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Promoting Pluralism Knowledge Programme 

 
“ Pluralism: the lived reality of managing diversity in Uganda”  

 
Kampala, June 22, 2010 

 
Conference programme 

 
 
 

8.45 – 9.15 Registration and refreshments  

9.15 – 9.25 Welcome, the PKP and objectives of the 
day 

CCFU /  Moderator 

9.25 – 9.40 Opening by guest speaker Bishop Zac Niringiye 

9.40 – 10.30 Presentation 1: The lived experiences of 
diversity in Northern and Central 
Uganda 

PKP research teams 
(Gulu, Mpigi)  

 Break  

10.45 – 12.00 Plenary discussion   

12.00 – 12.30 Presentation 2:  the family and 
managing diversity  

Cross-Cultural 
Foundation of Uganda - 
CCFU 

12.30 – 13.00 Plenary discussion  

 Break  

14.00 – 15.00 Presentation 3: Managing diversity in 
schools 

 

Development Network of 
Indigenous Development 
Associations -  DENIVA 

15.00 – 16.30 Plenary discussion. 

Taking research outcomes forward 

Conclusions  

 

 

Resource team 
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Pluralism Knowledge Programme in Uganda 
 

“ Pluralism: the lived reality of managing diversity in Uganda”  
Kampala, June 22, 2010 

 
Perceptions of diversity and pluralism in selected sites in nor thern and 

Central Uganda 
 

Presented by the Institute for Peace and Strategic Studies (Gulu University), the 
Gulu NGO Forum, the Mpigi NGO Forum and Uganda Martyrs University 

 
 

1. Background and rationale 
 

The PKP programme started in Uganda in 2009 with a preparatory phase, whose main activities 
included a regional conference held in April on “Valuing and managing diversity in Uganda”. 
One conclusion that emerged from this phase is that managing diversity is essential in sharing 
national resources equitably and that a better understanding of local perceptions of diversity was 
necessary.  
 

As a result, the PKP programme launched a research initiative focusing on ‘domesticating 
pluralism’ and, specifically, on understanding pluralism and its value of equality in the local 
context. The purpose of the research was therefore to explore, through dialogue with selected 
members of the community, people’s understanding and experiences of pluralism, diversity, and 
marginalisation. The desired change is to “ re-configure debates on governance, by feeding 
popular perceptions on diversity and democracy in this” . This can then be used to lobby 
government and others, especially as it is a pre-election year. 
 
2. Research methodology 
 

Research in the northern and central regions was carried out at six field sites, whose selection was 
based on the following criteria: level of stability vs. “ turmoil” ; level of diversity (cultural, 
political, religious, ethnic…) vs. homogeneity; culturally rooted vs. new or newly established 
community. Three sites in northern Uganda were selected (in Gulu, Pader and Dokolo districts) – 
where the field work was carried out by a mixed team of researchers from the Gulu NGO Forum 
and Gulu University (Institute for Peace and Strategic Studies). Three sites in Central Uganda 
were also selected (in Mpigi and Kibaale districts) - where the field work was carried out by a 
mixed team from the Mpigi NGO Forum and Uganda Martyrs University 
 

Working definitions were used for pluralism (building on diversity for equitable and peaceful co-
existence); for diversity (difference in togetherness) and for marginalisation (“sidelined”, 
discriminated from full participation). The research was qualitative and various research tools 
were used, in addition to individual interviews and focus group discussions. Altogether 
approximately 300 respondents were interviewed. 
 
3. Common findings across all sites 
A. Diversity: In all sites, diversity is manifested and perceived as a challenge and its most 
dominant manifestation is ethnicity. Other perceived sources of diversity include political 
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affiliation, economic status, sometimes religion. The new comers have to “buy-into”  the 
dominant culture (e.g. obligation to speak a dominant language, to adopt certain names, adopt a 
clan…) and perform useful services to the dominant group, which, over time can lead to 
resistance by the dominated. Youth tend to be more intolerant of ‘ the other’  than their elders, 
especially among the poor. With regard to gender, women’s empowerment is visible, but men 
often react negatively to this (and resort to unproductive activities, e.g. drinking, violence) – as 
un-cultural and loss of power by men   

 

Different dimensions of identity determine access, use, ownership to resources, especially 
political affiliation (and its overlap with ethnicity). This is pronounced with respect to land, less 
so with respect to Government services. 
 
B. Pluralism: Respondents generally understood pluralism as “ living together in stable harmony, 
even if you have to give up some of your identity” . It thus included a dimension of give and take, 
but it was also a concept associated with expected (or real) benefits, or sometimes necessitated by 
local conditions, such as the need to fit in an alien environment.  
 

