere 
University (2003), had worked as a Tourism Officer of a tours and travel company (2003), 
before joining elective politics in 2010, whereupon she won the seat of Kayunga Woman 
Member of Parliament in 2011.88

Besides Nantaba, there were eight members: a member of the NRM and woman 
member of Parliament for Wakiso District, representatives of the office of the President, 
of the Ministries of (i) Lands Housing and Urban Development, and (ii) Justice and Con-
stitutional Affairs, Police and Army and the Judicial Service Commission.89 The 
members were mostly lawyers drawn from institutions which, except for the army, 
have a mandate to deal with land issues. Theoretically, such composition of the commit-
tee might have advanced coordination roles of the institutions represented. Selecting 
people that have institutional affiliation may be confirmation by the head of state that 
such institutions have a major role to play in land matters. However, it was never 
clear whether the individuals represented the interests of their respective institutions 
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or were accountable to them. They were directly appointed by the President. The advan-
tage of this set-up for the appointing authority is that it can control the Committee’s 
actions and their outcomes (thus institutionalising Presidential “good will”, or bias), 
and use it to promote clientelism. The official justification for the Committee centred 
on the need to protect the peasants and the poor (on mailo land, which is mostly in 
the central region) from eviction. Its mandate was to: 

1. Halt evictions involving peasants; 2. Those who have been illegally evicted will be assisted 
by the Government to go back to their bibanja90; 3. The Committee … will go area by area 
returning people, illegally evicted back to their bibanja; 4. If there is anybody who got an 
authenticated eviction order against encroachers on his/her land through courts of law, 
the Registrar of the High Court will verify and authenticate the Court Order and the Gov-
ernment will assist him/her to implement the eviction … ; 5. All corrupt officials that have 
been effecting illegal evictions will have punitive action taken against them … 91

Note that this statement, and the statement to the press cited earlier, gave the 
impression that government had the ability to judge the (il-)legality of all cases, and 
the capacity to return all illegally evicted, advance all legal evictions, and punish all 
wrong-doers. Such statements grossly misrepresent both the capacity and workings of 
the neoliberal state. Despite that, in the context of the above statement, there is logic 
and justification for dealing with eviction perpetrated against the poor, for justice 
should not be a “cloistered virtue” exclusively for those that can afford it, but all who 
need and seek it.92 Notably, the literature on the law of land and pursuit of justice for 
the poor advocates for the use of bottom-up rather than top-down approaches.93 The 
former involves efforts to empower poor people to be in a position to detect violation 
of their rights, and pursue justice from established institutions which offer sustainable 
solutions.94 This potentially makes them self-sufficient and in charge of their land 
justice needs.

The appointment of the Committee instead was thus arguably a problematic top- 
down approach: (i) it was a narrow political answer to a substantial political-economic 
and socio-legal issue; (ii) it bypassed established state institutions with structures for 
accountability; and (iii) the Committee helped the evicted return to their land by all 
means, without resolving the underlying conflicts between landlord and tenants, thus 
making a future eviction imminent. At the same time, the conflict had potential to 
hamper “quiet enjoyment of land” by the tenant. Taken together, this hampered the effec-
tiveness and sustainability of the measures.

Unpacking Museveni’s stop-all-evictions declaration

At the press conference announcing the Committee, Museveni spoke to one of his core 
voter targets, the rural poor, and framed the state and his initiative and power as: first, all- 
resourceful – i.e. uniting all (well-meaning) state agencies, stopping ‘all’ evictions 
immediately (by sorting out the bad actors and their corrupt dealings) and sorting all 
wrong-doing (‘anybody’, ‘village by village’) – and, second, the agent of justice, orderly 
social relations and development and the rule of law. He also gave the impression that 
there would be no legal or any other challenges when people are being returned to 
‘their bibanja’ – a gross simplification of social and legal reality. Also, no standard 
legal institution is mentioned to be important: it is all reduced to the Nantaba team, 
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the president’s unit. Museveni sold a narrative that via presidential declarations and com-
mittees he can actually influence and recalibrate at the micro level the workings of neo-
liberal capitalism as it plays out on the land.

