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Topic 12: Sovereignty and Constitutionalism in East Africa (S6/4)

Competency: The learner demonstrates an understanding of the concepts of sovereignty
and constitutionalism by examining the role of parliament, the press and media to
appreciate their contribution to democracy, good governance and respect for human rights
in East Africa.

12.1 The Concepts of Sovereignty and Constitutionalism

Sovereignty

Sovereignty refers to the supreme authority of a state to govern itself without external
interference. It’s the idea that a state has full control over its internal affairs, laws, and
institutions.

Key Features:

e Supreme Power: The state has ultimate decision-making authority.

e Territorial Control: Sovereignty applies within defined borders.

e Legal Independence: No external body can override a sovereign state's laws.

e Popular Sovereignty: In democratic systems, sovereignty lies with the people, who
delegate power to elected representatives.

Historical Roots:
¢ Developed by thinkers like Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes, who emphasized the need
for a central authority to maintain order.

¢ In modern democracies, sovereignty is often limited by constitutional law and
international obligations.
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Constitutionalism

Constitutionalism is the principle that government authority is derived from and limited by
a body of fundamental laws—a constitution.

Key Features:

e Rule of Law: All individuals and institutions, including the government, are subject to the
law.

e Separation of Powers: Divides government into branches (executive, legislative, judicial)
to prevent abuse of power.

e Checks and Balances: Ensures no branch becomes too powerful.

e Protection of Rights: Constitutions often enshrine civil liberties like freedom of speech,
equality, and due process.

Why It Matters:

e Prevents tyranny and arbitrary rule.
e Promotes accountability and transparency.
e Ensures that sovereignty is exercised within legal and ethical boundaries.

Relationship between the Two

¢ Sovereignty without constitutionalism can lead to authoritarianism.

e Constitutionalism without sovereignty lacks enforceability and legitimacy.

¢ In modern states, constitutional sovereignty means the people are the ultimate source
of power, but that power is exercised through a legal framework.

12.2 The Will of the People and the Powers of Parliament
Role of Parliament of Uganda

The Parliament of Uganda plays a central role in the country’s governance, acting as the
legislative arm of government and a key institution for democratic accountability. Its
responsibilities are grounded in Article 79 of the Constitution of Uganda, and extend across
lawmaking, oversight, and representation. Here's a breakdown of its core functions:

Legislation

(i) Making Laws: Parliament enacts laws for peace, order, development, and good
governance of Uganda.

(ii) Amending the Constitution: It has the authority to propose and pass constitutional
amendments.

(iii) Pre-legislative Scrutiny: Committees review bills before they are debated, ensuring
relevance and feasibility.
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Budgetary Oversight

(iv) Approving National Budget: Parliament gives legislative sanction to taxation and
acquisition of loans.

(v) Scrutinizing Expenditure: It examines government spending plans and ensures public
funds are used effectively.

(vi) Monitoring Implementation: Members track how government programs and
projects are executed.

Executive Oversight

(vii)  Holding Government Accountable: Through questions, motions, and committee
investigations, Parliament checks the actions of the executive.

(viii)  Transparency & Accountability: It ensures that public institutions operate within the
law and serve citizens fairly.

Representation

(ix) Voice of the People: Members of Parliament (MPs) represent the interests and
concerns of their constituents.

(x) Public Engagement: MPs consult with citizens, bring their issues to national
attention, and advocate for local development.

Safeguarding Democracy

(xi) Protecting the Constitution: Parliament defends constitutional principles and
promotes democratic governance.

(xii)  Promoting Human Rights: It enacts laws and policies that uphold civil liberties and
social justice.

How parliament represents the will of the people
The Parliament of Uganda represents the will of the people by acting as their voice in
national decision-making. Through elected Members of Parliament (MPs), citizens influence

laws, policies, and budget allocations that directly shape their daily lives. Here's how this
representation works—and how it tangibly impacts Ugandans:
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1. Representation through Elected MPs: Every Ugandan constituency elects an MP to
speak on their behalf. MPs gather concerns from their communities and raise them in
parliamentary debates, motions, and committee sessions.

For example, MPs from Karamoja have consistently advocated for increased funding for
food security and infrastructure in the region, leading to targeted government
interventions.