Pluralism is therefore enhanced where different factors are present (environmental changes and 
circumstances that promote it; individual or community initiatives to promote it) and where an 
advantage to engage with “ the other”  is perceived. There are different types of advantages 
(individual, fear of an unstable community). Pluralism is fostered through intermarriages, 
community groups and trade across religious and ethnic lines, social encounters at religious and 
social functions and sharing public facilities e.g. schools, hospitals. 

  

Some problems in relation to diversity are not easily shared (where differences are taken for 
granted and justified; or conflict are seen to be of a private nature. There is often a “do not rock 
the boat”  attitude – e.g. on ethnic and gender-based issues). Nevertheless, diversity is managed, 
sometimes unconsciously, in different ways, for instance through, local leaders (official, cultural 
and religious); the police; elders and NGOs.  
 

However, these management mechanisms are limited in their effectiveness because they tend to 
be ad hoc and un-coordinated; reactive, undermined by a limited understanding of human rights 
and democratic practices (elections manipulated along ethnic lines); often from NGOs, rather 
than from government; where the latter’s action can undermine them; informed by patronage and 
fostering manipulation. 
 

C. Marginalisation With regard to ethnic marginalisation, the roots can often be traced back to 
the colonial period when different patterns of ethnic manipulation and power (based on access to 
resources) emerged in different parts of the country or where new relations of production 
assumed ethnic dimensions (the dominated were reduced to labourers). These led to stereotyping 
and eventual exclusion through political parties, religion, and education. With regard to 
marginalisation along gender and generational lines, women and youth rarely have much power 
as this remains culturally determined, although they benefit from growing economic 
empowerment (as opposed to political empowerment). 
 

Currently, reasons for marginalisation include competition for limited resources (as a strategy of 
excluding others); lack of education or knowledge; ethnic bigotry, justified by stereotyping 
others; identifying others as a threat to the current order. Marginalisation takes place in several 
ways: it can affect the entire community, especially where the current Government is not 
perceived as addressing their historic issues effectively (land ownership, cattle rustling, …); it can 
affect access, control and ownership of resources; it can affect ethnic groups (migrants are 
routinely marginalised; hence they remain “ the other” , excluded, even over the next generation; 
and it can affect those in minority political parties (leading to being considered a ‘ traitor’  or being 



� � � �� � � � � � �	 � 
 � � � ���
 � �� � � ��� � 	
� � 
 
��� 
 � 
� 
 � ��� � 
� �
� � � � � �� � 
� �� 
 � � �� � 
�� 
� � � � � � � �

�

� 
 �

excluded from resources.). Stereotyping within the community is often used to dehumanise and to 
justify ‘sidelining’  the other (f.i. being branded as witches). 
 

Marginalisation breeds fear and mistrust; it excludes the marginalised from information and from 
other resources and services, thus perpetuating poverty (as for the Karamojong in Buganda and 
Acholi). Survival mechanisms for the marginalised include patronage and assimilation (adopting 
a clan, a pet name, learn the dominant language). 
 
4. Specific findings 
 

A. Differences between sites in the Nor thern and Central regions: Assimilation of immigrants: 
Traditional and cultural practices differ from north to south: in Buganda and Bunyono, socially 
stratified societies (reflecting the land tenure system and the existence of the kingdoms) result in 
immigrants expected to assimilate as Bakopi, and in tensions that make building a pluralistic 
society challenging.  
 

B. Volatile sites: Original population marginalised by immigration and other historical 
processes. Because of continuous historical processes of marginalisation, Banyoro are often more 
assertive and even hostile, and immigrants respond in the same way. This presents grave 
challenges in building a pluralistic society. Because of a history of conflict (cattle rustling), 
society in Adilang faces particular challenges in relation to pluralism as it has marginalised 
certain groups. Thus, the Karamojong are still marginalised and stereotyped, and Karamojong 
women are especially despised. 
C. Culturally Rooted Sites: Where the value of communal living and hospitality survives, 
culturally rooted populations are more welcoming as compared to mixed communities that are 
suspicious and conservative. However, because of the ‘ cultural-rootedness’  of these sites, there is 
a tendency of exclusion of ‘ the other’ , based on their cultural practices, in spite of efforts by 
immigrants or returnees to assimilate. It is particularly difficult for new comers to acquire land or 
political positions. The role of elders in settling conflicts is more pronounced than elsewhere.  
 

D Sites with mixed populations: While on the surface, a tolerant society appears to exist, there 
is limited pluralism: local leadership is still often monopolised by one ethnicity – the indigenous 
population – and access to services still favours the same group. In mixed societies, as one would 
expect, inter-marriages are more frequent than elsewhere. However, there are limits here too: In 
the Dokolo site, for instance, the Iteso women who are in mixed marriages are marginalised, with 
a lower social status.   
 