According to official rationale, the initiative was also driven by the insight that the 
government is interested in protecting property and sorting out property conflicts 
which is good for economic growth. The president in his published view makes a corre-
lation between an improved investment environment and economic development, and 
evictions from land. Land being a factor of production means that economic opportu-
nities push a number of people into evicting the poor in order to tap into this potential. 
To the president, such opportunities are grand (and related orderly evictions acceptable). 
The challenge however is ‘Bayaye-minded, nouveau-rich, pseudo capitalists, corrupt local 
leaders, Police and Courts; and a still unsensitised peasantry’.95 Here, the president 
suggests that the problem is certain institutions, practices, norms and values, i.e. those 
that foster corruption. It is not the structure and operation of capitalist political 
economy, the neo-patrimonial state, the government’s policy mix, rapid urbanisation 
or Uganda’s role in the global economy. The president elevates corruption to the top 
explanation for the ills of capitalist society and economy – a typical populist framing. 
Museveni distinguishes between pseudo and genuine capitalists, as well as between 
good government and corrupt officials. A news item published by State House in Febru-
ary 2013 on its Facebook page reported: 

[…] the majority of the victims are Ugandans from Buganda region who have been evicted 
by people he [Museveni] described as, ‘bayaye’ who live in towns and those who obtained 
money from the government in wrong ways. He noted that these people pretend to be inves-
tors and developers but collude with the RDC’s, Police, and Magistrates among others to 
evict the people in spite of the government warnings against evictions. He said genuine 
investors negotiate with the people to buy land on a willing buyer, willing seller basis.96

The political economy of corruption remains unexplained: how the two types are 
interconnected; in what category the government’s allies in the business sector fall 
and why; the connection between the state and the corrupt; the structures and dynamics 
including actors’ motivations that underpin land fraud and corruption. Genuine inves-
tors, according to this narrative, do not evict or use other under-handed methods. The 
ideological figure of the good capitalist and the construction of the willing-buyer- 
willing-seller model are retained. There is no structural problem that needs tackling; 
only a few wrong-doers that need sorting out. This discourse is a continuation of a 
long-standing argument of the President that corrupt and lazy bureaucrats (alone) 
are the problem and stand in the way of development. The President also declares 
some evictions proper – for example, evicting “encroachers” trespassing private prop-
erty – and the government will aid carrying them out, given a court order has been 
secured.97 Thus, by setting up the Committee, the President situates himself with the 
deprived or those at the risk of illegal evictions. He is declaring to take their side – 
but against whom? Against the incumbent government that had the authority to 
curb illegal evictions in the first place?

Paget’s recent conceptualisation allows us to interpret Museveni’s discourse as a 
variant of populism: elitist plebeianism.98 This variant hybridises populism with 
elitism. It breaks up the bifurcation of (good) common people vs (corrupt) elite and 
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offers a trifurcation of society that adds a particular middle stratum that gets vilified: the 
greedy technocrat or investor, often referred to simply as “the corrupt”. So part of the 
elite-in-government are friends of “the people”, then there are the powerful enemies of 
“the people” and then there are “the people” or as Museveni tends to refer to them 
paternally, “my people”. This allows Museveni to distinguish between good vs. bad 
powerful actors, gloss over the political-economic connections between the two and 
government’s implication in the (re-)production of “bad” actors, and run, as the 
most resource-full in-power actor in the country, a discourse against a section of the 
powerful, thus resolving or minimising some of the tensions and contradictions of neo-
liberal PISP.

The Committee’s relationship with (judicial) institutions

PIP can undermine and at times reject the role of the judiciary as a caretaker of democ-
racy, law and the constitution and be ‘anti-judicial constitutionalism’,99 i.e. be anti-judi-
cial review, constitutional courts and tribunals when the judiciary is seen to act counter to 
the populist agenda and interests of the PIO and “the people” of concern.100 This insight 
is relevant for understanding the relationship between the Committee and judicial insti-
tutions of land dispute resolution. The Committee operates alongside institutions man-
dated by law to deal with cases of evictions and deliver land justice. One can expect inter- 
institution competition and undermining. The existence of a complicated and overlap-
ping institutional landscape is however key for political gain to be obtained for a populist 
agenda from the operation of the Committee along other institutions: the President is 
portrayed as a father that resolves institutional impasse. Further, it is these other insti-
tutions that have to be disempowered and presented as non-performing and non-coop-
erative, and the Committee portrayed as the actual or potential saviour of the poor from 
failed institutions.

