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 | Indigenous minority groups and their 
cultural rights

The Constitution of Uganda stipulates that 
cultural values that are consistent with 
fundamental human rights and freedoms, 
human dignity, and with the Constitution may 
be developed and incorporated in all aspects 
of life. Further, all persons are equal before the 
law in all spheres of political, economic, social 
and cultural life; and under no circumstances 
should a person be discriminated against on 
account of sex, race, colour, ethnic origin, 
tribe, birth, creed or religion, social economic 
standing, political opinion or disability (The 
Constitution of Uganda, 1995). 

Reflecting these statements, as well as the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 
27), the Cross-Cultural Foundation of Uganda 
(CCFU) has since 2006 been engaged in 
various initiatives aimed at the preservation 
and promotion of the cultural heritage and the 
cultural rights of all communities in Uganda, 
with particular emphasis on indigenous minority 
groups (IMGs) whose cultural identity is little 
known and is in many cases at risk of extinction. 
As part of this effort, CCFU has undertaken, 
in collaboration with the concerned IMGs, 
the profiling of the socio-cultural aspects of 
the IMGs in the Rwenzori region, to highlight 
their distinctness and diverse identities, and to 
provide a basis for advocacy initiatives. 

Ethnicity is frequently taken to represent a 
self-claimed or subjective identity linked to a 
perception of shared ancestry as a result of 
a combination of nationality, history, cultural 
origins and at times religion (Connelly et al, 
2016). The Constitution of Uganda supports the 
promotion and preservation of those cultural 
values and practices which enhance dignity 
and wellbeing, thus recognising the importance 
of profiling ethnic minority groups. Further, the 
National Culture Policy (2006), prioritises the 
development of cultural industries, languages 
and literary arts, indigenous knowledge, 
cultural beliefs, traditions and values, visual 
arts and handicrafts, the performing arts, 
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cultural cooperation and cultural tourism for 
all cultural communities in Uganda. This sets 
a framework for profiling IMGs in Uganda, so 
that their existence continues to be recognised 
and promoted.

 | A brief overview of the Rwenzori region

The Rwenzori region refers to the geographical 
area around Mt. Rwenzori which includes the 
administrative districts of Bundibugyo, Ntoroko, 
Kabarole, Bunyangabo and Kasese. This area 
is home to 11 ethnic groups: the Bamba, 
Babwisi, Bakonzo, Batooro, Batuku, Bavanoma, 
Banyabindi, Batwa, Bagabo, Bakingwe and 
Basongora. Whereas the Bakonzo and Batooro 
are not considered as minority groups in 
the area owing to their numbers, the others 
constitute minorities, given their relative small 
numbers.

Besides the human population, the region is 
blessed with important natural features, such 
as the Rwenzori Mountain range, the Queen 
Elizabeth, Semliki, and Rwenzori National 
Parks, and lakes Edward, George and Albert. 

The people of the Rwenzori region share a 
rich cultural heritage as well as a reputation 
for being industrious. The majority Bakonzo 
people mainly till the slopes of Mt. Rwenzori, 
with coffee and banana fields extending up 
to 3000ft. up the mountain. Cocoa gardens 
abound on the Bundibugyo side of the mountain 
range. On the plains of Ntoroko adjacent to 
Lake Albert, are large herds of cattle belonging 
to the Batuku while in Nyakatonzi (next to Lake 
Edward and Queen Elizabeth National Park) are 
cattle belonging to the Basongora. The plains 
of Kasese accommodate cotton and maize 
alongside other food crops. Besides originating 
from Kasese, much of the bananas, passion 
fruits and honey sold in Ugandan markets 
come from Bunyangabu and Kabarole districts 
in the same region. While the underground is 
rich with some precious resources including 
copper, cobalt, oil and gas, the National Parks 
are blessed with some of the most sought-
after animal and bird species in the world. 
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The area has however been affected by ethnic-
related conflicts and violent clashes since 
the pre-colonial period. Prominent among 
them was the Rwenzururu rebellion (1962 – 
1982) when the Bakonzo, Bamba, Bawisi and 
Bavanoma violently resisted marginalisation 
by the Batooro in the administration of the 
Tooro kingdom which then extended along the 
mountain range. The Rwenzururu conflict has 
had a direct influence on the current trends and 
ethnic relations among the different indigenous 
communities in the Rwenzori region. 