2. Law-Making that reflects Public Needs: Parliament passes laws that address social,
economic, and cultural issues affecting citizens.

Example:

(i) The Domestic Violence Act (2010) was passed after years of advocacy by civil society
and MPs, providing legal protection for victims and raising awareness nationwide.

(i) The Public Health (Amendment) Bill, debated during the COVID-19 pandemic,
included provisions for disease control and public safety based on citizen feedback
and expert input.

3. Budget Approval and Resource Allocation: Parliament scrutinizes and approves the
national budget, ensuring funds are directed to priority areas like education, health, and

roads.

Example:

(i) MPs pushed for increased funding to the Universal Primary Education (UPE)
program, improving access to schooling for children in rural areas.

(ii) The Parliamentary Committee on Health advocated for more resources to

combat malaria and maternal mortality, leading to expanded health programs.

4. Oversight and Accountability: Parliament holds government agencies accountable for
service delivery and corruption.

Example:

(i) The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) investigates misuse of public funds and
recommends disciplinary action, helping protect taxpayer money.

(ii) MPs have summoned ministers over delayed road projects, prompting faster
implementation and transparency.
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5. Public Engagement and Advocacy: Parliament conducts public hearings and consults
stakeholders before passing major legislation.

Example:

(i) The National Biotechnology and Biosafety Bill involved consultations with
farmers, scientists, and civil society to balance innovation with safety.

(ii) Youth and women’s groups have influenced debates on employment and gender
equality through petitions and MP engagement.

In essence, Parliament is the bridge between citizens and the state. Its decisions—from laws
to budgets—shape everything from the price of fuel to the quality of education.

Types of Parliamentary systems

Parliamentary systems come in several forms, depending on how power is distributed
between the head of state, head of government, and the legislature. While all
parliamentary systems share the principle that the executive is accountable to the
legislature, they differ in structure and function. Here's a breakdown of the main types:

1. Parliamentary Monarchy

o Definition: A system where the head of state is a monarch (king or queen), but their
role is largely ceremonial.
¢ Head of Government: The Prime Minister, who is elected by the legislature and
holds executive power.
¢ Examples:
o United Kingdom
o Sweden
o Japan
e Features:
o Monarch symbolizes national unity.
o Real political power lies with elected officials.

2. Parliamentary Republic

o Definition: A system where the head of state is a president, typically elected by
parliament or the public, but with limited powers.
o Head of Government: The Prime Minister, who leads the executive and is
accountable to parliament.
e Examples:
o Germany

o ltaly
o India
e Features:

o President may appoint the Prime Minister but cannot govern independently.

@ digitalteachers.co.ug Dr. Bbosa Science 5|Page



o Strong emphasis on legislative oversight.
3. Semi-Parliamentary System

o Definition: A hybrid system where executive power is shared between a Prime
Minister and a President, but the Prime Minister remains accountable to parliament.

¢ Examples:

o lIsrael (in certain periods)

o Some proposals in academic models
e Features:

o Attempts to balance executive stability with parliamentary accountability.

o Less common in practice.

4. Federal Parliamentary System

o Definition: A parliamentary system within a federal state, where power is divided
between national and regional governments.
o Examples:
o India
o Australia
o Canada (though technically a monarchy)
e Features:
o Regional parliaments coexist with a national parliament.
o Laws and governance vary across states or provinces.

Key Characteristics Across All Types

o Fusion of Powers: Executive and legislative branches are interconnected.

e Confidence Rule: Government must maintain the confidence of the legislature.

o Flexible Leadership: Prime Ministers can be removed by a vote of no confidence.
Unicameral and bicameral parliamentary systems
The structure of a parliament—whether unicameral or bicameral—has a major impact on
how laws are made, how citizens are represented, and how power is balanced within a
government. Let’s break down both systems clearly:
Unicameral Parliamentary System

Definition:

A unicameral system has one legislative chamber responsible for making laws, debating
policies, and overseeing the executive.

Key Features:

o All legislative duties are concentrated in a single body.
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e Members are typically elected directly by the people.
¢ Common in unitary states or smaller countries.