The Presidential Directive on evictions could also cause conflict within an institution. 
For example, the Registrar of the High Court has powers to verify a lawful order issued by 
the High Court authorising eviction.101 This places authority in the Registrar to check the 
High Court Judge that issued the order in the first place, which, technically should be 
higher than the Registrar. The Committee got involved in cases that were pending 
before courts of law, thereby undermining the courts’ authority. This suggests that 
PISP here is not resolving but, in part, deepening, institutionalising and prolonging insti-
tutional impasses. This is in turn used for flexible manoeuvring and gain-making for the 
appointing authority. The cases analysed below reveal further PISP characteristics in land 
justice delivery.

Specific case analysis

Persistence of evictions is connected to a structural issue intrinsically rooted in Uganda’s 
history and her land tenure system. Thus, the promises made at the setup of the Com-
mittee were too big to be delivered by the unit of its kind. The outcomes were limited, 
mainly due to lack of legal backing, financial constraints, limited cooperation from 
other arms of government working on land matters and high expectations from the 
public.
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The Nantaba Committee in Mukono
In the two cases below, the class element and the nature of right claimed to land by either 
party suggest where each goes for solutions between courts and politicians. The investors 
with financial resources and defensible legal rights in form of land titles resort to courts of 
law as first choice, while the poor resort to “their” politicians, who are looking for popu-
larity among their constituents. As will be made evident below, the Committee seems to 
have appreciated more cases of the poor as compared to the lawful claims by defendants 
who do not belong to that category. For example, requiring a defendant to compensate a 
person evicted in circumstances where compensation was already made to them prior to 
reporting the case to the Nantaba Committee or involving a local politician.102

First is the Buziranjovu Development Company Limited case. This case was selected 
for a number of reasons; it shows that with PISP, legal enactments and contractual obli-
gation can be undermined, the problem of evictions and PISP are not only associated 
with mailo land (which presents complex overlapping rights), but leasehold tenure as 
well, despite its contractual nature and relative clarity of rights. The firm claimed to 
have acquired a 99-year lease over 1,423 acres of vacant land in Mukono District in 
2005.103 Squatters entered upon it in 2006 and 2007. The investor paid them 1 billion 
Uganda shillings to re-secure vacant possession of the land.104 However, the squatters 
complained to Nantaba about alleged unlawful eviction and destruction of houses and 
property, for which they were compensated already.

Second is the case of RIIS Coffee Limited belonging to Danish investors who acquired 
158 acres of land in 2011 in Buikwe district to run coffee business. The former occupants 
of the land had been compensated and agreements to that effect signed but complaints 
were lodged to the Committee. The Company had all the necessary legal documents 
including titles pointing to their rights on the land.105 The Committee disregarded 
these, undermined RIIS Coffee’s legal rights by encouraging people (who had already 
been compensated to leave the land) to return to it, asserting claim. This was contrary 
to the law.

… and in Kayunga
Kayunga is located in Central Uganda and offers evidence to show that in the context 
where populism reigns, courts are undermined. Besides chairing the Committee, Nanta-
ba’s other base of authority was in the fact that she was a woman Member of Parliament 
for Kayunga and land cases offered political capital for her. In some cases, court orders 
meant to be binding upon all persons were trumped by populist politicians, for example 
where Nantaba assisted more than 100 tenants to return to a respondent’s (Paul Kiwa-
nuka’s) land, contrary to a court order.106 Her intervention offered only temporary sol-
utions to the poor. A number of land cases were filed in court against the minister in 
person, for allegedly aiding bibanja holders to take over contested pieces of land 
against the will of land owners.107 Despite knowledge about such cases, Nantaba did 
not appear in court.108 This foments a culture of official impunity and is likely to 
imply that “all people” including investors eventually need to turn to the President – 
and/or his trusted aides to seek “rescue”.109

The Kayunga cases detailed below are about landlords-tenants conflicts which often 
resulted in violent evictions.110 The cases portray combative approaches to land 
conflicts, high levels of politicisation, and inter-institutional undermining between the 
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junior minister (Nantaba) vs. national institutions such as Police, security personnel, 
Local Councils and Courts of law.111 One such case involved Moses Karangwa (at the 
time of writing the NRM party chairperson for Jinja District) who allegedly evicted 
people from land he acquired after giving them miniature compensation.112 Nantaba 
helped some of them to forcefully return to their land. This case shows: first, a populist 
measure can partially intervene in societal processes and change their course and 
outcome, e.g. re-open supposedly settled cases.113 Second, the outlined style of interven-
tion to bring about “justice” rather further fuelled the conflict. Third, PISP has potential 
to trump laws by indiscriminately returning all evictees (genuine and not) to land. The 
Land Act protects perpetual occupancies on land for lawful and bona fide occupants of 
land except: where (i) one fails to pay annual ground rent and the landlord obtains a 
court order for eviction114; (ii) the tenant abandons the land for 3 or more years115; 
(iii) the tenant opts to sell his/her occupancy to the landlord116; or (iv) landlord and 
tenant enter into a mutual agreement to share the land or jointly hold it.117 There is 
no explicit provision allowing the landlord to compel the tenant to accept compensation 
in lieu of occupancy of land. Rather, the Act protects security of occupancy for the recog-
nised tenants.118 Landlords have however disregarded the law to offer (oftentimes 
inadequate) compensation to tenants to vacate the land, and this has thrived in the 
absence of a compensations policy. In return strategies of PISP have benefited some 
tenants not entitled in law.

