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    Preliminaries


    Abstract


    The violent imposition of colonial taxes in Uganda at the turn of the nineteenth century changed village life irrevocably by introducing a cash-based economy. Subsistence farming was superseded by the need to generate income. At the same time, the arrival of technology separated villagers into classes and redefined gender roles.


    In spite of its crucial role in the Ugandan economy, labour power has been rarely studied by social scientists. In particular, the real life experience of workers as they interact with both capital and the state has been ignored. Uganda : Studies in Labour makes an enormous contribution to redressing that balance by providing a detailed analysis of rural Ugandan labour today.


    Ranging from a study of salt winners inside the Katwe National Park, to the degradation and explicit oppression of dairy farmers in Kigezi and the life of fisherpeople near Lake Victoria, this book contains an in-depth description of the human experience of wage labour. Three village case studies complete the analysis. Written by Ugandan authors at the Centre for Basic Research, Kampala, this book is essential reading for all African economists and social scientists.
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    Glossary


    Bachiga/ Bakiga/Bakyiga (sing. Mukiga /mKiga) is one of the nationalities in Kigezi. Bahororo form another nationality and Banyarwanda, another — stretching from Kisoro Subdistrict to Rwanda and some parts of Zaire.


    Basigi is a lineage, a Musigi is a person from Basigi lineage.


    Baziba — a nationality in Tanzania.


    Beyi Dondoro is a Kiswahili phrase meaning low prices. On these dairy farms, it applies to cheap child labour.


    Ekirabo (pl. birabo) means a bar (ebaara).


    Empa Mushoro — A tax payer. Is supposed to be aged eighteen and above.


    Gombolola — sub-county; Saza means county and Muruka (miruka 1.) means parish.


    Kampu from camp means where workers camped. It was synonymous with Egangi where a gang of workers stayed.


    Kasanvu/Luwalo — Forced labour especially in Buganda during colonial times.


    Kuhagira — to support. In this context, it means contributing money to boost workers’ morale.


    Kucwa encuro — Working for food.


    Kuhereka — refers to a pre-capitalist relationship in which one puts his livestock under the care of someone he trusts but with no fixed remuneration.


    Kuhangaara nk’omushoro was coined as a proverb during colonial rule to mean that one lived as long as tax.


    Mafuta mingi, literary meaning « a lot of fat », refers to the new bourgeoisie class of business people that emerged in 1972, after Amin’s expulsion of Asians.


    Magendo — smuggling.


    Makatara — from « marked line » meant a piece of work that one was/is assigned to do and finish; « piece-rate ».


    Masikini Hayichoke — (Kiswahili) means that the poor can never get tired.


    Muramba — a sorghum brew.


    Ngege is tilapia.


    Okukongora — working deliberately slowly; be on a go-slow.


    Okutendera — working for a long period in order to be rewarded with a bride.


    Omuganda — a term borrowed from Rwanda. Refers to communal labour on public projects.


    Otakafiire tarahirira kuza Buganda is a proverb saying that he who has not yet died can never bet that he will never go to Buganda for wage labour.


    Piripiri waka! waka! from « people work! work! » was learnt as a working song on forced communal labour.


    Potoro — from « patrol », used for state agents who went after tax defaulters.


    Reija reija — Casual labour.


    Saka — « Suck » tobacco leaves for chewing.


    Shamba (Kiswahili) for garden.


    Twariire — literary meaning « we have eaten » refers to using political power for economic power — a primitive accumulation of wealth from above coined soon after the NRM takeover in 1986.




    1. Introduction


    Mahmood Mamdani


    When six academic researchers and two trade unionists applied to CODESRIA in 1986 to be recognised as a Uganda National Working Group, and be given access to « small funds » for research and organisational purposes, we had no inkling that this embryonic effort would lead us to establish an independent research institute in just two years. But our short experience convinced us of the need for a longer-lasting institutional umbrella which would depart from the standard university set-up in two respects : drawing the personnel of research teams without regard to disciplinary boundaries but with an eye on exploring all dimensions of a research problem, and expanding the pool of researchers at hand to include both academics and non-academic activists.


    When the Centre for Basic Research (CBR) was registered in 1988, we once again turned to CODESRIA, this time for « seed money » to set up the rudiments of a research library. Once again CODESRIA was sympathetic and generous within its limited capacity. Now that the Uganda National Working Group is finally ready to publish the results of its research, it seems entirely appropriate, even if somewhat unorthodox, to begin by acknowledging our appreciation of the creative way in which CODESRIA has interpreted its mandate to serve the social science community in Africa.


    Our original intention was to produce nine studies on « labour ». Two of these, however, have yet to be completed. For its trade unionist authors, Emmy Baingana who undertook to record the experience of post and telecommunication workers and Mike Onzi whose interest lay in the struggle of plantation workers practice, intervened and decisively changed their short-term agenda. In spite of their day-to-day involvement in and around struggles that continue to shape the fate of the National Organisation of Trade Unions, both Emmy and Mike participated in the deliberations of our group to the end. Their imprint on the essays in this book would be difficult to identify each step of the way. But it is another debt we have accumulated and are pleased to have the opportunity to acknowledge publicly.


    From the outset, all members of the group agreed that the subject of our research had to be interpreted in the light of our specific context, the Ugandan political economy. We moved away from a narrow notion of labour as wage-labour, to a broad notion of labour as wealth-producing activity. This is the common thread linking the subject matter of the six collections in this volume : agricultural wage labour (Rutabajuka on labour migration, Mulindwa-Rutanga on commercial farms), artisanal work (Syahuka- Muhindo on salt-making), and peasant production (Asowa-Okwe on fisherpeople, Nyangabyaki-Bazaara and Mamdani1 on village studies).


    All the studies were carried out during the 1980s and were shaped by debates of that period. Uganda went through its first Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in 1981-84. A second was about to be launched in 1987. While a public debate raged on the more immediate impact of SAP, our starting point was very much the unarticulated theoretical premise of SAP : that Uganda was a fully-fledged commodity economy which would respond to a monetarist shock as would any market economy in the industrialised West.


    To begin with, this claim flew in the face of a counter-claim, one advanced by the African socialism school, that the market was an urban and marginal phenomenon in Africa whose reality was an essentially non-market countryside. True, the proponents of African socialism had dwindled since its heyday in the 1960s. But its presumptions were still very much in the air. Take, for example, a strong wave of fashion that blew across the halls of academia in the mid-1980s, one exemplified by the writings of Goran Hyden, who also claimed that the peasant inhabitants of Africa were yet to be « captured », for rural Africa was really knitted together by an « economy of affection », not by market relationships. The only difference was that while the African Socialists celebrated the existence of a rural Africa uncontaminated by market relations, and wished to preserve it, Goran Hyden bemoaned this fact as responsible for Africa’s « under-development » and eagerly awaited the day its peasantry could be « captured » in the interest of capital accumulation.


    It is understandable that given a choice between the perspective of SAP and that of Hyden, between the neo-classical economists who thought of Africa as just another continental marketplace and anthropologists for whom Africa remained an exotic museum shut off from all external influences, young graduate students (for that is what most of the authors of this book were then) were uncomfortable. Neither was it easy just to reject both in the name of dependency theory. For by the mid-1980s, matters stood at a point where young Makerere graduates, though receptive to the lesson brought home by dependency theory were unwilling to embrace it uncritically. We (even though I was a lecturer and no longer a young graduate) were increasingly suspicious of the terms of any debate structured as a simple bi-polarity : are the problems of Africa external or internal? Is the trajectory of Africa’s development the same as that of Europe or entirely unique?


