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Celebrity power~ lllass appeal 
and the president~s big shoes 

M 
r Museveni was in Kasese last Thurs­
day campaigning for re-election in 
next year's presidential elections. 
The main contenders in this election . 
are Mr Museveni (incumbent) and Mr 
musician turned politician Robert 

JWagulanyi, alias Bobi Wme. . 
The candidature of these two men has put 

Ugandan voters at the crossroads. Whereas 
Ugandans crave a smooth charige ofleader­
ship, the man with the fortitude to lead the 
charge does not appeal to the so-called intel­
lectuals.Mbu he lacks the experience needed 
for national leadership. 
In short, Museveni and JWagulanyi have put 

Ugandan voters in a dil~a: vote gamble 
on, as NRM cadres fnllne JWagulanyi's votabil­
ity, an inexperienced celebrity, or vote a veter­
an leader who is not expected to re-imagine 
·the new Uganda Ugandans want. 

I am not a politician; but I have political 
views. With a high sense of dispassionate in- . 
tereSt, this is how I view Mr Museveni and 
JWagulanyi. 

Mr Museveni's candidature is squarely 
founded on the power of incumbency. Plus 
(for so-called intellectuals): he comes from 
the intellectual idealism of revolutionary atti­
tudes. The struggle! 
He led the NRM's armed struggle that 

brought him to power about 40 years ago. He 
has lived more than halfhis life on earth as 
President. It should, therefore, be assumed . 
that he would find it hard to divest his life 
from tlie Office of President of Uganda. The 
joke is: between heaven and being the Presi-

the challenge of managing 
. power remains. It reqillres 
some level of 807 
phistication (and 
experience). 
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dent ofUganda,Mr Museveni would choose 
the President of Uganda. 

Mr JWagulanyi was a candidate in the 2021 
presidential elections, from which he was re­
turlled second (after Museveni). 
With his background in popular music, 

he carries celebrity power and appeal to 
the masses. Yes,he is riding on the crest-of 
a wave of celebrity power fed by mass ap­
peal. This can win an election (if only elec­
tions in Uganda were about popularity,num­
bers and votes);but...1 have a strong feeling 
that very few Ugandans can imagine Mr Mu­
seveni handing over powerto whoever wins 
the presidential election. Gen Mugisha Muntu 
and Dr 1<izza Besigye have hinted on that in a 
more than subtle way. 

. Do I imagine that Mr IWagulanyi would 
(could) win the 2026 presidential elections, 
get declared winner by the Electoral Com­
mission,be handed power by Mr Museveni 

and be sworn in by the Chief Justice ofUgan­
da? I answer in the negative. Why? Because it 
would be a novelty to all Ugandans. Why? Be­
cause it has never happened in Uganda.How? 
Because all presidents of Uganda have come 

. to power through the bullet,not the ballot. 
But even ifMr JWagulanyi were declared win­
ner and handed power, Ugandans would wit­
ness a clash between celebrity power and the 
demands of national leadership. 
We have the testimony of George Weah,for­

mer President of the Republic ofLiberia.Ral­
lying behind his celebrity power and mass ap­
peal, George was elected President of Liberia 
But by the time he left: offiCE! (after losmg an 
election),Liberians had realised that C!~lebri­
ty power (driven mass media) was the least of 
qualifications for national leadership. 
In Madagascar, there was an entertainer who 

really impressed the masses because ofhis ce­
lebrity status. He became president. But as we 
speak,he is in ex:ile,and the military reigns in 
Madagascar. 
Nearer home, we had Nasser Ssebaggala 

(RIP) with a very strong mass appeal (in spite 
ofhis very well-known limitations). He was 
elected Mayor of Kampala City.And then dis­
aster happened ... 

Clearly,leadership is a big thing.A nation­
alleader is big because it comes with powex: 
Power can be moralised,politicised.revolu­
tionised but the challenge of managing power 
remains. It requires some level of sophistica-
tion (and experience). . 

One may be popular, win the vote, but the 
president's shoes are big. 

I Mr Bisiika is the former executive editor 
of the East African Flagpost. abisiika@ 
gmaitcom 

Opinions 

Her body, her data, her 
danger: Digital violence 
against women and girls 

A
s the world marks 
the 16 Days of Ac­
tivism Against Gen­
der-Based Violence, 
the urgency to con­
front violence against 

women and girls in all its 
forms has never been clear­
ex:Pursuant to UN General 
Assembly Resolution 75/ 161 
which calls for intensified ef­
forts to prevent and elimi­
nate violence against wom­
en, Uganda must confront 
not only the brutality oc­
curring in homes, woriq>lac­
es,and communities, but 
also the growing wave of 
harm unfolding across digi­
tal spaces . . 