Populism, political infighting and life of the committee
In this populist set up, land has become a playground of interpersonal (and inter-insti-
tutional) conflicts, adding another layer of complexity to the problem and opening up 
room for the president to score. The land conundrum is political capital for politicians: 
s/he that stands out as more relevant to the cause gets support from the people.119 Land 
issues offer an arena in which internal conflicts among members of the same political 
party are portrayed to the public.

The fights between Nantaba and the IGP over the Kayunga land wrangle, and 
especially those involving Karangwa, are a case in point. Nantaba accused the police 
chief of protecting Karangwa and having personal interest in Kayunga land, although 
Kayihura denied any such interest.120 A major argument was about who has authority 
from the president to deal with the issues. The matter was not about evocation of 
powers from their respective institutions but from the president: who had he put in 
charge to deal with the problem. This led to clashes among different neo-patrimonial 
state units. With presidential backing, Nantaba did not fear a clash with the person 
who commands the national Police which is officially in charge of protection of people 
and their property.

Appearing on a local television on 15 August 2013, Nantaba accused the IGP of 
undoing the good work she had done and asserted that the president did not authorise 
the IGP to go to Kayunga. She threatened to resign as minister of lands if the IGP did not 
stop going to Kayunga to get involved in the land wrangles. In a counter attack, through 
the same medium, Kayihura accused Nantaba of defamation, threatened to sue her and 
insisted that the police have a right to intervene in land cases no matter what or where.121

Elsewhere, Nantaba is quoted accusing Kayihura to be in ‘bed with land grabbers’ to the 
disadvantage of peasants, while Kayihura accused Nantaba of ‘uttering falsehoods and 
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using unlawful methods to solve Kayunga’s land problems’ and ‘escalating land wrangles 
in the district that have pitted tenants against landlords because of her underhand 
methods’.122 This is a fight between statutory and executive power.

Nantaba halted the committees’ operation in May 2013 before the mandate ended, 
arguing that various government institutions and officers (e.g. police, lands) and land-
lords were uncooperative and sabotaged the committee.123 Note the official cause of 
the problem: specific institutions and individuals – not the structure and operation of 
capitalist society and political economy. Also, ‘that due to lack of legal backing, the 
Justice Law and Order sector institutions, such as; the Director of Public Prosecution 
and Police frustrated the committee’s activities’.124 Note the severity of the legal and 
institutional problems of this key populist unit.

Conclusion

Uganda’s neoliberal transformations have produced conflicts and crises in many sectors 
and for large sections of the population, especially the subaltern. These crises concern 
livelihood, social reproduction and political representation and are linked to class and 
accumulation dynamics as the country undergoes capitalist transformations. Impor-
tantly, powerholders committed to neoliberal reform have promoted this transformation 
as a moral project and neoliberal governance as moral leadership that makes central the 
striving for a better society, state, justice and order, for all.125 Neoliberal-populist 
measures emerge in that context. They are useful as a response to crises and conflicts 
as well as change-course-calls by both, significant sections of society and political com-
petitors with traction. The measures are also relevant when the need arises to explain 
crises and conflicts (and blur political responsibility) and to craft political responses to 
them. Neoliberal-populist narratives can help to regain some discursive momentum 
(on core opposition themes such as corruption, inequality, injustice and poverty), 
move out of impasse and restore aspects of legitimacy (however temporary), and, by 
and large, continue with neoliberalism as usual.