Advantages:

¢ Faster decision-making

e Lower administrative costs

o Simpler legislative process

e Fewer chances of legislative deadlock

Disadvantages:
¢ Limited checks and balances

¢ Risk of majority domination
e Less representation of diverse interests

Examples:
¢ Uganda
e Sweden
¢ New Zealand
e Norway
¢ China

Bicameral Parliamentary System
Definition:

A bicameral system has two legislative chambers—usually an Upper House and a Lower
House—that share lawmaking responsibilities.

Key Features:

e Laws must be approved by both chambers.

e Often used in federal states or large, diverse countries.

o Upper House may represent regions or elites; Lower House represents the general
population.

Advantages:
e More thorough debate and scrutiny of laws
e Stronger checks and balances
o Better representation of different groups or regions

Disadvantages:

o Slower legislative process
e Higher operational costs
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e Potential for gridlock between chambers
Examples:
¢ United Kingdom (House of Commons & House of Lords)
¢ India (Lok Sabha & Rajya Sabha)
¢ United States (House of Representatives & Senate)

¢ Germany (Bundestag & Bundesrat)

Quick Comparison Table

Feature Unicameral System Bicameral System
Chambers One Two (Upper & Lower)
Speed of Legislation Faster Slower but more thorough
Cost Lower Higher
Checks & Balances Limited Stronger
Representation Direct Broader (e.g., regional, elite)

12.3 Constitutionalism and the Rule of Law
Constitutionalism and the Rule of Law are two foundational pillars of democratic
governance. Though closely related, they serve distinct but complementary roles in ensuring

that power is exercised legally, fairly, and with respect for individual rights.

Constitutionalism
Constitutionalism is the principle that government authority is derived from and limited by
a constitution—a supreme legal document that outlines the structure, powers, and limits of

government.

Core Elements:

Limited Government: Leaders must operate within the bounds of the constitution.

e Separation of Powers: Divides authority among the executive, legislature, and
judiciary to prevent abuse.

e Checks and Balances: Each branch can monitor and restrain the others.

¢ Protection of Rights: Constitutions enshrine civil liberties like freedom of speech,

equality, and due process.

Why It Matters:

Constitutionalism ensures that no one—whether president, parliament, or judge—is above
the law. It's the legal framework that transforms raw power into legitimate authority.
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Rule of Law

The Rule of Law is the idea that laws—not individuals—govern society. It demands that laws
be applied equally, fairly, and transparently.

Key Principles:

o Equality before the Law: Everyone, regardless of status, is subject to the same legal
standards.

e Legal Certainty: Laws must be clear, public, and stable.

e Due Process: Legal procedures must be fair and impartial.

e Judicial Independence: Courts must be free from political influence.

Why It Matters:

The Rule of Law protects citizens from arbitrary rule and ensures that justice is not subject
to personal whims or political favoritism.

How They Interrelate

While constitutionalism provides the structure and limits of government, the Rule of Law
ensures that those structures operate fairly and consistently. Together, they:

o Safeguard democracy

e Prevent tyranny

e Promote accountability
e Uphold human dignity

12.4 The Rights of Minority Groups
The roles of different special minority groups in Uganda’s parliament

In Uganda’s Parliament, special minority groups play a crucial role in promoting inclusive
governance, protecting marginalized voices, and shaping policies that reflect the diversity of
the nation. While representation remains limited, several mechanisms and advocacy efforts
have helped amplify their presence and influence.

Who Are the Special Minority Groups?
These include:

¢ Ethnic minorities (e.g. Batwa, Benet, Lendu, Barundi, Basese)

¢ Indigenous communities

e Persons with disabilities (PWDs)

¢ Youth and women

o Religious minorities

e Sexual minorities (though not formally recognized in Parliament)
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Roles in Uganda’s Parliament

1. Advocating for Marginalized Communities: Minority MPs raise issues like land rights,
cultural preservation, and access to education and healthcare.

Example: MPs from Karamoja and West Nile have pushed for infrastructure and food
security programs tailored to their regions.

2. Shaping Inclusive Legislation: Minority representatives contribute to bills that protect
vulnerable groups, such as the Persons with Disabilities Act and Equal Opportunities
Act. They also influence debates on affirmative action and social justice.

3. Oversight and Accountability: Minority MPs participate in parliamentary committees
that monitor government programs, ensuring that marginalized communities are not left
behind. They question ministries on service delivery gaps in remote or underserved
areas.

