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From colonial forts at 
Old Kampala to m'odern 
cyber laws under Yow­
eri Museveni, surveil­
lance has shaped Ugan­
da' pushing citizens and 
Opposition figures into 
fear and s~lf-censor­
,ship. 

Big brother is lVatching: · I 

BY ROBERT MADOI 

D
na clear day- and they-are nev­
er in scant,.suPp!y-there are pan­
oramic views. on this tree-speck­
led hill. In fact, tourists have set­

tled into a routine of adding the Ugan­
da National Mosque to their bucket list 
whenever they visit Uganda's capital, 
. Kampala. The place may not quite coil­
v.ey it now, but this is where the roots for 
the eternal verities of surveillance in the 
East African nation were first planted 

. When Frederick Lugard, the sol­
dier-cum-colonial administrator who 
gained renown as the pioneer of Brit­
ish colonisation of Uganda, first set foot 
in the picturesque raised area, he knew 
straightaway that turning it into a fort 
was a realisable aim.And so it proved. 
With the Scramble for Africa already 

in overdrive, the British were reflecting 
unsparingly on any missteps as they 
sought to steal a march on the Germans 
in East Africa . 
SoO~With a fortress built on the hill, 

and a M~ gun making a great im­
pression of feeling uncomfortably con-

• frontationaI. the Buganda Kingdom was 
left with little choice but to do the bid­
ding of the British. This was during the 
dying embers of the 19th Century. 

Theall-seeing eye 
Well after the fading of the 19th Cen­

tury into the 20th Century, and two dec­
ades after the British colonial State at­
tempted to course-correct the 1900 
Agreement with the 1955 Agreement, 
Michel Foucault released a seminal text 
on surveillance-DiscipJineand Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison. 
With land disputes casting a stain of 

-misrule on the entire administration of 
the protectorate government, Foucaulfs 
monograph on the subtleties that ac­
companied the evolution of disciplinary 
processes would prove instructive. 

The French philosopher and histori­
an introduced the world to the concept 
ofpanopticism while drilling an under­
standing of new forms of knowledge 
about conformity through surveillance. 

Simply put, the dense term that is pan· 
opticism speaks to a form of social con­
trol where-with The all-~eeing eye or 
surveillance logged in the back of their 
mind-individuals, perhaps uninten­
tionally,but not unsuccessfully,self-regu­
late their behaviour. They do this on the 
premise that they are being watched_ 

Panopticism draws rather heavily on 
Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon prison 
design. The design in question has pris­
oner cells sandwiching a central tower, 
or watchtower, with the basic setup forc­
ing prisoners to be on their best behav­
iour since they always come in the view 
of a watchman. 

The panopticon elements of asymmet­
rical surveillance produce the effect of 
self-regulation for fear of punishment 
Foucault adds that a polity is confront­
ed with the possibility of endingup with 
a disciplined, if not docile, population 
since,.withthe power of observation reg­
istering at close ~individuals con­
fdrm to noons anc:treguIations. 

The Uganda 
Communications 
Act, 2017, paves 
the way for the 
Govemment of 
Uganda (GoU) 
to set upthe 
social media 
monitoring cen­
tre as well as an 
interception of 
communication 
monitoring 
centre.. PHOTOSI 
FILE 

Ebony and ivory 
The panopticon that the protectorate ' 

government cynically willed into ex­
istence in colonial Uganda found suste­
nance in the 1900 Agreement The trea­
ty allowed the British colonial state to re­
draw the contours ofBuganda writ large. 
Historians have pored over how rivers 
and their attendant bridges served the 
purpose ofwarning off the uninitiated. 

The markers underlined the enormous 
chasm between the White and Black 
populations. The Asian population, 
which at times seemed to squat glumly 
between ebony andivo~often bore the 
brunt of the in-betweenness. ~, 
Asians' monopoly of bus routes and 
value addition processes to cash crops 
like cotton were but two reasons why 
they were not in the good graces-of the 
BlaCks. 
It was not immediately clear to 

the Blacks that the multiple bridges 
, erected across the Nakivubo River, as 
well as Uganda Golf Club-:-a bastion of 
White privilege-executed a striking 
and sinister role. The bridges meant 
that ebony and ivory would mesh 
while maintaining a calculated, if cold, 
distance from one another. Like hope 
and despair, suburbs and slums lived 
side by side. The slum of Kamwokya­
Kyebando was, for one, within eyeshot 
of the leafy suburb of Kololo. Ditto 
the Katw..e-Kisenyi slum and upscale 
Nakasero. 

yetinstead of the panopticon elements 
of asymmetrical surveillance kicking 
in, a groundswell of dissent developed 
during the late coloni31 period. The 
Black labour, resident in the slUm of 
Katwe-Kisenyi, was particularly ;tpain 
point for the British colonial State 
duringthe anti·colonial struggle. 