    We were dissatisfied with the terms of the debate as it was then cast : is the African peasantry floating in a sea of « affection » or caught in a web of market relations? It seemed natural to turn to empirical work in the search for theoretical clarity. If there is a single preoccupation that defines the starting-point of the microstudies brought together in this volume, it is an acute interest in the process of differentiation in contemporary Uganda.


    Social differentiation : form and content


    Why should one school of thought see rural Africa as relatively stagnant and another as fast-changing? Could these perceptions be anchored at all in the processes that reproduce rural Africa, or were they entirely an outcome of the vantage point from which these processes were understood? Our concern was with the former question : could the same ground reality be the source of contrary perceptions?


    We located a possible explanation to this riddle in the tension between the relative constancy of forms and the relative fluidity of its contents. The tension between form and content came out the most clearly in village studies (by Nyangabyaki-Bazaara and Mamdani). Communal forms of labour may predominate over a long duration, and yet its content can change dramatically, at one point signifying communal co-operation, at another its subordination to the process of capital accumulation, in effect functioning as disguised forms of wage labour. Land may continue to be « lent » or « borrowed » over short duration between those who exchange « gifts », but the increasingly one-way exchange of these « gifts » seemed more a clue to the development of disguised forms of rent than a testimony to the continuity in communal co-operation.


    We found that peasants were not always oblivious to the changing content of « traditional » forms. They often resisted the resulting subversion in the name of « tradition », or attempted to reform the very terms of communal co-operation. But these efforts at reform failed just as often, bringing to light the existence of larger systemic forces : on the one hand, the scope of market relations that expanded as each crisis transferred social goods (land, cattle) into commodity circuits, and on the other, the compulsion of state agencies and officials who extracted surplus labour from households and communities.


    Did this mean that we came to see form as unimportant, of interest to the analyst only in so far as it hid from view the ever-changing content? Did we, in other words, become preoccupied with the functionality of relations?


    Not really. Formal relations, communal for instance, greatly shaped thought processes, ideologies and cultural constructs, notions of what is « right », « fair », « customary », « traditional ». More often than not, these notions inspired and guided men and women in their day-to-day actions, whether from outrage or acceptance, whether through struggle or co-operation. Even more so, these relations shaped the organisational strength or weakness of entire strata of peasants. The difference between open and disguised wage labour was not just a matter of appearance. Open wage labour shifted the responsibility for organising the labour process to the employer, a rich peasant or a capitalist farmer. On the other hand, as long as communal labour teams continued to function, even if as disguised wage labour, they organised themselves, under a leadership of their own. Such a poor and middle peasantry was likely to have a far greater organisational potential than did rural wage labourers.


    These studies are also concerned with changing forms. The focus of Rutabajuka’s study is migrant labour, the commoditisation of labour that fed rich peasant coffee farms in pre-World War II Buganda, whereas a large chunk of Murindwa-Rutanga’s effort is aimed at understanding the dynamics of migrant labour in Kigezi. Bazaara asks related questions about how the autonomy of the old mode of production in Bunyoro was broken; in a less structuralist vein, Syahuka-Muhindo begins his investigation into salt-making by asking how capital flushes out labour from an otherwise self-sustaining and self-occupied peasantry.


    Alongside tracing the flux in employer-employee relations, these studies are greatly concerned with how the labouring class is internally constituted. As they seek to investigate the process of proletarianisation of labour, they probe into the divisions internal to the labour process : casual/ permanent, male/female,2 adult/child, local/migrant. Their quest is to understand what shapes the internal divisions within the labour process, and particularly to distinguish between two related but separate impulses, the limits set by prevailing economic conditions and the terms dictated by short-term strategies of employers and the state power. I shall look into both these separately.


    Differentiation and accumulation


    Two of the chapters in this book are concerned with the relationship between social and technical change. Syahuka-Muhindo describes the different labour processes whereby salt of different grades is « made » in Lake Katwe. Each process has its own requirement in terms of both the mode of labour co-operation and the level of technique in production. But in no case is the composition of the labour force just technologically determined. Nor is it simply strategised by those in a position to do so. Rather, the technology shapes the alternatives available in each instance. The fifth chapter, by Asowa-Okwe, gives a sensitive historical analysis of the relationship between changing technological requirements of lake fishing and deepening social differentiation amongst fisherpeople. The changing composition of species necessitates a change in the instruments with which the larger and increasingly preponderant predatory fish can be caught, which in turn has a great influence on the differentiation of fisherpeople between those who can afford the more expensive instruments and those who cannot.


    It is to the credit of the chapters in this book that they approach technological development, market creation, social differentiation and capital accumulation as inter-connected dimensions of a single and holistic process, as they do the relationship between local developments and larger systemic forces. This latter relationship is brought out most clearly when the authors approach the question of capital accumulation A variety of processes are identified and sketched out in their diverse contours. On the one hand, there is accumulation « from below » leading to the stratification of a peasant community as its more « hard-working » and advantageously- placed households simultaneously turn to advantage newly-established market relationships and « traditional co-operative » relations; on the other, there is accumulation « from above » as individuals with state connections turn politically-enforced compulsions to private benefit. The outcomes are as varied as are the paths. Where the technological basis of production changes the most dramatically, as in fishing or salt-making, the resulting development is intensive. Where it does not, as often in peasant agriculture, labour-processes continue to have a « traditional » look about them and development is extensive. And often, when compulsion is the basis of enrichment, as with enclosures or monopoly licensing, wealth appears more the result of outright usurpation, with little impact on production, intensive or extensive. The consequences for development are diverse : burgeoning pockets of capitalist production in one case, expanding small commodity production in another, and shrinking markets and collapsing production in yet others. The implication is clear : the road to development is not one, but many. Whether socially, economically, or technically, development involves a choice.


    Popular struggles and development strategies


    These studies need to link their final conclusions to their points of departure to bear more fruitful results. To grasp the single fact that development, specifically capitalist development, does involve alternatives, is to have a less fatalistic perspective on popular struggles than is implicit in these studies. It is to move away from a framework which sees peasant struggles as « successful » or not in apocalyptic terms, in terms of whether they succeed in arresting or succumb to a rigid process of development whose only noteworthy consequence is its final outcome, the differentiation of communities into the few propertied and the many propertyless. It is, rather, to appreciate the degree of democratic content in diverse developmental paths, even if they are variations on a single theme, and to inquire into the extent to which popular struggles are actually able to influence shifts in the path of development from one period to another. Let me elaborate.


    It is indicative of the frame of mind of progressive Ugandan researchers in the mid-1980s that the question that guided us as we tried to grasp the significance of popular struggles was formulated in terms more negative than positive. Though none of the studies that follow frame it outright, the question that lurks in the shadows is concerned much less with the possibilities of popular resistance than its limits. In most of the essays, the limits of resistance are traced to the divisions internal to the laboring people : casual/permanent, male/female, adult/child, local/migrant. And the divisions are in turn taken as an outcome of both conscious capitalist strategy and the limitations placed by existing economic conditions. The reasoning turns circular as the limits of resistance are implicitly equated with the limits of capitalist development!


