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LETTER 

Why mature societies 
compete on the what, not 
the who of governance 

In many post colonial societies, by contrast,politics is 
still structured around a blunt binary of government 
versus opposition. 

This framing is not accidental.It is imposed and it re­
veals something deeper.It reveals the absence of strong 
ideological anchoring.It reveals the lack of the what 
Take the United Kingdom. The CoIiservative Party is 

not merely opposition when out of power. It is a par-
ty historically committed to market economics,private 
enterprise,limited state intervention, and social tradi­
tion. When it loses an election,it does not cease to exist 
politically. It goes into intellectual renewal. 

The same is true of the Labour Party,.rooted in trade · 
unionism, social welfare, and redistribution. Their 
clashes are not about V{heth~ government should ex­
ist, but about what kind of government best serves 

. their society. 
The United States offers another clear example. Dem­

ocrats and Republicans are not oppositional by default. 
Republicans argue for small government,low taxes, de­
regulation,and individual responsibility. 
DemOcrats, on the other hand, argue for social safety 

nets,progressive taxation, and a more interventionist 
state. That is why,when power shifts,governance does 
not necessarily stall. 
Policies change direction, but the state continues to 

function because the contest is or was about ideas, not 
obstruction. 
Gennany takes this even further:Parties such as the 

Christian Democrats, Social Democrats, Greens, and 
Free Democrats routinely form coalitions across ideo­
logical lines. In this system, opposition is not an idffiti­
ty.A p~inay oppose a policy today and co govern to­
morrow. 

What makes this possible is that each party arrives at 
the table with a clear ideological cQrnPass of the what, 
not merely a desire to frustrate or oppose the incum­
bent. 
Even in Scandinavia, often cited for political stability, 

social democrats, conservatives,and hberals disagree 
sharply on ideas. Citizens understand what each party 
stands for. Voting there is usually a choice between com­
peting futures,not a protest against the present. 

Contrast this with our politics. Emphasis is placed on 
who governs rather than on what ideas they bring to 
the table. Political identity is not"we ~eve inX,"but 
"we are against Y."This creates a perverse incentive 
structure. SUccess is measured not by the quality of al­
ternative ideas, but by the ability to slow,delegitimise, 
or paralyse government action. 
The result is a politics of reaction rather than construc- • 

tion.Budgets are opposed not because they are flawed, 
but because they originate from the other side. 

Reforms are resisted not because better alternatives 
exist, but because obstruction itselfbecomes proof of 
relevance. In some cases, the collapse or failure of the 
state is welcom~ ifit weakens those in power. 
Let me remind all who read this that demotracy is not 

sustairied by opposition alone. It is sustained by produc­
tive disagreement, ~ rival answers to the same funda­
mental questions. 
How should wealth be created and distnbuted? What 

is the role of the state? How much freedom should mar­
kets have? How do we balance security and liberty? 
Where these questions are taken seriously, opposition 

sharpens governance. Where they are ignored, opposi­
tion hollows it out. 
The lesson is not that opposition is bad. Opposition -

without ideas is noise, while opposition grounded in 
ideology is progress. 
The maturation of any society should therefore be 

marked by a shift in political imagination. From see­
ing politics as a battlefield between enemies to under­
standing it as a contest between visions. When that shift 
finally happens,elections will stop being existential 
crises and become what they should be: peaceful mo­
ments of choice about the future. 
Until then,politics remains trapped in the shallow cy­

cle of government versus opposition. We remain locked 
in the narrow language of opposition, forever opposing, 
rarely proposing, and ultimately delaying the very na­
tional progress we claim to seek 

Crispin Kaheru, 
Memberofthe Uganda Human Rights Commission 
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Uganda's elections are often 
discussed through the familiar . 
vocabulary of irregularities: In­
timidation, militarisation, bal­
lot stuffing, voter bribery, and 

. contested results. 
These are serious concerns. 

Poll process: Why are 
we still using basins? . 

. • I gality. Campaign activities are 
But beneath the headline con­
troversies lies a quieter, almost 

. embarrassing question that 
rarely receives sustained atten­
tion: Why,in 2026, are Ugandans 
still voting from plastic basins? 
This is not a metaphor. Across 

the country, ball~ts are routine­
ly ticked from open plastic-ba­
sins, and cast into· transpar­
ent containers, occasionally la­
belled, often not 
In an era of biometric verifica­

tion, digital transmission of re- , 
sults, and electronic voter regis­
ters, Uganda's most sacred dem­
ocratic act still ends in house­
hold plasticware. 