Besides Kadongo Kamu (Luganda for 
solo acoustic bass guitar) music, whose 
message of change was nuanced, this is 
where the inflammatory leaflets of the 
Son of Muzinge (Luganda for peacock, 
an animal thetribe.w.arns should natbe 
underestima~)andpamp~ofentf 

; -ties like BatakaUnion,.werelJrinted. 

Enterlawfare 
The underground press started 

mushrooming when the British colonial 
State used lawfare to force 'Uganda's 
vernacular press into a defensive crouch. 
So-called emergency: powers- the very 
embodiment of an all-seeing eye-were 
used,ifnot to arrest editors like Joseph 
William Kiwanuka,alias Jolly Joe,thento 
force others to self-regulate. 

Sedition suits that menacingly waved 
threats of heavy fines and punishingly 
longjail sentences had a chilling effect 
on media workers. 
With self-regulation rendering many 

media workers void, a broad range 
of dissenters stepped up to the plate 
by using activist tactics to expose 
underreportedissues. 

This guerrilla j ournalism was 
espoused by the likes of Semakula 
Mulumba, a Bataka Union lobbyist 
whose letters and telegrams offered 
unstinting support to all forms and 
manner of political dissent 

These dissidents-determined not 
to be dignified in bearing, and courtly 
in manners-were fed up with the 
weaponisation of peace that became a 
monument of the colonial era 

This was after, among others, the 
Maxim gun on what is now known as 
Old Kampala settled the battle of the 
new Abrahamic faiths in favour of the 
British-leaning Protestant/Anglican 
forces. 

Despite Yoweri Museveni, Uganda's 
ninth president, being so enamoured 
'with Frantz Fanon's demand to make 
a clean break with colonialism, he 
borrowed and recalibrated a handful 
of concepts from the playbook of the 
col9nial project. 

Observers have trained most of their 
attention on the divide and rule policy 
on the one hand and theweaponisation 
ofpeace-or,in the words ofprofJoshua 
Rubongoya, Pax Musevenica-on the 
otherhand. 
LTheoJatter was made P9ssible by his 
paciffcation i)f Uganda after- the civil 
strifein the 19'7OS and 198Os. 

Laws. 
Cyber legisla­
tions such as 
the'computer 
Misuse Act 
have been 
broughton 
Uganda's law 
books, with 
officials devi­
sing a series of 
punishments 
that in their 
cruelty, reflect 
the deep, 
pervasive fear 
shared by 
the country's 
Netizens. 
- RobertMa­
doi,author 

Cyberlaws 
Museveni's uncritical embrace of what 

a Fanonian lens sees as tools of repres­
sion delivers ajolt. This is not least be­
cause the political philosopher's The 
Wretched of the Earth foundational text, 
which persists in its urging of using vio­
lence as a toolfor liberation, was the bed­
rock of the Ugandan president's under­
graduate thesis. 

The weaponisatlon of peace in the age 
of Pax Musevenica has not gone unre­
marked. There is an overwhelming body 
of evidence that shows it has galvanised 
action from a vast array of dissidents, in­
cludingthosefromthe slum ofKamwok­
ya-Kyebando, which Robert Kyagulanyi 
Ssentamu, alias Bobi Wme, once called 
home. 
With the dissent on digital spaces im­

mediately recognisable as adjunct to 
criticaljournalism,the Museveni admin­
istration has doubled down on draconi­
an media provisions to instil in anyone 
who convokes an unruly public online a 
debilitating fear: Cyber laws tha£ for all 
intents and purposes, legalise surveil­
lance have also been brought in. 

Section 5(d) of the National Informa­
tion Technology Authority, Uganda Act, 
2009 gives the National Information 
Technology Authority, Uganda (NITA-U) 
a mandate over software and hardware. 
All of which gives the parastatal carte 
blanche to "install spyware, blocking 
mechanisms and filters on government 
computers." 

Spyware 
SUch legislative foundations have gen­

erated in the Museveni administration 
a ravenous appetite for surveillance 
technology as an eyebrow~raising deal 
with the UK-based firm, Gamma Group, 
showed ahead of the 2011 Uganda Gen--
era! Election. ' 

Documents show that the technology 
was bought "to spy on the enellliroIlect 
data, intrude enemy systems,intercept 

;enemy.rommunicationanda1somanip­
ulatetransmissions." 
1be Museveni administratimronsent-
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