Besides the ethnic conflicts that have persisted 
between the Basongora and Bakonzo, among 
the Bamba/Babwisi versus the Bakonzo, and 
the Batuku versus the Batooro, there are also 
conflicts between the Uganda Wildlife Authority 
(UWA) and the Bagabo, Bakingwe, Basongora, 
Batuku, Batwa and Bamba/Babwisi over areas 
from which they were displaced, without 
compensation, when the National Parks were 
established. For example, the creation of 
Queen Elizabeth National Park saw the Bagabo 
and Bakingwe displaced from the islands on 
lakes George and Edward where they lived 
before, leading to their concentration in fishing 
villages on lake shores. The Basongora were 
similarly displaced from their traditional grazing 
grounds. The creation of the Semliki National 
Park also saw the Batwa displaced from their 
traditional habitat in Matongo forest, while 
some Bamba and Babwisi lost their lands in 
Bundibugyo, just as the Batuku were displaced 
from their grazing lands in Ntoroko district. The 
creation of these protected areas came with 

restrictive regulations that forbid the displaced 
people from unimpeded and continuous access 
to their natural and cultural heritage resources 
situated within the parks.

 | CCFU’s involvement with IMGs in the 
Rwenzori

Almost since its inception, CCFU has been 
involved in the promotion of the cultural 
rights of indigenous minority groups. In an 
effort to strengthen their ability to identify, 
articulate and advocate for their key concerns, 
the Foundation supported 9 IMGs to form 
the ‘Rwenzori IMG Platform’. This platform 
developed a policy brief, highlighting cross-
cutting concerns affecting IMGs in the region: 
these included limited political representation, 
poor use of indigenous language in the school 
(“thematic”) curriculum, limited recognition of 
cultural institutions, and the effect of covid-19 
on their lives. 

This publication, profiling IMGs’ customs, 
history, and political governance, is thus meant 
to make available information that defines these 
groups’ identities and complements efforts to 
raise awareness about the plight of IMGs and 
their quest for recognition and support from 
Government and other stakeholders. This 
initiative is also meant to help IMGs overcome 
stigma and other forms of discrimination on 
the basis of ethnicity, and thus ensure that 
their cultural rights are better respected and 
their heritage sustained, despite their minority 
status.
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     B.         Introduction

 | The research and its outcome

In this publication, CCFU profiles the 9 IMGs 
in the Rwenzori region, namely the Babwisi, 
Bagabo, Bakingwe, Bamba, Banyabindi, 
Basongora, Batuku, Batwa and Bavanoma. 

This information was collected through direct 
community consultations. Face-to-face 
interviews were conducted with elders – both 
men and women, from each of the IMGs. For 
each group, the researcher was also referred 
to key informants, believed to have information 
about their culture. One should however note 
that, while this compilation provides a narrative 
of rich traditions, most of the cultural practices, 
such as religion and marriage customs, have 
been eroded because of the influence of 
foreign religions, education, intermarriages 
and exposure to different practices arising 
from population mobility.

This publication in particular provides the 
profile of the nine IMGs in the Rwenzori region 
with regard to population, location, history, 
customs, language, governance, religion and 
economic activities. The profiles also point 
out any unique aspect for each of the groups. 

A final section outlines the key concerns of 
IMGs, opportunities for collaboration and 
conclusions. 

 | Administrative status of the nine 
indigenous minority groups

Of the 9 IMGs mentioned above, the Babwisi, 
Bamba and Bavanoma subscribe to the cultural 
institution of the Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba 
(OBB). The Basongora and Banyabindi each 
have set up defined ethnic administrative 
leadership structures as cultural institutions 
and are advocating for official recognition 
by the central government. The Batuku are 
striving for similar recognition, though they 
face challenges as a section continues to 
subscribe to the Tooro cultural institution. 
The Bagabo and Bakingwe are advocating for 
recognition and inclusion in the Constitution of 
Uganda as independent ethnic groups. 