Within an overall neoliberal ideology and policy trajectory, measures such as land 
committees or commissions are officially drafted in the name of championing the 
cause of the poor (against “the other”). Populist state rhetoric and measures are thus a 
recent, partly recycled, iteration of neoliberalism as moral project. Museveni’s attempts 
to personally deal with evictions leads to the establishment of a parallel system of 
direct presidential intervention that runs according to logics that are different from 
normal land justice institutions. This constitutes a continued power shift, away from 
normal institutions to president’s executive units such as the Nantaba Committee. 
Though helping some of the poor in the short-term, the initiatives overlap with and 
almost obscure potentially more effective and durable legal, policy and institutional 
changes.

Our analysis shows that the initiatives were not adequate to address the immediate 
causes of the specific problems, the structurally embedded land tenure insecurities, 
and respective structural matters of political economy. Rather, the committee was, 
amongst other things, a platform for political fights and blackmail among powerful indi-
viduals positioning themselves to benefit from the context and dynamics presented by 
PISP. In the studied case, the initiatives did not end the problems, but instead deepened 
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them and unleashed new ones. PISP here is a continuation of the politics of personalisa-
tion, institutional turmoil, divisions, and insecurity, as well as authoritarian neoliberal-
ism – thus constituting a form of authoritarian populism. However, it is also 
combined with elements of pro-poor and pro-justice political rhetoric, promise, 
policy, institutional innovations, legal initiatives (rule-by-law), and spectacle. It helps 
(re-)produce a discourse that quick, relatively small fixes can bring about redress, 
justice, and safety for the at-risk-of-evictions poor, while rapid capitalist development 
– the historic accelerator of evictions – is promoted relatively un-inhibited. The poor 
remain at an imminent risk of evictions. The studied case has important similarities 
with cases of PIO/PISP elsewhere.126

The creation of such populist (presidential) units could become routine in Uganda, 
and indeed, more state house units were established recently: to protect investors, 
fight corruption, etc. The government needs them to govern its conflict-ridden political 
economy, to somehow address on-the-ground problems, and to portray a concerned, 
active and able state that responds to calls for addressing crises and conflicts, i.e. 
matters of “ills” of market society: injustice, inequality, corruption, bad individuals. Cru-
cially, Museveni and the NRM benefit from a key aspect of populism; that it allows them 
to ‘[aggregate] disparate and even competing and contradictory class and group interests 
and demands into a relatively homogenized voice’127 and narrative. This feature of popu-
lism – its class-crossing, multi-class element128 – combined with its ‘generic character 
that is open-ended and flexible’129 makes populism a strong fit with the long-standing 
ideology, discourse and insistence of the NRM to be a political force, have a political 
offer and do politics “for all”. Against this, populism is likely to shape the discursive fram-
ings and policy agendas for – and politics of – the future Uganda of both the NRM/Muse-
veni and key opposition actors, in the coming era of petrostate Uganda and heightened 
emphasis on infrastructure [infrastructure- and FDI-led development] and FDI-led 
development.130

It is significant in that regard that, with 1.5 years to the next general election (January 
2026), by September 2024 (the time of finalising this article), Museveni had put dealing 
decisively with land evictions (as well as corruption) and protecting people from evic-
tions yet again high on the NRM agenda: A New Vision frontpage headline states ‘Pre-
sident vows to fight land evictions’. The Daily Monitor titles a news piece: ‘Blame your 
leaders for land evictions – Museveni’.131 Further, Museveni has advised his party to 
adhere to and prioritise ‘mass line principles’. A Presidential Press Unit piece published 
on the State House website in August has as the summary sentence: ‘President Museveni 
recounted the party’s long-standing commitment to inclusive policies such as immunis-
ation for all, education for all, prosperity for all, and security for all’. A few weeks later, in 
a speech to local government leaders, Museveni emphasised ‘the importance of adhering 
to the mass line, which prioritises the needs and rights of the masses over those of the 
elite’.132 This pre-election setting up of this particular populist grammar – within the 
context of today’s Ugandan capitalism – is remarkable and could result in heightened 
populist state activity in the months to come.

Finally, this empirically informed analysis of PISP extends the populism in Africa 
scholarship to the matter of materially concrete state interventions. It offers ground 
for comparative analysis regarding other cases of (i) PISP and PIO and (ii) the relation-
ship between capitalism and populism in the contemporary era, in Uganda, Africa and 
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beyond. That scholarly path requires us to focus more than to date on the actions of 
populists in power at the level of law, policy, programmes and institutional reforms, 
i.e. on what the PIO actually does, post-rhetoric. In short, how the populist agenda is 
acted out and implemented on the ground, where (rural vs. urban, etc.), by whom, 
why and to what effect.
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