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This is a narration of the harrowing torture which I was subjected to when I was arrested on 28th December 2021 on orders of Gen. Muhoozi Kainerugaba, the commander land forces and also son to despot Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, president of the Republic of Uganda.




We took our legitimate frustrations to the streets,


and they called us violent.


we were shot at with impunity.


teargassed and murdered. Imprisoned.


A law was introduced,


called public order management Act,


to criminalize freedom of assembly.


We took our nonviolent opinions to social media.


They branded us extremists


Yet we are only extremely angry.


Then they called it hate speech.


Hating oppressors is not hate speech.


It is blowing off steam.


You want to murder, torture, force us into exile


and when we protest


You say it is hate speech?


Poem by Kakwenza, 2023




For my children; the Kakwenzas




Tolerance will reach such a level that intelligent people shall be banned from thinking so as not to offend the imbeciles.


Dostoyevsky


We live in a time where intelligent people are being silenced so that stupid people won't be offended.


Unknown




FOREWORD


BY PROF. HELEN EPSTEIN


In Uganda, night dancers are ordinary people who become possessed by evil spirits. In the wee hours, they wake up, throw off their clothes and run around naked. Sometimes they eat corpses and cast spells on living people. I first heard about night dancers decades ago when I was working at Uganda’s main referral hospital and teaching at a university there. Most of the Ugandans I knew joked about night dancers, the way we in the west tease children about ghosts. But some people seemed to believe they really existed.


I’d forgotten about night dancers until I read the work of the award winning novelist, lawyer, human rights activist, torture survivor and PEN honoree Kakwenza Rukirabashaija. He’s written three books: a novel satirizing the rise of Ugandan dictator Gen. Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, now in his 37th year in power; a memoir about being tortured for writing that novel, and The Savage Avenger, an account of being tortured again for tweets referring to Museveni’s son General Muhoozi Kainerugaba as an “obese inebriated curmudgeon”. Together these books provide a valuable introduction to Uganda’s current politics - if what goes on under such a ruthless regime can be considered that.


The Greedy Barbarian, published in 2020, recounts the life story of Kayibanda, son of a commercial sex worker and grandson of a night dancer, who grows up to become the cruel war-mongering ruler of a fictional African country. His story bears many resemblances to Museveni’s. Like Kayibanda, Museveni is rumored to have been born outside Uganda and raised by an impoverished pastoralist stepfather. Like Kayibanda’s, Museveni’s education was sponsored by a prominent Ugandan elder, whom he later betrayed; like Kayibanda, Museveni is rumored to have had a multifaceted sex life, such that the identity of his son Muhoozi’s mother is subject to speculation; like Kayibanda, Museveni is believed to imagine himself an heir to the Chwezi, an ancient clan of tall and lanky mystical warrior kings who ruled over much of modern day Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, northern Tanzania, eastern Congo and South Sudan and were said to be so fearsome they wore fringe over their eyes because if you looked right into them you’d shrivel up and die. Like Kayibanda, Museveni worked briefly for Uganda’s intelligence services, was later appointed defense minister, ran for Parliament, lost mightily, seized power anyway through an insurgency, declared he would not inflict violence on his own people and then proved to be even crueler than his predecessors. Like Kayibanda’s, Museveni’s security forces have rigged elections, tortured and killed members of the political opposition, instigated civil war and launched brutal rebellions in neighboring countries where the Chwezi are said to have once held sway. Like Kayibanda, Museveni has presided over colossal corruption, wrecked a promising economy and trapped his nation in debt. Like Kayibanda, Museveni has enjoyed the support of the World Bank and international donor nations, including the United States, United Kingdom and European Union members, whose diplomats smile and fistbump with him before the cameras as though they themselves had been bewitched by the Ugandan head of state.


In order to appreciate Rukirabashaija’s wit, it’s essential to understand the extreme politeness of Ugandan culture. You feel it at once, as soon as you step off the plane or cross the border. Practically everyone is charming, humble and kind and tries to be helpful. Even Museveni’s goons are polite, except when in the process of torturing someone or shooting into a peaceful crowd with impunity.


Good manners are part indigenous custom, part legacy of colonialism. Once the dirty work of conquest was accomplished, the British who ruled Uganda from the 1890s to 1962 relaxed the color bar far more than in their other African possessions. Missionaries sipped sherry with elite Ugandans in their private quarters, and the governor invited them on hunting trips and entertained them at tea and cocktail parties.


In this genteel atmosphere, rudeness became a political weapon for pro-independence Ugandans. In response to a dinner invitation from an Anglican Bishop, one rebellious Ugandan responded with eighteen pages of vitriol, accusing the Bishop of helping the British steal Uganda’s land and minerals.


This is the tradition to which Greedy Barbarian belongs. Rukirabashaija and a growing number of other Ugandan writers and artists, including the redoubtable academic Stella Nyanzi, who, in one of her poems likened Museveni to “a pair of buttocks” - use rudeness not just as political entertainment, but as a courageous form of dissent.