The population figures given for each of the 
ethnic groups is derived from the Uganda 
Bureau of Statistics’ national census which 
was last conducted in 2014. This therefore 
excludes any population changes that may 
have occurred in the past 7 years.
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         C.          The IMGs in the Rwenzori region
 

 1.   The Babwisi 

 | Location and status

The Babwisi are located on the slopes of Mt. 
Rwenzori, in Bundibugyo District. Some of their 
kinsfolk are found along River Lamia. They 
were estimated to number 101,112 in Uganda 
in 2014. The Babwisi are recognised and listed 
among the 65 ethnic groups registered in the 
1995 Uganda Constitution. They are closely 
related to the Batalinga, another name for the 
Babwisi in the DRC, who live along the River 
Lamya. 

 | History

Oral accounts indicate that the Babwisi 
migrated in the 16th century from Eastern 
Uganda (hence the cultural similarities with 
the Bagisu, including male circumcision) 
and settled in Tooro and on to the Rwenzori 
mountains and the Eastern Congo. The history 
of the Babwisi can also be traced back to the 
palace workers in the Bunyoro Kitara Kingdom 
who fled King Nyamutukura’s wrath and 
settled in Bwamba in the mid-1820s. They had 
travelled alongside Omukama Kaboyo Olimi I, 
who had been sent on a mission to Tooro by 
his father, Nyamutukura Kyebambe III at the 
time. When he reached Tooro, Kaboyo Olimi 
declared himself king and established his 
own kingdom. This made it difficult for them 
to return to Bunyoro without the leader of the 
mission. The Babwisi thus moved away from 
Tooro and settled in Kisange, the savannah 
grassland in Eastern DRC, from where some 
moved to Bwamba in Uganda. The majority of 
the Babandi clan, one of the Babwisi clans, still 
lives in Kisange. 

Around 1923, the Babwisi were affected 
by bangote (sleeping sickness), and later 
budundulu (chicken pox), and busonde 
(scabies) which forced them to shift from 
the lowlands and the current Semliki national 
park, and to seek refuge in the highlands of 
Mt Rwenzori, following a high death toll and 
forceful eviction by Tooro Kingdom officials. It 
is said that the government subsequently took 

advantage of their absence and declared this 
land a national park. No compensation for this 
land has been effected to date.

The Babwisi participated in the Rwenzururu 
rebellion between 1962 and 1965. This was 
a rebellion staged against the Tooro kingdom 
administration by the Bamba, Bawisi and 
Bakonzo for being marginalised and denied 
executive positions, particularly the position of 
Prime Minister of the kingdom, because they 
were not Batooro. This rebellion led to the 
closure of the few schools and health centres 
in Bwamba as they were mostly run by the 
Batooro. Further, educational infrastructure 
remained poorly developed in Bundibugyo for 
many years. The closing of the few schools 
at the time is to a great extent responsible 
for the low levels of education among the 
Babwisi nowadays, and the consequent poor 
representation in positions of influence in 
the country. On a positive note, however, the 
flight of Batooro leaders helped some Babwisi 
access fertile lands that had until then been 
occupied by the Batooro; it also curtailed 
Tooro governance in Bundibugyo. Eventually 
Bundibugyo (and Kasese) became a separate 
district in 1974 and its local infrastructure 
developed by the central government. Political 
representation of the Babwisi has similarly 
improved.

 | Identity

The Babwisi are closely related to the Bamba in 
most aspects of their culture, except for their 
language. The Babwisi have totems which the 
clans identify with, such as the leopard, snake, 
and birds. They are identified by their names 
which reflect circumstances relating to seasons 
and childbirth, as well as the prevailing activity 
or relationship with the neighbours. Examples 
are Eitimalyabo and Irungu where the former 
refers to malicious neighbours while the latter 
implies that the child was born at a time the 
clan was going to worship their god Irungu. 
Babwisi twins are named Ambekuwa and Sengi 
for the first female and male respectively while 
the twin who comes last is called Atoko. 
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Displaying artefacts, including those of the Babwisi community 

In the past, the Babwisi practiced facial 
marking, especially on the forehead and the 
cheeks for men (mulili/kimpaimala), and the 
cheeks and stomach for women (bukende). 
This practice has since disappeared among 
the young generations. 

 | Language

The language is called Lubwisi and is unique in 
the region in not having the letter ‘z’.  Where 
most Runyakirara dialects use ‘z’, Lubwisi 
uses ‘j’. The language has a rich vocabulary 
that is distinct compared to many Runyakitara 
dialects; for example, whereas plantain – 
matoke is called ekitoke in most of these 
dialects, in Lubwisi it is called namunu; while 
others call a mosquito ensiri, the Babwisi call 
it nkundi. Lubwisi is currently taught in primary 
schools in Bundibugyo.

 | Governance

Politically, the Babwisi community is structured 
into clans and sub-clans. The clan leaders 
are locally referred to as Bakulu b’entula or 
Bakwati b’enkoni (heads of ridges or holders 
of authority staffs), also known as Bahuli 
Bemisango and Bakwati bentimu. They preside 
over disputes and mediate in conflicts. In the 

local justice system, when one is found guilty, 
s/he is fined or punished by being asked to pay 
fines (chicken or goats), alcohol, by expulsion 
from the clan, and by isolation from drinking 
places and communal activities, depending on 
the gravity of the matter.