    But do the distinctions in the division of labour discerned by these studies always divide, never unite? Was, for example, the relation between migrant and local labour always hostile, detracting from the struggle of labour? Wouldn’t a study of the 1945 peasant uprising in Buganda bring to the surface the catalytic role of migrant labour, and the pivotal role of the alliance between migrants and locals? And while the uprising did not change the character of state power, was it not critical in reinforcing the peasant (as opposed to the landlord) path of development in Ugandan agriculture? Surely, these lessons are vital to stress today when the question of peasant versus landlord agriculture is once again the question of the hour in contemporary Uganda.


    This is in no way to say that the studies undertaken were done in vain. For it is these studies that bring to the surface the textured character of the Ugandan countryside as they sensitively document the many processes of social differentiation and link these to various developmental outcomes. In sharp contrast to those polemicists who are ever-ready with a single and general prescription for « the African crisis », they remind us that the oneness of Africa should not be confused with its sameness.


    


    
1  The two studies by Mamdani are revised versions of articles originally published in Mawazo, the journal of the Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences at Makerere University.


    
2  While these essays are « gender-sensitive », as the terminology goes, they cannot be said to be gender-conscious. From a methodological standpoint, their analysis of gender relations stops with an understanding of division of labour, none goes beyond the process of production to that of reproduction.




    Part One 
Migrant labour and commercial farming


    2. Migrant labour in Masaka district 1900-62 : the case of coffee Shamba labourers


    Simon Rutabajuka


    This chapter describes and analyses the socioeconomic conditions of migrant coffee labourers in the Masaka District of Uganda during the colonial period. It traces the origin and development of migrant labour in Uganda and attempts to explain why colonial capitalism in its early stages preferred a migrant to a permanent wage labour force. The chapter also addresses itself to the various mechanisms which colonial capital used to reorient the pre-capitalist social formations in Uganda towards the accumulation needs of the metropolitan capitalists and their local allies. It is a well known fact that capital accumulation occurs only when there is a surplus to appropriate, which must be produced before it is appropriated.


    The most important element in production is human labour-power, which produces value. The colonial capitalists were aware of this fact and to ensure that production of raw materials, badly needed to feed metropolitan industries, took place, various measures were introduced to secure labour for this purpose. In addition to producing for export, the colony had to be prepared for capitalist exploitation. To this end, physical infrastructure such as roads, railways, ports, buildings, etc., had to be constructed to facilitate movement to and from the colony. Internal movements and communications necessary to maintain law and order called for the opening up of communication networks.


    All these ventures required labour which had to be provided by African peasants. The colonial era ushered in capitalist relations of production not only in Uganda, but in Africa generally. The role of the colonial state in breaking up the pre-capitalist economies of Africa was very significant and, in some circumstances, decisive.


    The penetration of capital and the subsequent emergence of wage labour in Uganda brought about the inevitable interaction between labour and capital. In this interaction labour goes through many experiences which revolve around its exploitation by capital and its resistance in the struggle to control the conditions of production and distribution of the fruits of its labour. This chapter traces and analyses migrant labour struggles in Uganda generally, and those of coffee shambas in particular, and locates them in a wider context of the major contradiction between labour and capital. The day-to-day experiences of the labourers at the workplace, on their journeys to and from the centres of employment, levels of exploitation of labour in terms of wages, intensity of labour and length of the working day are addressed. At each stage, an effort will be made to critically examine the various forms of struggle put up by migrant labourers to better their conditions of work and existence.


    This method is a response to the inadequacies of most literature on labour in general, and migrant labour in particular, which have concentrated on economic issues, such as the labour supply and demand, wages, etc., or on the individual to locate cultural traits which are held responsible for the labourer’s behaviour, ignoring the fact that the socio-economic conditions in a given place at a particular time determine the nature of labour activity. Other writers have concentrated their energies on workers’ institutions and organisations, which is the history of the institutions and not the toiling masses, whether they be workers or peasants.


    This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section gives the theoretical framework, the second deals with the development of migrant labour in Uganda, the third analyses the socio-economic conditions of the migrant labourers and forms of struggle by the labourers to better those conditions, and the fourth gives conclusions.


    The theoretical framework


    There is a general consensus among Marxist and neo-Marxist scholars that the colonial period was an era of capital penetration in Africa, Uganda inclusive. The year 1894 marked the beginning of the process of incorporating Uganda’s social formations, which were pre-capitalist, into the world capitalist system. In that year, Uganda was declared a British protectorate, which meant that Ugandan societies were placed under the control of British capital. Although we shall not delve into the story of the heroic resistance to foreign domination put up by Ugandan societies, it is well known that these societies did not succumb to foreign domination without a fight. We do not subscribe to the view that when those societies were finally conquered all was lost on their part. Indeed the recurrent labour shortages, tax revolts and other forms of protest which the colonial state had to confront from time to time were testimony that African peasants did not readily yield to the demands of the metropolitan capital. The colonial state did not give up either. Henry Bernstein noted that the thrust of the colonial state was to supervise the initial and necessary penetration of pre-capitalist formations, to organise the exploitation of labour and land.


    As the major objective behind colonisation was the exploitation of African raw-materials (minerals and crops such as coffee, cotton, tea, sugarcane, etc.) and the creation of markets for industrial manufactures from metropolitan countries, measures were taken to secure the cheapest form of labour. The colonial state, being the highest form of organisation to serve metropolitan interests, concerned itself with the nature and character of production in the colonies, including Uganda. It is in this context that the colonial state’s role in the acquisition of labour and the regulation of the conditions of its employment across time and space in Uganda comes into focus.


    Many theories have been advanced from various theoretical perspectives : by Marxist, neo-Marxist, classical and neo-classical economists, anthropologists, and historians. These have conceptualised the migrant labour phenomenon in various ways. Classical and neo-classical economists have come up with an orthodox mode of dualism. Either explicitly or implicitly, this school argues that migration is determined by individual responses to market opportunities offered by the « modern » sector which is assumed to be superior to that which the « rural » and « home », presented as the traditional/subsistence, sector offers. It assumes that demand and supply in the labour market determines the flow of labour and consequently the wages for this labour. However, this model does not explain migrant labour historically because it cannot accommodate the fact that the penetration of pre-capitalist societies shaped both the magnitude and pattern of the expected rural incomes. Neither does it allow for the centrality of non-market forces in this process. The colonial state intervention was crucial in that labourers had to be compelled to sell their labour power to capitalists (Loxley 1987 : 202). The use of state power to coerce and create a dependency of labour on capital does not conform to the theory of pure market forces as determinants of labour supply and demand.


    Under the migrant labour system, the labourer oscillates between the place of employment and his/her village. That is, the labourer leaves home to perform labour for a specific period and at the end of it goes back home. The labourer maintains connections with the land, which provides the means of life to his family and to himself when not away working for a wage and in sickness and old age. This is in contrast to what Marx had observed in the development of capitalism in Western Europe. He wrote :


    One of the prerequisites of wage labour and one of the historical conditions of capital is free labour and the exchange of free labour against money. Another prerequisite is the separation of free labour from the objective of its realisation from the means and material of labour. This means above all that the worker must be separated from the land which works as his laboratory. This means the dissolution both of free petty land ownership and communal land property based on oriental commune (Marx 1965 : 67).


    However, this situation is not what was obtained in the African colonies. Even those colonies with a marked settler presence, such as Angola, Algeria, Zimbabwe, Kenya and South Africa, did not develop a « free » working class completely cut off from the land. Instead labour reserves and squatter systems were relied on. One scholar has observed :


    what is strikingly clear is that the process of proletarianisation in underdeveloped countries has produced not the free labourers that Marx observed in the genesis of capitalist mode of production in Western Europe. Labourers are free only in the sense that they themselves are not slaves or bondsmen. But they are not freed from ownership of the means of production and subsistence. Capital penetration in Africa, therefore, led only to a partial expropriation of the direct producers from land (Ajulu 1981 : 22).


