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Abstract:

With its roots in Uganda's colonial past, post-independence governance, and current political economy,
the land question has persisted throughout the nation's history. This essay uses political theory to
critically analyze Uganda’s land issue, concentrating on the connections between the state, justice,
governance, and land ownership. The study examines how power relations, governmental frameworks,
and historical injustices influence land distribution and access by drawing on influential political
theorists like Antonio Gramsci, Karl Marx, Michel Foucault, and John Rawils. It also explores current
land reform discussions, emphasizing the effects of land use on the environment, gender-based land
exclusion, and the implications of land as a commodity. According to the analysis, Uganda still faces
unsolved issues like elite land concentration, land commodification, and gender-based differences in
land ownership despite legal reforms. In the end, this essay makes the case for a more comprehensive
strategy for land reform that combines political theory with workable answers meant to right historical
wrongs, advance social justice, and encourage sustainable growth.
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1. Introduction

In addition to being a significant socioeconomic issue, Uganda's land question is also a very political one,
influenced by both historical legacies and current governance dynamics. Power dynamics, inequality, and
systemic exclusion have had a significant impact on Uganda'’s land distribution from the colonial era to current
issues. During the colonial era, land was reframed as a resource under the control of the state and elites, which
consolidated power in a small number of hands and marginalized indigenous communities. The fight for fair
land distribution has persisted as a result of this legacy. According to academics like Nkrumah (1965) and
Mamdani (1996), land is more than just a resource, but a type of political authority that, in post-colonial
societies, sets the parameters for social, economic, and political engagement. This study uses theories of
justice, particularly those proposed by Rawls (1971), to analyze Uganda's land issue from a fairness
perspective. It also looks at how the land tenure system might be changed to address disparities. Additionally,
incorporating critical viewpoints from Foucault (1979) on power structures, Gramsci (1971) on hegemony,
and Marx (1867) on commodification enhances our comprehension of the factors influencing land access,
ownership, and control.

2. Historical Background and Colonial Heritage

In Uganda, land tenure and distribution were significantly impacted by the colonial era. The indigenous
population had little access to land because of policies implemented by the British colonial government that
gave settler agriculture priority. The Buganda Agreement of 1900, which gave the colonial government and
its local allies vast swaths of land while uprooting indigenous communities, formalized this concentration of
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land in the hands of a select few (Mamdani, 1996). Colonial land policies turned land from a shared resource
into a commodity that colonial elites could exploit, as Marx (1867) contended. This supports Fanon's (1961)
theory that colonialism's effects endure long after independence, especially through systems that uphold
inequality. In a similar vein, Marx (1867) highlighted how colonialism was used to increase the economic and
political power of elites and transform land into a resource that could be used for financial gain. Since
independence, these systems have mostly not changed, and a small, elite group still owns the majority of the
land.

This lingering colonial legacy is reflected in Uganda's ongoing land struggles, where marginalized groups—
particularly women, rural communities, and indigenous peoples—continue to face obstacles in securing land
rights comparable to those of elites and foreign investors. The possibility of significant land reform in Uganda
is still threatened by this persistent historical injustice.

3. The Politics of Land and Political Economy

The intricate relationships between societal power dynamics, market forces, and state policies are revealed by
Uganda'’s political economy of land. Understanding Uganda's land problem requires an understanding of how
land is turned into a commodity. According to Marx (1867), under capitalism, land is not viewed as a resource
for the common good but rather as an economic asset that is exchanged in markets. In Uganda, where land is
increasingly the focus of large-scale agricultural enterprises and foreign investments, this process has
accelerated.

According to Borras and Franco (2010), land grabbing—the practice of multinational firms purchasing or
leasing sizable tracts of land—has grown to be a serious problem in Uganda, especially in industries like
mining and agriculture. Local farmers have been displaced as a result of this trend, particularly in rural areas
where they frequently lack the legal safeguards necessary to protect their land from influential commercial
interests. This commodification of land is greatly aided by the state. The Ugandan government has encouraged
land dispossession and justified these practices as necessary for the country's development through neoliberal
policies that place a high priority on economic growth and foreign investment.

A helpful framework for comprehending how political elites uphold control over land is Antonio Gramsci's
(1971) theory of hegemony. According to Gramsci, hegemony is attained when dominant classes create the
ideological justifications for these power structures in addition to controlling political and economic power.
In Uganda, the government legitimizes land reforms and land dispossession that disproportionately benefit
elites by promising economic growth. The political elite stifles dissent and keeps their hold on power by
portraying land reforms as a tool for growth and development. The deep divisions in Ugandan society are
further exacerbated by the commaodification of land and political manipulation, which turns land from a
resource for the common good into a weapon for social inequality and political control.

4. Political Theory: Land Ownership, Sovereignty, and Justice

A rich lens through which to view Uganda's land reform process is provided by political theory. According to
John Rawls (1971), a just society is one in which the least advantaged members of society gain from the
distribution of resources. Understanding the need for land reform in Uganda, where marginalized groups—
particularly women, rural communities, and ethnic minorities—have historically been denied access to and
ownership of land, requires an understanding of the justice as fairness principle. Applying Rawls' framework
to land reform in Uganda would entail that policies should try to redistribute land in a way that enhances the
lives of the most disadvantaged. But the issue of sovereignty, which Michel Foucault (1979) raised,
complicates this.