Greedy Barbarian was an instant hit in Uganda, until the regime banned it and pulped every copy in the bookstores. For Museveni, the book was unpardonable lese majeste, and Rukirabashaija soon found himself in the custody of Uganda’s Chieftaincy of Military Intelligence (CMI). For over a week, he was detained in a “safe house” - one of an unknown number of secret, ungazetted torture chambers around the country. There, he was forced to lick the filthy floor of an interrogation room, had his head stuck in a full toilet and was beaten so badly that his eyes and kidneys were damaged. He was then injected with unknown substances, waterboarded, forced to kneel on gravel until his knees bled and fed beans containing weevils.


Rukirabashaija’s plight attracted attention outside of Uganda, and he was eventually released. Banana Republic: Where Writing is Treasonous, a non-fiction account of his torture ordeal appeared in 2020, upon which he was arrested and beaten once again.


Then, in December of 2021, came the “obese inebriated curmudgeon” tweet concerning Museveni’s son Muhoozi. At the time tensions with neighboring Rwanda were high, and Muhoozi, who envisions himself as Uganda’s future leader, had been tasked with trying to de-escalate the situation by negotiating with Rwanda’s leader Paul Kagame. Rukirabashaija is tall and thin and looks a bit Rwandan. He had also traveled to Rwanda from time to time. Muhoozi seems to have concluded that he was a Rwandan spy, on a mission to undermine the Uganda-Rwanda detente. Hence another round of torture ensued.


This time, Rukirabashaija was abducted by Uganda’s Special Forces Command (or SFC) - an elite military unit that operates outside of Ugandan law under the control of Museveni’s family. SFC officers have received training from high level US military commanders and carry sophisticated Israeli weapons, including Uzis, Tavors and Galil-Ace rifles. But their treatment of Rukirabashaija was weirdly low tech. Armed with pliers, operatives plucked chunks of skin from the author’s back, thighs, arms and other body parts. Then they took him to meet Muhoozi, who patiently explained the benefits of using his literary gifts to praise the regime, instead of criticizing it.


None of this surprised me. Countless Ugandans have been subject to even worse abuses at the hands of Uganda’s security forces. But what took me aback is that Muhoozi’s goons also forced Rukirabashaija to dance all night with a jerrycan of water on his head. As I read this, those night dancer stories from decades ago came back to me. The symbols and rituals of this part of Africa are truly mysterious. Was Muhoozi trying to turn Rukirabashaija into an evil night dancer like himself? Or did Muhoozi believe Rukirabashaija already was a night dancer, putting curses on the ruling family? Whatever Muhoozi and his goons were up to, it was not successful. Their prisoner managed to flee and now lives in Europe with his wife and children.


What Uganda’s rulers don’t get is that clobbering words is impossible. As long as there is a pen left on earth, anger, sorrow, laughter and cries will slip under every doorway, and between the bars of every prison. They will escape every hammer, and cross every border, even if the authors are no longer around. In this way, they are truly supernatural.
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Prof. Helen Epstein is a visiting professor of human rights and global public health at Bard College. She is the author of Another Fine Mess, a book that brilliantly exposes the bloody results of America's exclusive diplomatic relationship with Uganda's President Yoweri Museveni.


UNSHAKABLE


What is freedom to write without a right to describe things in their veridicality and sincerity? Without a right to describe someone’s unfeigned physical appearance? Without describing someone’s bona fide behavior? Without describing the dictatorship, oppression, greed, cataclysm, pogrom, inhuman treatment, unlivable conditions imposed onto us by our leaders? Without such freedom, savage leaders and their chamchas grow unclipped feathers and society sinks into the abyss of imbroglio. Freedom to write is the beginning of real freedom, and denying writers this freedom is the beginning of anarchy.


Leaders with absolute power that cannot use it to improve the lives of their countrymen but instead use it to loot, plunder and practice savagery, hate the idea of writers diagnosing their disingenuousness, as far as honoring the social contract between them and the electorate is concerned. Social protest literature has a way it diagnoses, professionally, the imbecility of savage despots to the understanding of everyone. It is the wind that blows off the robe of hypocrisy for people to see hidden streaks of misanthropy that shapes their power. No despot has ever won a war against writers. King Leopold’s plunder of Congo and murder of 10 million Congolese was exposed by writers like Willian Henry Shepherd, George Washington Williams, E.D Morel and several others. All these writers never capitulated to threats and the mighty power of their pen was triumphant.
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The troubles between the Ugandan state and I began when I published my debut novel, The Greedy Barbarian. It was meant to shine a beam of light into the hellholes of impunity for readers to see what we are encapsulated in as a country. Before that, the state had not minded about me. I was not a threat and my humble home had never been besieged by the military. It was a month after publishing it that my home turned into a barracks. When I came out of prison, I narrated the dreadful torture I endured inside the Chieftaincy of Military Intelligence (CMI) dungeons, in another book, Banana Republic – Where Writing is Treasonous. Then I was picked up again and tortured and charged bogusly with “inciting violence and promoting sectarianism”.