    This leads to a vital theoretical question as to whether migrant labour should be conceptualised as the working class in a classical European sense or whether, in the colonial and post-colonial African situation we ought to resort to categories such as the semi-proletariat, transclassmen, which seem to identify the working class not in terms of relations of production, but in terms of place of origin or residence and the period spent at the workplace. We shall come back to this question later after an analysis of the conditions of migrant labour and the specific forms of the labour activity. It is pertinent first to survey the various attempts to resolve the theoretical problem.


    Bettelheim, for instance, advanced a thesis of « secondary tendency of capitalist development » (Ajulu 1981 : 22). He argued that there were two tendencies in capitalist development, the « primary tendency », characterised by complete dissolution of pre-capitalist modes of production and complete separation of the direct producer from the means of production, as observed by Marx in Western Europe, and the « secondary tendency » characterised by a tendency towards the « conservation-dissolution » of pre-capitalist modes. Bettelheim concluded that within a capitalist social formation, the non-capitalist forms of production, before they disappear, are structured and partly dissolved and thus subordinated to the predominant capitalist relations (and so conserved) (Ajulu 1981 : 23).


    The existence of pre-capitalist and capitalist modes of production together has been explained by the exponents of the articulation of modes of production school of thought, such as Stichter, Wolpe, Mamdani, Temu and Swai. This school argues that capital penetration generated a great demand for cheap labour and, as a consequence, subordinated pre-capitalist modes of production but conserved them in a restructured form. In this way, pre-capitalist modes of production would be turned into labour reserves and hence continue to subsidise the cost of production and reproduction of the wage labourers who were then drawn into the capitalist mode of production. Wolpe argued :


    The interest of the capitalist sector in preserving the relations of the African familial communities is clear if the network of reciprocal obligations between migrant and family were broken neither the agricultural product nor the social services of the African society would be available to the worker (Ajulu 1981 : 23).


    In her analysis of migrant labour in Kenya (Stichter 1982 : 27), argues at length how capital relied heavily on migrant labour in commercial, mining, manufacturing and agricultural establishments. She shows how the labour costs were transferred to the pre-capitalist economy. She contends, that such costs as retirement, social security, education, health and rearing the next generation of workers — which ought to be met out of wages and benefits under full capitalist conditions— were met by African « reserves » which supported the worker’s wife, children and himself in sickness and old age. In this way, she concluded, the « tribal economy » became an appendage to the new economy subsidising its low wages. However, critics of the articulation of modes of production have pointed out the failure of this school to contend with the internal dynamics of the pre-capitalist modes of production, which capital came into contact with in Africa. Instead, the school has concentrated on the interests of the capitalist sector.


    Perhaps the major critic of the articulation of the modes of production school is Banaji, who argues that the approach ignores the fact of laws of motion. He argues that it would seem the articulation between the two modes represents a contradictory relationship, undermining and destroying one of the mode’s ability to produce and reproduce itself (Ajulu 1981 : 23).


    One wonders if Banaji is correct. Does a pre-capitalist mode of production become capitalist because it has been penetrated by commoditisation of one of the laws of motion? The important issue that needs to be addressed is production relations and forces of production. Another question to be critically examined is that pertaining to the important conjuncture of transition to capitalism. As is well known, capitalist relations of production in Africa did not develop organically but were introduced from outside the African social formations. This was in sharp contrast to capitalist development in Western Europe where the medieval burgher of the guild developed into the modem bourgeoisie while the guild journeyman and the day labourer outside the guilds developed into the proletarian (Engels 1976 : 20). The pre-capitalist social formations were confronted and conquered by metropolitan capital. Then began the protracted war of bringing these social formations under the hegemony and control of capital in order to squeeze a surplus for the accumulation needs of foreign capital in form of taxes, profits and export crops, which were an embodiment of African surplus labour.


    Another crucial question has been whether the articulation of modes (pre-capitalist and capitalist) was by design or whether the partial expropriation of the African peasants was due to the inability of capital to accomplish total destruction when confronted with strong pre-capitalist formations. This issue can only be resolved when the demands of foreign capital as well as the mechanism and mode of exploitation of labour employed by capital are critically analysed under specific conditions. As it will be demonstrated in this chapter, the changing tactics and methods of acquiring labour by the colonial state, which no doubt played a significant role in the process for both public and private enterprise, reflect the unwillingness of that labour to offer itself for wage employment. The response of the colonial state to this resistance was coercion, taxation, legislation, commoditisation and land alienation, particularly in the settler colonies.


    Thus apologists of imperialism and advocates of capitalist exploitation, mostly colonial historians, anthropologists and bourgeois economists, argued that African peasants migrated because they had tasted the fruits of civilisation and had to look for money to buy these products of civilisation in the form of inputs (Powesland 1957; Richards 1973; Hutton 1973), others argue that migrants were out for adventure and a test of manhood (Schapera 1947; Freund n.d.). Those who concentrated on the market forces of demand and supply, having been the motive force behind the migrant labour phenomenon, not only deliberately ignored the coercive arm of the colonial state in conscripting labour, but were purposely eulogising and justifying the suffering of the labourers under capitalist exploitation.


    It is not correct to argue that African peasants voluntarily offered themselves for wage labour to reap some economic « advantages » which came with capitalism. The market forces of demand and supply in the labour market, as postulated by bourgeois economists, did not serve as the basis for migrancy in Uganda in the early period of capital penetration. Nor is labour migration from Uganda labour reserves, and from outside territories, such as Rwanda, Belgian Congo and Tanganyika, to commodity producing areas such as Masaka and the rest of Buganda region during the colonial period, to be explained only in terms of ecology, the geography of the supplying regions and the unsuitability of soils for export crops. Rather, the explanation must be sought in the interests of capital which belonged to the British bourgeoisie, an absentee ruling class whose interests were being catered for by the colonial state from the time colonial rule was established in Uganda up to independence in 1962. We now turn to the origin and development of migrant labour in Uganda.


    The origin and development of migrant labour in Uganda


    The migrant labour question in Uganda, its origin and development, must be analysed in the context of colonial policy which informed the economic, administrative, and social-political structures carefully designed to serve the interests of the metropolitan bourgeoisie. While it must be recognised that colonial labour policy was not uniform throughout the colonial period, it was determined by a variety of factors which are internal and external to colonial Uganda. Whatever changes took place in the official labour policy, the need to maximise profit to capital was always paramount. After conquering African societies and establishing colonial rule, the major problem facing the colonialists was how to organise production in the colony to ensure the supply of raw materials to the European industries. Production cannot take place without labour and the colonialists, to ensure cheap and sufficient supply of labour, embarked on the policies which would fulfil these objectives.


    One of the characteristics of capitalism is the uneven development of the regions it penetrates. As a result of social, political, and economic factors that obtained in Buganda on the onset of colonial rule, this region became the first to be penetrated by capitalist relations of production. Physical and social infrastructure were put in place and export crops introduced, beginning with cotton in 1903, followed by coffee as a major export crop from the 1920s. From Buganda, the capitalist form of production and exchange spread to other regions. The commoditisation process reached its height when money was introduced as a medium of exchange, when everything was expressed in monetary terms. As Marx (1978 : 74) observed :


    Money is not a thing, it is a social relation. The money relation is a production relation like any other economic relation, such as the division of labour etc. Money exchange relation is a link, closely connected by a wide chain with other economic relations, that this relation corresponds to a definite mode of production.