Technology has opened 
doors for women and girls 
to learn,lead, connect and 
innovate. Yet the same plat­
forms that promise empow­
erment have also become 
breeding grounds for mi­
sogyny,harassment, and ex­
ploitation.As digital spac­
es expand, so too does the 
readl, scale, and anonymity 

mary perpetrators and sec­
ondary abusers contrib­
ute to the cycle; download­
ing,resharing,and amplify­
ing harmful content in pur­
suit oflikes,humo~ or rel­
evance. 

Yet despite the rise of on­
line harm, Uganda lacks a 
unified definition of tech­
nology-facilitated violence, 
mirroring a global struggle 
to keep pace with the rapidly 
evolving digital crim~.Exist­
ing laws such as the Comput­
er Misuse Act (20ll,amend­
ed 2022)) the Data Protec­
tionandPrivacy Act (2019), 
and constitutional protec­
tions against cruelty and in­
vasion of privacy offer some 
recourse. But they remain 
insufficient for the emerging 
threats we now face. 
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The fight 
againstvio­
lence cannot 
be divided 
between on­
line and of­
fline spheres 

We need immediate fu­
ture-proofing ofpolicies,rec­
ognizingnew and emerg­
ing crimes like deepfakes 
and gendered synthetic con­
tent.Laws must anticipate 
evolving forms of digital vio­
lence rather than remain re­
active. Clear reporting path­
ways must be widely com­
municated: Where does one 
report online stalking? How 
long does the process take? 
Which agencies are mandat­
ed to respond? A presidential debate to what end? 

A 
televised debate between a group of 
men (no woman, to be sure) bidding 
to be Uganda's next chief executive 
officer? Good idea in the spirit of 
democratic practice. J 

There was one last weekend, 
broadcast live on NTV-Uganda. To what end, 
though, one must ask? I shall return to this 
later. Credit to the organisers; they deserve 
to be saluted foiholding out faith in our 
quest for a democratic process of choosing 
the nation's most important office holder­
President of the Republic. 

We last had a televised presidential debate, 
in fact the very first,in 2015 - ten years ago. 
It was attended by all candidates. There was 
none for the 2021 cycle. 

This time, the main man, our ruler·for-
life who has had a clasp on power for 40 
years, the Ssabalwanyi (Chief Fighter) and 
General of the people's revolution,Mr Yoweri 
Museveru, did not participate. Ostensibly due 
to scheduling conflict. 

In 2015,Mr Museveni grudgingly took part 
in the debate, but only after iIpposing a set of 
demands and conditions on the organisers, 
including not fielding questions from the late 
Dr Shaka Ssali, one of the debate moderators. 

All said,Mr Museveni has little regard,if 
any,for his political challengers. He does 
not believe they are worthy opponents and 
credible contenders for the nation's top job. 
Thus,he carmot debate theJIl, at least not in 
a presidential debate style. He would easily 
getirritatedifRob~agulanyi or Mugisha 
Muntu put him to task, on live television, 
to answer some tough questions about his 
record as president. 

Instead of a structured debate, with quick 
questions and answers, back-and-forth 
arguments that can getfeisty,Mr Museveni's 
prefers a monologu~ setting wh~ he delivers 
a winding lecture to a passive audience. No 
fact-checking,pushback or counterarguments. 

As President, he ~es he occupies a chief­
ly and divinely statdS,15icl'Chlthim above re-

In fimctioning demo­
cracies, not just in the 
West, televised debates ~ 
can make or break 
candidates. 

proach, which in effect means he sees it as un· 
acceptable being subject to rigorous and sus­
tained questioning onlive television.1t is in 
that same spirit he views campaigns and elec-
tion outcomes. . 

As I previously argued here, the five·year 
election cycle is an irritating ritual Mr Musev: 
eni entertains because it is the only way to lay 
claim to the international de rigueur of de­
mocracy.But he keeps up with the·irritation 
on condition that his opponents do not have 
the same freedom and resources necessary 
for a . contest. He carmot countenance a 
levelled ground for free competition. 