The issue is not merely aes­
thetic.lt is institutional, symbol­
ic,and deeply political. 

At its core, the use of basins re­
flects the absence of electoral se­
riousness. Elections are meant 
to inspire confidence- among 
voters, candidates, and observ­
ers- that the process is credible 
even when outcomes are dis­
puted 

The tools of voting matter be­
cause they signal intent A state 
that invests in secure ballot 
boxes, tamper-proof seals, and 
standardised. polling infrastruc­
ture communicates respect for 
the voter and for the process. 

A state that relies on basins 
communicates improvisation, 
indifference, or worse, conveni­
ence. 

it can certainly procure dura­
ble, standardised. voting booths. 
Cost, therefore, is not the bind­
ing constraint Political will is. 

Defenders argue that basins 
are cheap, readily available, and 
functional. But this argument 
collapses under minimal scruti­
ny. Uganda has conducted elec­
tions continuously for near­
ly four decades. lf the state can 
procure teargas,armoured vehi­
cles, biometric kits (which failed 
to work on presidential and par­
liamentary elections thus ren­
deringthis whole article ajoke 
but someone's.gotta say it) and 
campaign logistics nationwide, 

The basin also undermines 
the secrecy of the ballot, one of 
the most fundam~ntal prin­
ciples of democratic voting. In . 
many polling stations, ballots 
are ticked from open basins . 
that are visible to polling offi-

. cials, party agents, and some- . 
times security personnel. 
In a political environment al­

ready saturated with fear and 
surveillance, this visibility is 
not neutral. It reinforces vot­
er self-censorship and weakens 
the notion offree choice. 

... ... , 1'l'U~' heavily regulated,sometimes vi-

More troubling still is the ba­
sin's role in normalising elec­
toral fragility. When citizens re­
peatedly vote using makeshift 
equipment, they internalise the 
idea that elections are inherent­
ly chaotic, provisional, and un-
serious. 

This breeds apathy. Why de­
fend a process that does not 
even bother to defend itself? 
Why believe in outcomes pro­
duced through systems that 
look temporary, negotiable, and 
easily manipulated? 

There is also a symbolic con­
tradiction at play. Uganda's elec­
toral authorities frequently em­
phas:ise ord~ discipline, and Ie-

olently so. Yet the state appears 
remarkably relaxed about the 
physical integrity of the'Vote it­
self.The b~ becomes an em­
blem of misplaced priorities: 
maximum force before voting, 
minimum care during voting. 

Globally,elections are rituals of 
: legitimacy. Their power lies not 

only in counting votes but in 
persuading citizens that count­
inghas meaning. 

Infrastructure is part of that 
persuasion. From indelible ink 
to sealed ballot boxes and vot­
ing booths, every material de­
tail communicates trustworthi­
ness. Uganda's reliance on ba­
sins does the opposite:It visual­
ly reinforces the suspicion that 
elections are procedural per­
formances rather than genuine 
competitions. 

Importantly, abandoning ba­
sins will not, by itself, solve 
Uganda's electoral criSis. Tech­
nology can be abused, systems 
can be compromised, and fraud 
can migrate. But process cred­
ibility is cumulative. It begins 
with basics. No democracy seri­
ous about refunD. begins by cut­
ting comers at the ballot box,lit­
erally. 

As Ugandans debate elector­
al refonn, constitutionalism., 
and political-transition, the ba­
sin should not be dismissed as 
a minor detail. It is a quiet con­
fession. It tells us that while we 
loudly argue about results, we 
have silently accepted a system 
that refuses to modernise the 

, vote itself 
Until wetake electionS serious­

ly enough to retire the basJP.. we 
should not be surprised when 
voters, too,struggle to takethem 
seriously. 

, Simon P BbaaJe, 
p.simon.bbaaJe@gmaiJ.com 

Do you have'a retirement savings plan? 

Thereza Nanozi, 
Media Trainer 
I stopped saving with NSSF 
20 years ago when I was still 
in regular employment In 
consultancy, the money isn't 
regular, I opted to save with 
the village Saccos. 

AbdulBusama, 
I used to contnbute to NSSF 
when! worked with Uganda 
Breweries between 1988 and 
1991,thenIjoinedAgaKhan 
Education Services between 
1995 and 1997. Since then I 
haven't worked again. 

catherine Kahoa Mutesi, 
Housewife 
I just started saving recent­
ly. I save with an insurance 
company.I amhappywith 
their interest rates. 
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