    For the express purpose of accumulating capital, the British, after conquering Ugandan societies, slowly but steadily established a cash economy in the country based on import-export. The colony was henceforth to import all its needs, ranging from household utensils to implements of labour like hoes, axes, knives, etc. In turn the colony exported raw materials : cotton, coffee, tea, tobacco, etc., to Britain. But the decisions as to what to produce and what to consume were made by the British, as reflected in the general colonial policy. These decisions were aptly made in harmony with the metropolitan bourgeoisie interests. More and more Africans were diverted from their previous modes of production and forced to place their labour-power at the disposal of alien forces of production and for the benefit of the metropolitan capitalists and their local allies. This was achieved through a variety of mechanisms. From the time colonialism was established in Uganda the labour shortage problem became rife and for the first decades of colonial rule the colonial state had to contend with it.


    The important point to note is that although the African population was low in numbers, it could still supply an adequate labour force in cases where the Africans were willing to offer themselves for wage labour. However, the unwillingness of the Africans to take up wage employment in the early stages of colonialism led to serious labour shortages. It should be noted that the demand for labour was from private employers, mainly the planters, Buganda landlords, the Church, builders and contractors. After 1928, kulaks, or rich peasants, needed labour for cash crop production and the colonial government needed some for public works. Yet labour was in serious shortage in those areas where it was in high demand. The highest demand for labour was in Buganda region where it was needed for cash crop production and physical infrastructure to service the commodity production economy which developed.


    Although the Baganda were the first nationality to work for wages both within Uganda and outside it after the establishment of colonial rule (Powesland 1957 : 7), changes that took place in the region checked the trend of proletarianisation Baganda peasants and others in commodity production (cash crop) areas got alternative sources of income by cultivating cash crops themselves. Cash incomes were first and foremost needed for paying taxes. As commoditisation and exchange became more and more monetised, the need for cash also increased. Taxation was introduced in Uganda in 1900 with the Buganda Agreement. A hut tax of three rupees a year was imposed on every male. The whole logic behind this tax was to compel the peasant to seek wage employment, since it was payable only in cash, although some payment in kind could be allowed initially. As demand for labour increased, due to the expanded production for export and the need for infrastructure to be constructed by the colonial government and the Church, two rupees were added to the hut tax in 1905 (Mamdani 1976 : 51). Taxation (hut and poll tax) was extended to the rest of Uganda as each part was incorporated into the colony (Government of Uganda 1918,1911). The impact of taxation in the acquisition of labour in Uganda was not small. Bishop Tucker commented :


    It (hut tax) stirred to action and electrified into life the whole nation. Men knew that by a certain date the requisite rupees must be forthcoming. They set to work immediately to raise the needed amounts. Men from the more distant part of the country powered into such centres of population such as Mengo and Entebbe seeking work. Thus it came about that the element of wages was introduced (Powesland 1957 : 5).


    The role of taxation in labour conscription has been underscored by many scholars who have analysed the subject. Issa Shivji (1986 : 202) argues that taxation was one of the most important instruments used by the colonial state to create wage labour. As a matter of fact, all the states employed the tax weapon to drive the peasants out of their villages to seek wage employment at least to pay taxes. John Loxley (1987 : 202), studying labour migration in South Africa, emphatically argues that the migration labour system in South Africa is regulated by the state from start to finish. However, the aim of the colonial state in levying tax was not only to acquire labour. In the struggle between Bugandan migrants and the Bugandan Government over whether they should pay taxes to the Buganda Government or their home districts, the colonial government treasurer’s opinion was sought by the provincial commissioner of Buganda. He advised thus :


    In so far as the rebate is concerned, it makes no difference, financially, whether I pay the 20 % rebate to Buganda Native administration or the West Nile administration from a purely financial stand point.1



    The above comments confirm that the rebate, whether in Buganda or elsewhere, belonged to colonial state coffers. Thus while it may be true that taxation initially was imposed to flush out peasants to seek wage employment, over time it became a major source of government revenue.


    However taxation alone, though effective, would have been inadequate in the absence of other measures to force peasants into wage labour Indeed, when the labour shortage problem intensified, the response of the colonial state was to resort to forced labour, defended in the following words :


    The vast bulk of the World’s population has to work hard for a living and there is no reason why the generosity of the bountiful nature should be regarded as excusing the African from his share, work is wholesome for all and if the black man is to advance and raise himself above his present level, he must be encouraged, if necessary by some slight pressure, to exert himself and attain a higher level of living (Brown 1933 : 30).


    The irony hidden in the words of Brown, at one time head of the Labour Department of Tanganyika is self-explanatory. The conditions under which African peasants lived and worked for a pittance, a « bachelor wage », will become clearer in this chapter. There is little wonder, therefore, that the same author argues that, while forced labour (African) is described as cheap, it is expensive in terms of supervision if an adequate output is to be secured (Brown 1933 : 31). A brief account of the nature and character of forced labour and its outcome is in order here.


    Our starting point is that forced labour, or kasanvu as it was known in Uganda, came as a response of the colonial state to the severe labour shortage for both public works and private employers Almost everywhere among employers of labour, there was a loud outcry over shortage of labour. Reports by the Department of Agriculture and Works as well as the Uganda Planters Association, etc., up to 1921 and even after2 lamented the shortage of labour and the government’s apparent indifference in the matter. As a result, in 1905 the kasanvu system of forced paid labour was established in Buganda as a response to the insufficient regular supply (Richards 1973 : 21). The system soon spread to Bunyoro where planters had a stronghold, and even to other areas where there were no planters, landlords or private employers to compete with the colonial government for labour. The demand for a share of forced labour was also made by the Christian Missionary Society (CMS) Bishop of Uganda. In a letter to the Chief Secretary dated 22 July 1913, the bishop requested that 10 per cent of kasanvu labour be made available for work on Namirembe Cathedral.3 The bishop, in the same letter, went further :


    In any case I feel that the chiefs have a very strong case in asking for a certain portion of the labour furnished by their people. They are contributing towards the Cathedral Building Fund 40 per cent of their rents, and have undertaken to continue doing so as long as the Cathedral remained unfurnished. As the cost of labour is rapidly going up and with it the price of all materials, this long delay in the building from the want of labour is pressing very hard on them. It will be a real kindness if some arrangement can be made, satisfactory to government, by which part of kasanvu labour may month by month be set apart for this purpose.


    The contradictory tendencies among the employers of forced labour are highlighted by the response of the acting provincial commissioner of Buganda to the bishop’s demand of kasanvu labour. In his letter to the Chief Secretary dated 29 July 1913, the acting provincial commissioner expressed surprise at the bishop asking for kasanvu labour for building the cathedral. The reason for this kind of reaction was that when the kasanvu system was introduced by Sir Hesketh Bell due to « pagan » resistance to wage labour, the CMS missionaries raised a hue and cry about the inequality of forced labour. The Church went ahead to sabotage kasanvu by printing books of exemption tickets for « bakumi » and « baigiriza » i.e. church caretakers and teachers.4 Ironically, the bishop was asking for the same. The second reason was that if the CMS bishop’s demand was conceded to by the colonial government, it would set a precedent as the White Fathers (Catholic) were about to start building a cathedral and another permanent church for the Mill Hill mission. Therefore, 10 per cent for Namirembe plus 10 per cent for Rubaga plus 10 per cent for Nsambya would mean a 30 per cent loss of wage labour by the Government to the church. In view of the very cogent reasons given, wrote the Chief Secretary to the Governor, « I am afraid it is not possible in the present state of the labour market to give effect to the bishop’s request ». Thus the bishop’s share of forced labour was not granted.