5. Overall analysis and way forward 
 

A. Pluralism: experiences, achievements and limitations 
�  Pluralism is not close to people’s concerns; the concept is seen as somewhat artificial, ‘a 

new thing’ . What makes more sense in the local context is tolerance. Pluralism seems to 
be reactive, to opportunities, to a problem and to benefits (sometimes in response to 
forced circumstances, e.g. having to co-exist with other ethnic groups). People know 
about tolerance, not the second one (engaging with difference). Other lived realities are 
assimilation, uniformity and patronage: this is what people understand as pluralism. As a 
result, differences are despised, sometimes the subject of violence. 

�  Exclusion is a reality: but it is based on people deviating from the norm; not about the 
freedom to be different, which would support pluralism. This is linked to the value of 
‘ubuntu’ , not as an individual outside of a collectivity. We define ourselves in terms of 
our belonging to a community. 
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�  In the past, there was a greater degree of tolerance – this was fostered by the prevailing 
cultural values then and with a situation where one was expected to ‘stick’  to one’s 
position, e.g. the role of women, the role of a mukopi, the role of a chief, etc. Hence the 
long standing (pejorative) words to describe the ‘ foreigner’ . 

�  If pluralism is not very present in people’s consciousness, the fact that all sites showed 
signs of growing differentiation shows that pluralism will have to be built. One way 
would be through ‘democracy’  but, at present, this is mainly understood as only going to 
the ballot box and multi-partyism. And ‘human rights’  are questioned, where the unequal 
balance of power is undermined, especially with respect to gender, children and 
development.  

�  Currently, differences are accommodated through (a) patronage and (b) assimilation, 
often re-enforced by governance systems, practices and philosophies. One form of 
exclusion is linked to patronage: the in-group will access resources. This is an unstable 
approach, with limitations: a spark can easily rock the boat and lead to violence. Hence 
the need for coercion and force (the police, etc.). Yet, there is an opportunity: we are 
willing to listen and dialogue. 

 
B. What can be done? This research suggests a number of follow up action points. The PKP 
programme has already planned a number of research dissemination events and dialogues at local, 
regional and national regional levels. Guidance is sought from the conference on other 
appropriate activities, but could include lobby for the implementation of the Equal Opportunities 
Act; Review/update codes of conduct for local governments, CSOs and their networks; Engaging 
local schools and institutions of higher learning; with civic education organisations, political 
parties, youth and cultural institutions.  
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Promoting Pluralism Programme 
 

“ Pluralism: the lived reality of managing diversity in Uganda”  
Kampala, June 22, 2010 

 
The family: at the hear t of nur tur ing pluralism 

Presented by the Cross-cultural Foundation of Uganda (CCFU) 
 

 
Culture determines individual values and worldviews and is therefore central to how we see 
ourselves and relate to others. Acculturation begins at the family level, where differences in terms 
of ethnicity, religion and gender, among others, are defined, understood and managed to foster 
harmony in a given community. Pluralism or the lack of it is nurtured from the very early stages 
of individuals’  lives and thereafter manifests itself in the way in which individuals relate to 
difference in their adulthood.   
 
This research was undertaken in response to the fact that limited information existed 
(investigation has been conducted) on how diversity is recognized and managed in the family in a 
culturally diverse context, where the African identity is premised on the collectivity. Its purpose 
was to study the significance of the family as a space for nurturing values, specifically pluralism. 
Conversations were held with 14 prominent Uganda leaders, professionally engaged in a field 
where difference is consistently engaged with, and selected from diverse ethnic/cultural, 
religious, and political backgrounds. The research focused on four forms of difference that exist 
in a family. It examined the manifestation of, and degree of tolerance for, ethnic identity, political 
affiliation, religious identity, and social status, both within the respondents’  current families, as 
well their parents’  or guardians’ .  
 
Pluralism was perceived as a concept of western origin based on individualism which is opposed 
to the African identity that is premised on culture and collectivism. Some of the findings, 
respondents indicated that in their parents’  generations, cultural values promoted tolerance while 
digression from the norm had resulted in a high degree of stereotyping and intolerance. Political 
affiliation was not considered a significant source of conflict while the intensity of religious belief 
determined the degree of intolerance, especially between Catholics and Protestants.  It was also 
noted that in the previous generations, differences in respect to social status manifested 
themselves in unequal privileges and / or undignified treatment on the one hand, and on the other, 
individual who witnessed or experienced discrimination had triggered a positive response towards 
promoting equality in some families. 
 