The issue of sovereignty, which Michel Foucault (1979) tackles with his concept of power/knowledge,
complicates this, though. According to Foucault, the state controls knowledge about land use, ownership, and
rights in addition to using physical force to control land. Alternative, community-based land knowledge
systems that represent the customs and values of local communities are frequently excluded by the state's
control over land policy and the legal frameworks that support it.

This epistemic injustice has led to policies in Uganda that favor market-driven, Western-style land tenure
systems over indigenous land management techniques. The idea of epistemic injustice is further developed
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by Fricker (2007), who contends that marginalized groups' experiences and insights become invisible when
they are not included in the creation of knowledge. This implies that, in Uganda, women and rural
communities are routinely left out of conversations about land governance, even though they possess
important knowledge about sustainable land use practices. In order to allow communities to actively engage
in land governance, a more inclusive approach to land reform would acknowledge the significance of both
formal legal systems and indigenous knowledge systems.

Policies in Uganda that prioritize market-driven, Western-style land tenure systems over traditional land
management practices are the result of this epistemic injustice. Fricker (2007) expands on the concept of
epistemic injustice by arguing that when marginalized groups are excluded from the process of knowledge
creation, their experiences and insights become invisible. This suggests that, despite their significant
knowledge of sustainable land use practices, women and rural communities in Uganda are frequently excluded
from discussions about land governance. A more inclusive approach to land reform would recognize the
importance of both formal legal systems and indigenous knowledge systems in order to enable communities
to actively participate in land governance.

5. Epistemology: Comprehending Power, Knowledge, and Property Ownership

Understanding how knowledge shapes Uganda's land policies requires an understanding of Foucault's (1979)
theory of power and knowledge. The state dominates the conversation about land in Uganda, frequently using
legalese and technical jargon to frame land policies that disregard indigenous and local knowledge. The state's
disregard for traditional land tenure systems, which have been used for generations to uphold sustainable land
use practices, is a clear example of this epistemic injustice.

Epistemic injustice, according to Fricker (2007), happens when some groups are excluded from the process
of producing knowledge, which results in their exclusion from land decision-making. This is especially true
in Uganda, where women and indigenous groups have long been left out of land governance despite having a
thorough understanding of sustainable land use.

One of the main problems with Uganda's land reform process is the exclusion of indigenous knowledge.
Communal land use systems that prioritize group stewardship of the land are frequently used by communities.
These customs have been carried down through the generations and are based on a thorough understanding
of regional ecosystems. However, Western legal and economic models of land ownership, which emphasize
individual ownership and market exchange, frequently override these knowledge systems. Uganda's land
policies need to be changed to incorporate both formal legal frameworks and indigenous knowledge systems
in order to address this epistemic injustice. This strategy would guarantee more inclusive and sustainable land
management practices while acknowledging the knowledge of local communities. Additionally,
acknowledging indigenous knowledge would enable underrepresented groups—especially women—to claim
their land rights and take part in decision-making.

6. Additional Discussion: Handling Uganda's Land Issue in the Twenty-First Century

The growing value of land as a result of Uganda's economic integration with the rest of the world raises
important issues regarding justice, sovereignty, and ownership. Multinational firms' explosive expansion in
Uganda, especially in the agricultural and extractive industries, has resulted in extensive land grabs, uprooting
local communities to make room for massive projects. Borras and Franco (2010) draw attention to the
detrimental effects of land grabbing, such as the loss of food sovereignty, the eroding of communal land rights,
and the uprooting of smallholder farmers. Due to their preference for foreign investment over local community
needs, these trends call into question the moral underpinnings of Uganda's land reform policies.

A convincing framework for assessing Uganda’s land reform policies is offered by Amartya Sen's (1999)
capabilities approach. This strategy focuses not only on land distribution but also on the wider skills required
for people to live satisfying lives, highlighting the significance of enabling individuals and communities to
exercise their rights and manage their resources. Therefore, land reform in Uganda should not only concentrate
on land redistribution but also on establishing a supportive atmosphere that allows marginalized communities
to exert significant control over their land and means of subsistence.

1IJIRMPS2504232700 Website: www.ijirmps.org Email: editor@ijirmps.org 3



https://www.ijirmps.org/

Volume 13 Issue 4 @ Jul - Aug 2025 IJIRMPS | ISSN: 2349-7300

7. Final thoughts
To sum up, the land issue in Uganda is extremely complicated and has been influenced by political economy
dynamics, historical injustices, and epistemic exclusion. Beyond merely redistributing land, Uganda's land
reform process must also address the historical and social injustices that have existed since colonial times.
This paper has argued that land reform in Uganda needs to be equitable, inclusive, and sustainable by
combining theories of justice, sovereignty, and epistemology. Indigenous knowledge systems must be
acknowledged and incorporated into the state's role in land governance in order to give marginalized groups—
especially women and rural communities—a significant voice in land decision-making. In the end, land
reform in Uganda needs to empower underprivileged groups, making land a tool for social justice,
sustainability, and empowerment in addition to being a resource for economic growth.
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