    The other contradiction, as far as kasanvu labour was concerned, was that between employers of labour and the labourers who were forced to work for wages. There was stiff resistance to the kasanvu system by peasants in Buganda and elsewhere. This resistance, which manifested itself in avoidance of recruitment by running away or bribing chiefs and traders (skin buyers) who would defend peasants against conscription, rendered the kasanvu system ineffective. By 1920, the system was so ineffective that the acting provincial commissioner of Buganda was compelled to bring the state of affairs to the notice of the Chief Secretary. In his letter, he informed the Chief Secretary that the causes of kasanvu labour shortage were the following :


    a)	Failure on the part of the petty chiefs to enforce rules due to favouritism and slackness and fear to lose tenants;


    b)	Fraudulent certificates of employment issued by Indians on payment of a small fee;


    c)	Indiscriminate and fraudulent issue of certificates by skin buyers. « In Ssingo alone the saza (county) chief informs me that about 300 men are roaming about with such certificates although most of them buy one or two skins in a month. The certificate reads in part : «... is...employed by me as a skin buyer at a monthly wage of 3 rupees, » as the case may be per month; as a matter of fact in many cases no wages are paid at all and the native in this way is enabled to evade the kasanvu call and loan doing nothing »;


    d)	Loss of control by the chiefs over their people, e.g. a man in Kyaggwe is prompted for kasanvu then disappears and goes visiting in another county.5



    The acting provincial commissioner’s letter quoted above summarises the contradictions in the kasanvu system i.e. the principal one being between labour and capital; while one between merchant capital (traders) on the one hand and landlord chiefs on the other and the colonial state are also identified. Although the explanation for the abolition of kasanvu as a system of forced labour is not wholly located in these contradictions, they are not to be underrated. It is clear the system was not serving the purpose for which it had been established. However, this is not to suggest that kasanvu as a system was wholly ineffective in acquiring labour for capitalist production purposes. Indeed, the reaction, particularly of planters, which followed its abolition, was testimony that the kasanvu system had benefited capital. Many planters’ associations wrote complaint letters urging the state to restore the kasanvu forced labour system. Complaints by planters were also lodged by individual estate managers, such as Pearce of Kitembuzi East and West Estates,6 Bataba Estate manager (letter undated) and many other individual managers. A letter from the British Cotton Growing Association to the Chief Secretary, Entebbe which urged to be allowed to use forced labour substantiates this point further and, it states in part (BCGA) :


    We have definitely decided not to buy cotton in the Gulu district in the coming season, we cannot afford the risk of having cotton tied up for months and the ginnery idle half the time. Others may be found..., but if they know the risks they will leave it alone.7



    The excerpt above would sound threatening in view of the fact that BCGA was a cotton buying monopoly appointed by the colonial state. But the colonial state did not restore kasanvu. The response to BCGA’s and other letters and petitions to the colonial state regarding the status of kasanvu was to inculcate general industrious habits in the minds of natives in the district when labour was sought. All labour employers were, after the abolition of kasanvu, urged by the colonial state to create conditions to attract voluntary labour. Regarding this matter, the Assistant Secretary for native affairs wrote to the Chief Secretary :


    The way to create and maintain a voluntary labour supply is to study the wants and habits of the labourer, feeding, etc., and thus at once to improve his health and efficiency and add to his status and dignity among his fellow tribesmen. Very few employers however, will face this trouble or face the additional expense entailed as long as kasanvu labour is available.8



    Thus, due to the negative effects of the kasanvu labour system already cited above, and a heavy attack on forced labour by specialised international agencies, particularly the League of Nations,9 the colonial administration was ready to capitulate. But while the colonial state was determined to deny private employers the opportunity to use forced paid wage labour, it was determined to use another form of unpaid work to defray tax, known as luwalo, disguised as « tribal » obligations This form of labour is worth paying attention to because the various systems of forced labour had great impact on the nature and character of the proletarianisation process and hence considerable influence on migrant labour.


    During the pre-capitalist period luwalo was a form of labour performed for the benefit of the community. In societies where the state had emerged such as in Buganda, Ankole, Toro and Bunyoro, luwalo labour was at times utilised for the benefit of chiefs and kings. A chief would call upon his subjects to perform any form of labour for himself (the chief) or for the king. However, this was always regarded as tribal obligations for the good of all.


    This pre-capitalist form of labour organisation and control was adopted by colonial capitalism, as it had done with other pre-colonial forms of social-political and economic organisations. Luwalo labour was widely used in construction of public buildings, roads etc. In north Kigezi, in the present-day Rukungiri District for example, forced labour of the luwalo type was widely used for public works : roads, gombolola sub-county, saza as well as district headquarters, schools, bridges, swamp drainage to destroy breeding grounds for mosquitoes in an effort to eradicate malaria fever, etc. From the 1920s a large number of men migrated to Buganda to look for wage employment In our field research carried in Nyarutojo village, Rukungiri District, it was discovered that men left their homes for Buganda where they would earn a wage in return of their labour-power, instead of working for nothing.10 This was to be expected in a situation where luwalo labour was unpaid and compulsory and failure to work was punishable by imprisonment and fines. The labour intensity was not light either. It should also be mentioned that in this area and other reserves, employment opportunities were very minimal in this early period, if not non-existent. By 1928 every tax payer in the Western province was required to discharge luwalo of one month’s labour per year or payment of a commutation fee if permitted since luwalo was a « privilege, not a right ».11 Indeed, the principal consideration so far as commutation of luwalo was concerned was the labour position. In the ordinary course commutation would not be allowed if it entailed the shortage of labour.12



    In a letter to the Chief Secretary, the Labour Commissioner contended that the luwalo system involved labour and the work generally fell on men of poor physique, who were unable to earn money to purchase exemption. The Labour Commissioner went on to highlight the common abuses in connection with luwalo as follows :


    a)	Men were kept for several days at the chiefs’ headquarters awaiting the orders to form a gang. This time was counted to complete a ticket;


    b)	Feeding habits were imperfect or in some cases non-existent;


    c)		No medical attention was given to the men;


    d)	Men utterly fit for manual labour were turned out for luwalo;


    e)	Men were used to do some work that had no claim to luwalo due to labour shortage.


    The Labour Commissioner revealed that the very necessary abolition of kasanvu labour had made it exceedingly difficult for government departments to carry out their programmes, and if the luwalo system was also going to be abolished owing to abuse, or died out because the majority of those liable to be called bought exemption, the native government would find itself competing in the labour market for volunteer labour for roads, camps, etc., and the grave shortage would be more pronounced than ever.13 As a solution it was felt that rations, fuel and housing should be provided to the men on luwalo. In other words, those with authority to supervise luwalo labour were urged to treat the men well. This form of coerced labour was maintained by the colonial state and it has survived up to today. It is the form of the labour code named bulungibwansi, literally meaning « for the good of your nation ». Failure to perform it is still punishable by imprisonment and fines and the privileged classes in rural areas are still commuting.