The findings revealed that the inculcation of tolerance as a value was evident at two levels, as a 
child and as a working adult. Among the respondents, children were deliberately exposed to 
difference through formal and informal education, permitted freedom of choice, and witnessed 
their parents exercise tolerance in social and traditional contexts. As working adults, they were 
exposed to knowledge, for instance on human (women and children’s) rights, they interacted with 
people of diverse backgrounds, designed and implemented programmes and policies that were 
sensitive to the diverse context and for learning purposes. In addition, other spaces and actors 
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provided an opportunity to reinforce tolerance, such as cultural and religious spaces, the media, 
political leadership and role models and globalization. 
 
The traditional African concept of family is evolving as a result of dysfunctional families, weak 
social relations and values, the questioned value of the extended family and the influence of 
global trends. As a result, there is increased freedom of choice to define one’s identity around 
personal aspirations, and growing individualism. Despite growing individualism, the family 
nevertheless remains the most important space to introduce and nurture the value of pluralism. 
 
Pluralism is thus not an externally driven agenda as initially asserted by some respondents but a 
necessity to manage difference as internal and external forces drive society towards 
individualism. Alternatively the value of collectivism that was highlighted as culturally important 
needs to be rethought and reconstructed taking into account a modern era to permit individual 
aspirations to thrive.  
 
A holistic approach to promoting pluralism needs to be employed and consistently reinforced 
from the family, through to the education systems, development organizations and institutions, 
religious and traditional institutions, and guided by national policy.  
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Promoting Pluralism Programme 
 

“ Pluralism: the lived reality of managing diversity in Uganda”  
Kampala, June 22, 2010 

 
Elements of pluralism in secondary schools: I ts management and how it affects schooling.  

Conducted by DENIVA  
 
 

The study was motivated by the fact that, while almost all secondary schools policies in Uganda 
contain at least a phrase embracing “diversity and/or equal opportunities” , bullying, discontent 
among teachers and students leading to strikes, intolerance along ethnic and cultural lines, 
emphasis on  codes of behavior based on religious grounds, poor academic performance and 
dropouts based on financial grounds, are commonly reported in the Uganda of today. These all 
point to problems of inadequate diversity management and lack of equal opportunities that 
embrace pluralism.   
 
The research questions answered in the 10 schools investigated included; 9i) are school policies, 
programs, and practices accommodative of diversity? (ii) are there school  personnel  trained  and  
guidelines available  for  them  to  use  in  promoting pluralism? (iii) do students and teachers 
appreciate, value and demonstrate a willingness to embrace pluralism. Using both qualitative and 
quantitative research methods, the study investigated a sample of school policies, programs, 
personnel and practices, as well as teacher and student attitudes to establish how they reinforce 
equal opportunities or trigger intolerance, discontent and segregation among teachers and students 
with a view of promoting the implementation of initiatives that underpin effective diversity 
management and equity policy in Ugandan schools.  
 
Findings indicate that some school policies, programs, and practices are accommodative of 
diversity in their bid to ensure pluralism. However all of them are not explicit enough. Key 
positive indicators include admission policies that embrace diversity, co-existence of students 
from diversified ethnic background, availability of resources in schools to address gender and 
disability issues, extra cultural activities to promote pluralism and multicultural education, and 
peaceful co-existence of teachers of diversified ethnic backgrounds. The quantitative study 
revealed an appreciation, valuing, and readiness to implement pluralism among both students and 
teachers in both government and private mixed and day and religious, founded schools.    
 
On the other hand however, documentation with regard to the management of diversity was either 
not available, or not elaborate, or not known to teachers and staff; or not widely disseminated. 
Also found lacking in most schools, were exploring masculinities programmes designed for use 
among both sexes to enable boys and girls to critically examine masculine identities and behavior 
in order to foster balanced personal development. Despite the existence of school regulations to 
counter sexual harassment in schools, the practice was reported.  Additionally, teacher education, 
at either pre-service or in-service stages, has not provided systematic support to promote 
pluralism. Furthermore, schools neither  have teacher  orientation  programs   nor  guidelines  for  
use  by  teachers  in  promoting  pluralism. Intolerance in religious founded schools was reported 
with students treated in less favorably conditions than students of a different religion. 
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Proposed strategies to strengthen school policies, programs and practice for increased equal 
opportunities include; (i) developing a school-wide philosophical mission statement that promotes 
equal opportunities publicly displayed for open discussion among student groups and staff; (ii) 
analyzing the culturally diverse staff and student composition and setting goals for enhancing 
equal opportunities; (iii) conducting a wider and comprehensive research on best 
practices/programs/activities that promote pluralism in schools (iv) MOES coming up with 
programmes of ensuring that pluralism and managing diversity is part and parcel of all school 
programmes .  
  