4. Cultural and Identity Representation: MPs from indigenous groups help preserve
cultural heritage and challenge discriminatory narratives.

Example: The Lendu and Batwa communities have called for recognition of their
ancestral lands and cultural rights.

5. Policy Influence through Reserved Seats: Uganda’s Constitution provides affirmative
action under Article 32 and minority participation rights under Article 36.

Reserved seats exist for:

Persons with disabilities

Youth

Women (district-level representation)
Workers

Army (UPDF representatives)

O O O O O

Challenges Faced

¢ Limited representation: Many ethnic minorities lack direct parliamentary seats and rely
on broader advocacy.

¢ Symbolic inclusion: Some minority voices are present but lack real influence over policy
decisions.

o Stigma and discrimination: Cultural and political biases still hinder full participation.

Ongoing Advocacy

Groups like the Cross Cultural Foundation of Uganda (CCFU) and Association of Indigenous
Minority Groups (IMGs) are lobbying for:

e Dedicated parliamentary seats for ethnic minorities
e Legal reforms to protect cultural and land rights
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e Greater civic education and political empowerment

Uganda’s Parliament is slowly evolving toward more inclusive representation, but the
journey is far from complete.

12.5 Freedom of the Press and Constitutionalism
The various forms of media used in Uganda, their unique roles and significance
Uganda’s media landscape is vibrant, diverse, and deeply intertwined with its social,
political, and cultural fabric. From traditional outlets to digital platforms, each form of
media plays a unique role in informing, educating, entertaining, and empowering the public.
Here's a comprehensive breakdown:
1. Radio
Role:
e Most accessible medium, especially in rural areas.
e Broadcasts in multiple local languages, making it inclusive and culturally relevant.
e Used for public service announcements, health campaigns, and civic education.
Significance:
e With over 250 FM stations, radio is Uganda’s most widespread and influential
medium.
e Vital for reaching communities with limited electricity or internet access.
2. Television

Role:

o Offers visual storytelling, news coverage, and entertainment.
e Used for national broadcasts, political debates, and educational programming.

Significance:

e Growth driven by digital migration and increased electrification.
e Over 67 TV stations operate in Uganda, including state-run and private channels.

3. Print Media (Newspapers & Magazines)
Role:

e Provides in-depth analysis, investigative journalism, and opinion pieces.
o Covers politics, business, culture, and regional news.

Significance:
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¢ Dominated by New Vision (state-owned) and Daily Monitor (independent).
e Circulation has declined due to digital competition, but print remains influential in
urban areas.
4. Online Media & News Websites

Role:

e Delivers real-time news, multimedia content, and interactive features.
e Enables citizen journalism and alternative narratives.

Significance:

¢ Platforms like ChimpReports, PML Daily, and UgStandard offer diverse perspectives.
¢ Growing influence among youth and urban populations.

5. Social Media
Role:

¢ Facilitates public discourse, activism, and digital campaigns.
e Used by journalists, politicians, and citizens to share news and opinions.

Significance:
e Despite low penetration (only 4.3% of Ugandans use social media regularly), it
shapes urban narratives and youth engagement.
e Platforms like Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and WhatsApp are key tools for
mobilization and information sharing.
6. Magazines & Tabloids

Role:

e Focus on lifestyle, entertainment, fashion, and niche interests.
e Some tabloids also cover sensational news and gossip.

Significance:
o Titles like Bride & Groom, African Woman, and Red Pepper cater to specific
audiences.
e Contribute to cultural expression and consumer trends.
7. Community Media & Local Language Outlets

Role:

e Promote local culture, language, and grassroots issues.
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e Encourage civic participation and community development.
Significance:

e Language diversity is a hallmark of Uganda’s media, with many stations broadcasting
in Luganda, Runyankore, Luo, and other languages.
¢ Strengthens identity and inclusion across ethnic groups.

Challenges to Media in Uganda

o Digital divide: Over 95% of Ugandans remain outside the digital media space.

e Economic pressures: Declining ad revenue and rising costs threaten sustainability.

e Press freedom: Journalists face harassment and censorship, especially in political
reporting.