    Migrant labour not only came from Ugandan labour reserves in the north, but also some parts of the east and Kigezi as well as Ankole (early period) alone. The Belgian territories of Rwanda-Burundi, Congo and Tanganyika were important suppliers of migrant labour. The reasons for immigration into Uganda in search of paid wage labour did not vary significantly from those which compelled Ugandan peasants to look for employment outside their localities. Rwandese peasants left home because of poor wages and shortage of employment. Also they had to do a lot of special work for very little or no pay. According to a survey carried out in Rwanda and Belgian Congo in 193814 coffee planting by the peasants of Rwanda was a negligible factor in preventing them from doing other work either in their own country or elsewhere. Approximately 800,000 coffee trees were seen in Rwanda in 1937 and the coffee crop of these trees was about 100 tonnes. Only in a few areas such as on the Kigezi boundary and down south was the coffee crop considered to be of any value. The total number of taxpayers in Rwanda was, according to the survey, estimated at one million In one district there were about 40,000 taxpayers. Out of these between 20-25 per cent were always away in Uganda. There was no shortage of food in Rwanda.15 The reason Rwandese migrant labourers arrived in Uganda half-starved was because of the long trek often done in exceptionally tiring marches. Many could not always obtain sufficient food en route, especially in drier areas such as between Mbarara and Masaka.


    Table 1 : The Extent of Labour Migration from Neighbouring Colonies into Uganda
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Source : Labour Advisory Committee, Report on the Organisation of the South-Western Labour Migration Routes, Government Printer, Entebbe 1943.



     


    For a period of more than two years, from 1939-41, there was a ban on the passage over the Kyaka ferry of natives of Belgian territories and from the western parts of Tanganyika. Some of the migrants may have entered by the Kakitumba Bridge but many are believed to have used unauthorised crossings over Kagera River. That ban was lifted in the latter part of 1941.


    The Belgian authorities in Rwanda did not object to the natives coming to Uganda under the migrant system but they raised objections to any large migrations of men with their wives. The authorities there would not object to about 20 per cent male inhabitants coming over to Uganda.16 This explains why the figures of immigrants’ women and children into Uganda from mandated and other areas are negligible. The women had to remain at home to cultivate food as the wages paid to the wage labourers could not cover family expenses, including food. In Rwanda itself the colonial state could not allow massive migration which could deprive the country of food supplies to the labour engaged in important productive ventures.


    In Belgian Congo « white enterprise » was predominant « The natives, with the exception of the few chiefs, (are) not allowed to grow coffee ».17 Numerous coffee plantations owned by Europeans in the area extending from Rutshuru to Lake Kivu and the Western side of the Lake could be observed. Labour lines or camps were adjoined by villages under chiefs. Villages had to grow food to supply the lines, with some amount of force. Road clearing was done by both men and women.18



    Under the conditions cited above, and in other well known cases of tyranny practised by Belgians in the Congo, it was not surprising that many migrants came to Uganda for wage labour under the migrant system. From Table 1, some observations can be made about the character of labour migration during the period under study. It is very clear from the large figures indicated that the territories of Rwanda, Burundi and Tanganyika (northern region) were important suppliers of labour to Uganda. Second, from these figures, it is clear that the rate of labour turnover was very high and this must have had a very profound impact on the nature and character of labour struggles and organisation. This state of affairs also had a remarkable impact on the acquisition of skills. As late as 1954 the labour department still lamented :


    One of the biggest factors which worked against acquisition of skill by labour as a whole was the migrant nature of the great majority of the country’s labour force. In spite of the efforts of the employers to encourage labour to remain at a place of work, over a reasonable spell of time, there was still an enormous labour turnover. Most recruited labour for example was unwilling to accept more than a six-month contract.19



    But was the colonial state ever serious about establishing a permanent wage labour force to alleviate the disadvantages of such a high rate of turnover and the serious shortage? Answering this question entails a careful assessment of the practical steps taken by the colonial state in labour policy formulation and implementation. In a response to a report of the committee of inquiry into the labour situation in the Uganda Protectorate, appointed in 1938 to advise the government on labour matters, the colonial state sounded a warning :


    The formation of a class of workers exclusively dependent on wages should be encouraged—but continuously. If a class of unskilled workers exclusively dependent on wages came into existence it would be necessary for wages to be raised three or four times above their present level and for the industry to meet the cost of sickness and unemployment benefit, and welfare work. Industry housing estates would also have to be developed. All this is probably inevitable, but it seems to the government that the forces working in this direction are already powerful enough and need no stimulation. Government is not therefore prepared to encourage even cautiously such a development.20



    Although the colonial state reiterated its firm commitment to creating conducive working and living conditions for labour and to reinforce these through legislation and other regulative measures, this remained a far fetched project at least until the mid-1950s. However, the migrants continued under horrid conditions to place their labour at the service of the metropolitan bourgeoisie and their local allies. While the men sold their labour power under such conditions for a pittance, the women remained home cultivating food, some of which was sold cheaply to the capitalist sector to sustain it.


    The conditions of migrant labourers


    This section attempts to provide a vivid description of the conditions under which migrant labourers served colonial capitalism in the commodity producing areas of Masaka. Masaka was part of the larger kingdom of Buganda. It lies in the western part of Buganda and borders former Ankole District in the west and Tanzania in the south. Historically Masaka, like the rest of Buganda, experienced the impact of capital penetration. However Masaka, from the colonial period to date, became one of the most important coffee producing areas of Uganda. It also became one of the biggest employment centres of migrant agricultural labour during the period under study. Geographically, Masaka is situated close to the areas which became its suppliers of labour. Until the physical infrastructure and transport facilities became readily available (although these were not the only determinants), it was more rational for migrants from Rwanda, Tanganyika, Kigezi, Burundi and Ankole who travelled very long distances on foot to stop in Masaka since they could gain employment there. The migrant labourers in Masaka were, in the main, employed by rich Baganda peasants, landlord chiefs and the emerging petty bourgeoisie, such as traders and government employees who invested in cash crop production.


    The Labour Commission Report of 1938, for example, revealed that « in Buganda Africans were employing fellow Africans in agriculture and nowhere else was this possible in the colony ». The report further estimated that about 50,000 immigrants were absorbed in this way in Buganda. The principal areas supplying the labour were West Nile, Belgian Congo border regions, Sudan border regions, Rwanda and Burundi, Kigezi, Budama, Ankole, Bugisu and to a lesser extent Bunyoro and Toro. Tanganyika also contributed to this flow from the south, and Western Kenya supplied a relatively small number of Luo and Bantu groups from the Kavirondo region.21



    By 1923 a survey carried out by Richards (1973 : 30) in Buganda revealed that Banyarwanda had a substantial percentage of labourers. Richards further emphasises the unbearable exploitation and oppression of the people of Rwanda, Burundi and Congo and the imposition of taxation there, and highlights that the migration which had begun earlier reached nearly exodus levels from 1923. He further argues that in October 1925, labour from Rwanda was reduced due to colonial state intervention, which led the labour department in Uganda to print 100,000 information leaflets in Runyankole, Rukiga, Runyoro and Rutooro languages for distribution in these areas to step up the recruitment campaign. A policy was then reaffirmed whereby the production of cotton would not be actively stimulated by propaganda in West Nile, Chua, Ankole and Kigezi Districts until such a time as labour difficulties in the more central districts of the protectorate eased (Richards 1973 : 30).