Much of what happens in the campaign en­
vironment and overall electoral landscape _ 
proceeds on his terms, which includes unilat­
erally appointing leadership of the body in 
charge of the election. . 

A televised debate, by contrast, would not 
be under his total control,even ifhe imposed 
terms and conditions as happened in 2015.1t 
is territory he rather steers clear of There is a 
high possibility of coming offbruised,espe­
cially with sharp-edged moderators and op­
ponents with the depth to chip away at the 
chinks in Mr Museveni's armour. 

In the broader scheme of things,then,is 
there value to a televised presidential debate 
in U~da? Yes, theoretically. Since agreat 
deal ot-what we engage in is copy and paste 

from practices ofWestern liberal democra~ 
holding a televised debate tracks with the rest 
of the systems and processes we embraced. 

In fimctioning democracies, not just in the 
West, televised debates can make or break 
candidates. Not in Uganda. The essence of a 
debate is for different candidates to articu­
late competing visions and outline contrast­
ing policies, thereby giving voters a menu of 
alternatives. 
In countries with sharp partisan divides 

among,say,two major political parties as in 
Ghana, UK, and US, often there is a small but 
not insignificant portion of in dependent/un­
decided voters that needs to be persuaded by 
either side. A televised debate is one way can­
didate can sway those voters. We do not have 
anything like that in Uganda today. 

Our presidential elections are not decided 
on which candidate can succeed in persuad­
ing undecided voters or motivate those who 
would have stayed away to instead turn up at 
the polls. 

In parts ofrural Uganda, to get out people on 
polling day requires a patronage machinery 
for distributing basic consumables and out­
right money bribery.At the polling station, the 
rigging machinery that delivers ballot staff­
ing and misreporting of voter-tallies picks the 
baton from where the machinery ofhanding 
out soap, salt, sugar and money would have 
ieftoff. 

To say this is not to be cynical, rather it is to 
be realistic: the real televised debate Ugan­
da needs is how to redirect the current course 
and reimagine the future of the country. 

In the past weeks of campaigning, the main 
Opposition challenger,Mi-Robert JWagulanyi, 
has been in running battles with securityforc­
es, getting teargassed and his supporters shot 
at. Utterly pathetic-scenes. 
It is dangerously disingenuous, at best fool­

hardy, to pretend that there is an ongoing con­
test for the nation's presiden~ which will be 
decided at the polls on January 15. 

of online violence. 
Online violence is not sepa­

rate from offline abuse, it ex­
ists on a continuum, a term 
I like very much, used by the 
United Nations to explain 
haw multiple and interrelat­
ed forms of violence inter­
sect across physical and digi­
tal environments. 

Intimate partner \jolence 
has found new life through 
tracking apps, digital sur­
veillance,andnon-consen­
sual sharing of private infor­
mation. The meta verse and 
virtual reality platforms are 
creating entirely new fron­
tiers for sexualised harm. 
The manifestations of digi­
tal violence are multiplying: 
extortion, doxing,imperson­
ation, online harassment, 
deepfakes,non-consensual 
image sharing, and coordi­
nated trolling campaigns. 

On social media, both pri-

Effortstocornbatoffline 
violence through police, 
health services, shelters and 
justice systems must now 
be matched with equally 
strong virtual policing units 
trained to monitor,respond 
to, and investigate digital vi­
olence,survivor-centred 
digital support services,in­
vestment in digital foren­
sic capacity, apd collective 
skills-building to help wom­
en S~'3Jre their online pres­
ence. Online harm inflicts 
psychological,social,repro­
ductive, and even economic 
consequences. 

As a country, we carmot af­
ford complacency. The"bru­
tal bytes"keep multiply­
ing, taking on new disguises 
each day. . 

Every woman with a 
smartphone,social media 
account, or digital footprint 
is a potential target. This is 
a national issue; one that 
calls for government leader­
ship,community awareness, 
stronger digital literacy, and 
collective responsibility. The 
fight against violence can­
not be divided between on­
line and offline spheres. 

These spaces are inter­
twined, and our responses 
must reflect that reality. All 
hands must be on deck for 
policymakers,lawenforce­
ment, technologists, civil so­
ciety, educators, and citizens 
alike. 

I moses.khisa@gmail.com 
J J 16 ,TI.)i v 6 I Patience Poni Ayikoru is a concerned N~tizen for 

a Violence-Free Uganda. . -
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