Uganda’s media ecosystem is a dynamic mix of tradition and innovation. Whether it’s a
village radio station or a viral tweet, each platform plays a role in shaping public life.

The role of the media in Africa’s constitutional development, analysing its impact on
public opinion, political participation, and the promotion of democratic values

The media in Africa plays a critical and evolving role in shaping constitutional development,
influencing public opinion, enhancing political participation, and promoting democratic
values. As both a watchdog and a platform for civic engagement, media outlets—traditional
and digital—have become central to Africa’s democratic journey.

1. Influencing Constitutional Development

(i)  Public Awareness & Debate: Media educates citizens about constitutional reforms,
proposed amendments, and legal rights. For example, during Kenya’s 2010
constitutional referendum, radio and TV played a key role in explaining the draft
constitution to the public.

(i) Agenda Setting: Media highlights issues like land rights, term limits, and judicial
independence, pushing them into national discourse.

(iii) Watchdog Role: Investigative journalism exposes corruption and abuse of power,
pressuring governments to uphold constitutional principles.

2. Shaping Public Opinion

(iv) Framing Political Narratives: Media coverage influences how citizens perceive
leaders, policies, and institutions. Balanced reporting can build trust; biased or
sensationalist coverage can polarize.

(v) Social Media Amplification: Platforms like Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) allow
citizens to share opinions, challenge misinformation, and mobilize around causes.
This has been especially powerful in youth-led movements like #EndSARS in Nigeria
and #FeesMustFall in South Africa.

@ digitalteachers.co.ug Dr. Bbosa Science 13| Page



(vi) Countering Disinformation: Credible media helps debunk false narratives that
threaten democratic processes, especially during elections.

3. Enhancing Political Participation

(vii) Election Coverage: Media informs voters about candidates, platforms, and voting
procedures, increasing turnout and engagement.

(viii) Civic Education: Through talk shows, documentaries, and public service
announcements, media teaches citizens about their rights and responsibilities.

(ix) Interactive Platforms: Call-in radio shows and online forums give citizens a voice in
governance, especially in rural areas where traditional media remains dominant.

4. Promoting Democratic Values

(x) Freedom of Expression: Media provides a space for dissent, debate, and
dialogue—core elements of democracy.

(xi) Pluralism & Inclusion: Diverse media outlets represent different ethnic, religious,
and political perspectives, fostering tolerance and understanding.

(xii) Accountability & Transparency: By scrutinizing government actions and amplifying
civil society voices, media strengthens democratic institutions.

Challenges to Media’s Democratic Role

(i) Repression & Censorship: In some countries, journalists face harassment, arrests,
or media shutdowns, undermining press freedom.

(i) Disinformation & Hate Speech: Unregulated digital platforms can spread harmful
content, especially during elections (e.g., Kenya 2017, Cote d’lvoire 2012).

(iii) Limited Access: Rural populations often lack internet or media literacy, reducing
their ability to engage meaningfully.

Conclusion

The media in Africa is both a driver and defender of constitutionalism and democracy. Its
ability to inform, engage, and hold power to account makes it indispensable—but only if
protected and empowered. As digital platforms grow and traditional media adapts, the

potential for deeper democratic impact is enormous.

Freedom of the Press

Freedom of the Press is the right of media organizations and individuals to gather, publish,
and disseminate information and opinions without undue interference from the state.

Key Elements:
e Access to Information: Journalists can investigate and report on public affairs.

e Protection from Censorship: Governments cannot arbitrarily suppress media
content.
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o Editorial Independence: Media outlets operate free from political or corporate
control.
o Legal Safeguards: Laws protect journalists from harassment, detention, or violence.

According to Human Rights Careers, this freedom is essential for uncovering truth, holding
power accountable, and educating the public.

Challenges in Practice

e In many African countries, including Uganda, press freedom is constitutionally
guaranteed but not always respected.

e Journalists face intimidation, arrests, and censorship, especially during elections or
political unrest.

o Digital platforms have expanded access but also introduced disinformation and
surveillance risks.

Why It Matters

Without press freedom, constitutionalism becomes hollow. And without constitutionalism,
press freedom lacks protection. Together, they:

e Strengthen democracy
e Empower citizens

e Ensure transparency

e Promote justice
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