I did not give up even when the state bought off all my books from the shelves and threatened to pull them down from Amazon where I was selling them to the outside world.


The president must have been deceived by his unintelligent intelligence team that to silence me, they would send me a pulchritudinous damsel to do the job. After a while, I received a phone call from a lady who identified herself as Jojo. She asked to meet me for lunch and asked that I carry my debut novel. I asked whether she had read Banana Republic - my torture memoir - and she answered in affirmative. So that meant that she came to know about the former after reading the latter. The day came and we met - in the alfresco side of Café Javas, Kamwokya. I autographed for her the book and she pulled out a wad of crispy yellow notes from her purse and handed me UGX300,000, and also paid for the whole bill of what we consumed. When I asked why she had to pay all that for a novel of UGX50,000, she retorted that she is rich and that she was buying me Namaqua Wine as her kind and eleemosynary consolation for all the horror I went through. Jojo told me that she was 33-years (my age-mate then), though she looked younger. She had that youthful and exuberant sparkle of about 24-years. Her radiant, glistening and spotless thighs and beauty were a sore sight for my ogling eyes.


I hadn’t saved her number yet, but I saved it proudly that evening. She would call often to check on me, caring like we had known each other for long, or like we were dating. But I played elusive and lackadaisical, wondering what her intentions were.


After a month without meeting again, Jojo asked me out to lunch. But I told her that I was in the countryside and busy at the Court lumbering with state-inspired persecution. She asked me when I would be in Kampala and I reluctantly promised her that I would call as soon as I got into the city.


Jojo and I would often engage in coquetry chats and, as a matter of confession, she was beginning to move me. I began longing to talk to her. I blame myself for leading her on and giving her audience to entangle me. When I met Jojo on a Tuesday for lunch, she asked me what I did for a living and how much I earned. I told her and she laughed at me with a lot of spite on her face. “How do you survive on such a picayune salary, Kakwenza?” She asked with concern. I was reticent because I felt like she was mocking my pecuniary misfortune that was temporary. I was even ashamed of the British tailored suits I would wear all the time. Her laughter reeked schadenfreude.


She asked if she could get me a good job and of course I answered in affirmative. I flinched like a surprised toad when she mentioned that I would be earning ten times more than I was earning. That night I didn’t sleep. I thought that my life was going to switch from destitution to riches in just a fortnight. The whole time, I was thinking about paying off my debts in a few months of working and buying land for farming high value crops. We shared a lot from lunch time up to 8pm. When I excused myself to leave, she offered to drive me home in her ML Benz, but I turned down the offer saying that I had a car – which kind of discombobulated her. She wore an exasperated face as she bid me goodbye. I drove home and she also drove the opposite direction.


After two weeks, I began to realize that Jojo was setting me up for something cruel. Thanks to Ruhanga and my ancestors for they blessed me with a sixth sense premonition of imminent disaster. The job she had gotten for me, I would earn ten times indeed, plus enjoying other privileges attached to it, with a proviso that she would get for me a fully furnished house, of which she would have exclusive possession of the keys and I would not be allowed to have visitors. And that she would check in anytime of the night.


It came to my attention that her phone number wasn’t even registered (I checked using mobile money) and upon googling her name or even searching on Facebook, the process was fruitless. The number wasn’t even on WhatsApp.


Jojo had told me that her other name was Nakachwa, but she looked and spoke English like a Munyarwanda.


The last time we met, I attempted to be a detective by stealthily taking a picture of her. I picked my phone from the pocket, feigned a phone call and while carrying the device to the ear, clicked the camera and perfunctorily took a picture of her. Like a commando in the detective Hollywood movies, Jojo Nakachwa grabbed my phone. Then she deleted the photo, her number and cleared the entire call log. The speed with which she did all that is indescribable. It caused a bit of a scene and people around stared at us in shock. She grabbed her bag and walked out. I have never seen or heard from her again. She was probably a highly trained mercenary hired to finish me off without trace.


In early December 2020, I went on a holiday to Rukungiri, my ancestral home in Western Uganda, after spending a month on a sickbay in the time following my eye surgery. I received a call while I strolled about on the hill admiring nature and the sunset behind the beautiful hills of Kigezi. The voice on the other end was of a woman who had called to tell me that I was needed at State House Nakasero to meet with a big man. I had just been, a month before, announced by the English PEN as the winner of the PEN Pinter Prize for International Writer of Courage.


“I am out of Kampala and broke,” I said.


“We can arrange transport for you,” she responded.


“I have my own car and driver,” I rebutted.


“I mean, if you do not have fuel, we can send it to you via Mobile Money,” she said.


Her voice was euphonious, not because it carried the president’s message or financial relief but she spoke like those ladies who market insurance premiums and Bank loans. Even if you do not need the money or insurance cover, her magnetic voice will charm you into signing for that rubbish.
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