    The crises which started with World War I aggravated the labour shortage problem in Uganda and intensified the exploitation of labourers, particularly the migrant labourers. Young men were conscripted into the army to reinforce the imperialist forces at war. This was done by force and the chiefs were instrumental in this, to the extent that those men who sought to be exempted from joining the colonial army bribed the chiefs. The bribes ranged from one goat or sheep to the amount of money equivalent to a goat or sheep in Kambuga sub-county (Ruhindi 1988). Second, taxes were increased to finance the war. To avoid conscription into the army, many young men left their villages for centres of employment since those engaged in wage labour were exempted. Further, during and after the war, due to reconstruction, there was a high demand for colonial exports Cotton, particularly, was badly needed in Europe and its price was increased. The response to the price increase was that the peasants in Buganda were more than ever determined to reap the returns of the war boom by growing more cotton. The landlord chiefs in Buganda also responded by urging the colonial state to avoid the dreaded kasanvu system which had deprived them of labour, income and even tenants who had migrated to areas like Kenya (Powesland 1957 : 23). This state of affairs in the protectorate led to the November 1918 labour conference. In this conference, the planters, who were the most affected by the labour shortage urged the colonial state to do the following :


    a)	Appoint an official to deal with all labour matters;


    b)	Appoint a commissioner to recommend legislation;


    c)	Carry out a labour census;


    d)	Register the amount of labour each labourer performed;


    e)	Enact measures to enable the government to deal with non-workers;


    f)	Pay all compulsory labour and not merely kasanvu to reduce wastage (Powesland 1957 : 23).


    The colonial government accepted the proposal to appoint a labour officer to deal with matters pertaining to labour and in February of 1919, L.H.C. Rayne was expressly appointed to that office. His task was to « create and maintain a regular and adequate flow of voluntary labour from populated areas to all employers of labour both government and private » (Powesland 1957 : 24). The governor further instructed Rayne to bear in mind that neither the colonial state nor the colonial office would permit any legislation authorising compulsion. Rayne was therefore charged with the duty of educating the chiefs and the people on the necessity and wisdom of labour and all the employers of the absolute necessity of feeding, paying, housing and caring for their labourers properly. The government hoped camps would be provided for shelter and food, along all migrant labour routes (Powesland 1957 : 24).


    The governor’s instructions to the newly-appointed labour officer raise issues which are indeed telling when corroborated with our own findings from the ex-migrants whom we interviewed in the course of our field research. What the governor’s instructions reveal is that up to 1919 when a labour officer was appointed, there was nobody to investigate and possibly redress the conditions of labour in general and those of migrant labour in particular. The sole concern for capital was labour supply in regular and sufficient quantity and at a very cheap rate. How capital ensured that is the next issue to examine.


    The conditions under which migrant labourers travelled, worked and lived were indeed inhumane. There are numerous accounts by colonial historians, administrators and social scientists, mainly anthropologists, describing these conditions. However, conclusions derived from all the accounts point to one thing : that this was viewed as a natural trend, and that the « natives » had to contribute to civilisation and progress! Indeed they did, but the civilisation and the wealth they created benefited other social classes which exploited their labour.


    The migrant labourers had to travel on foot for many hundreds of miles to and from Masaka and other employment centres such as Kakira and Lugazi sugar plantations in Jinja. For example, a migrant from Rwanda, Burundi or Kigezi travelled barefoot for a distance of more than 300 miles. In addition he carried a mat in which he kept his food ration of dry beans or peas, sorghum and millet flour. He also carried cooking utensils as cooking was done en route, a panga and spears for protection against wild animals and thieves. Travelling in groups of five to ten, the migrants would cover about 30 miles a day for fear of animal attacks at night. At night they retired to sleep in the bush. In a minute by Mr Jacobs to the Assistant Chief Secretary, Entebbe, it was noted that « many natives » [read migrant labourers] carry spears for their personal protection against wild animals. Buffaloes and lions are common in this area and indeed there have been cases reported last year and this year of lions having taken people ».22



    Testimonies from ex-migrants reveal many incidents where their fellow labourers were killed by wild lions in Nyekongerere, along a stretch of savannah grassland between Lyantonde and Mbarara town. It was common to find human remains — heads, limbs, etc. — on the wayside clearly indicating that the victim had been eaten by vicious wild game. Migrants were also exposed to mosquito and tsetse fly bites, thus it was not surprising that the major diseases from which the migrants suffered were malaria fever and sleeping sickness. In spite of the fact that the colonial state was very much aware of the danger of wild animals to the migrant labourers en route, the commissioner for labour in Uganda was shocked by the high proportion of migrants carrying spears, especially those using the Kyaka ferry route. He maintained that nothing in present Uganda warranted this custom (of carrying spears) which was contrary to the practice in the country. The practice might result in regrettable incidents, was prejudicial and the commissioner of police in Uganda considered it dangerous.23 The colonial state officials, up to the governor, considered this a matter of great concern which had to be investigated. It was further speculated that fantastic rumours were probably started by the Baganda landowners to ensure the exclusive benefit of immigrant labour for themselves.24



    The colonial state’s reaction to the migrants’ spears further reveals the inherent competition for labour between African (Baganda) private employers and the colonial state As production for export expanded, coupled with the necessity to expand the infrastructure and other services, in order to acquire a sufficient labour supply the colonial state thought it necessary to change the method of labour acquisition to rely more on voluntary rather than coerced labour. But again, as we have seen, this was a product of contradiction between labour (forced kasanvu) and the exploiter of this labour. Although by 1923 the kasanvu system had been abolished, other extra-economic measures, such as the luwalo, taxation and the ever increasing need for cash for almost all human needs, also remained in place at the service of capital. Migrants with spears created a fear in the officials that law and order, the much adored tenets which occupied the colonial state’s efforts, would be disrupted to the detriment of production for export.


    In all this, the security and the interests of the migrant labourers had no place. To attract more labour from the reserves to the employment centres the colonial state took further measures. In 1937 an investigation into the conditions affecting unskilled labour and its supply within the protectorate was carried out, since referred to as the Elliot Report25 This report noted that the main supply of labour came from two main sources : West Nile and Rwanda. To maintain a regular supply of this labour it was necessary to examine the conditions under which it was obtained as well as any facts which would be relevant to or have a direct bearing on these conditions.26 The report found that the conditions of travel, health, food supply and shelter were appalling indeed on the Western route — from Rwanda, Kigezi, Ankole to Buganda. One member of the committee commented :


    In fact it surprises me that any of them travel at all, it shows that their need must be very great for them to undertake the hazards of the present journeys.27



    In response to the report, and realising that the labour reserves were to be depended upon for labour supply for some time, the colonial state appointed another committee which recommended the establishment of camps along the south-western immigration route from Rwanda to Burundi to mitigate the hardship of such journeys. A camp was proposed near Mbarara in 1940 and the sum of £31.00 set aside for this purpose.28 The appalling conditions in health, nutrition, housing and sanitation of migrant labourers compelled the colonial administration to appoint yet another committee, code named Labour Advisory Committee, to investigate and recommend measures to be implemented to redress the situation. The medical officers in Masaka hospitals, where migrant labourers were treated in large numbers, were in the forefront to urge the state to look into the conditions of migrant labour. The medical officer of Mengo, among others, drew attention to the appalling state of health of the majority of « these itinerant labourers », most of whom were, in his view, living below subsistence level and many at starvation level. In fact to the committee, the situation was so bad that they did not hesitate to recommend to the state thus :
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