Currently the Babwisi are traditionally governed 
under the umbrella cultural institution of 
Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba, whose current 
cultural leader is a Mubwisi. They commemorate 
their cultural day on May 30th every year. In 
the local government leadership, the Babwisi 
are influential in Bundibugyo District and have 
more members of parliament representing 
Bundibugyo than their Bamba and Bavanoma 
counterparts.

 | Society and customs

The Babwisi have their own customs, traditions, 
ceremonies and leisure activities. When a child 
is born, a naming ceremony is conducted on 
the third day if it is a girl and on the fourth if 
it is a boy. At this ceremony, cassava flour and 
gonja powder (kituube) are prepared and family 
members are called outside the house. If it is 
a boy, they make him sleep with a young girl 
implying that in future he will marry; he is given 
a bow and arrows as symbols of protection 
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and hunting. They pronounce words of future 
workmanship upon him. A girl is given brooms 
implying that she will keep her home clean.

Men are initiated by circumcision at the age 
of 18, after which they are considered eligible 
to marry (if not, they are referred to as mukali 
(woman)). Girls are prepared for adulthood 
by their aunts who teach them how to cook, 
maintain personal hygiene and how to handle 
husbands, family members and visitors. 

There are different forms of marriage among 
the Babwisi, which are negotiated by parents. 
One form is called kuhaiya or kulugha 
(elopement), the other is called kughwana 
(exchange: “you marry my sister, I marry 
yours”). Marriages are honoured by the man 
paying a dowry of 12 goats. Even if one’s 
wife dies before the husband has paid dowry, 
payment is compulsory.

When someone dies, the person is mourned 
for four days in the case of a man and three 
days for a woman. In the event that the head 
of the family dies, the eldest son usually 
becomes the heir, if approved by the elders. 
If not another son, can be selected. If one 
produced only girls, a brother to the deceased 
inherits the deceased’s property and takes full 
charge of the household. 

During celebrations, the Babwisi dance the 
luma, mulendu, lighaya and, more recently, 
ekonda. The luma is dominated by men while 
the muledu is dominated by women.

 | Religion

The clans and sub-clans have shrines, and each 
clan has a god. For example, Irungu is a god for 
the Baseliya clan, Kaanuta for the Bandibuyo 
clan and Wantonji for the Bandimagwara. Their 
place of worship or altar is called ekilolelo. A 
clan elects a priest to lead them in worship; 
once initiated, he continues to serve in this 
capacity. In the event that the priest dies, 
the son inherits the priestly authority. In most 
cases, the head of the clan doubles as a priest 
who blesses the worshippers by smearing ash 
on their forehead while mentioning the name 
of their god and the specific areas where 
the client needs blessings. This prayer and 
declaration of blessings is not conducted in 
public, but performed privately between the 

priest and the worshipper. 

Sacrifices are made to the gods for different 
purposes, such as purification in case one 
produces twins, commits suicide by hanging, 
premarital pregnancy or incest. A goat offering 
is the most common form of sacrifice. Some 
of the offences however attract heavier 
punishments. For example, if a girl gets 
pregnant before marriage, she is banished 
from her father’s home and must stay with the 
person responsible. In some families however, 
especially those influenced by Christianity, 
these practices have disappeared but some 
Babwisi still practice their traditional religion 
and observe all cultural traditions.

 | Economic activities

The Babwisi depend on subsistence farming, 
goat rearing, hunting, manual labour, fishing 
and petty trading for a living. Their main 
source of livelihood is crop farming, with 
cocoa providing the main economic base as a 
cash crop while traditionally they grow yams, 
cassava, sweet potatoes, maize and beans as 
their food crops.

 | Technology

The Babwisi are blacksmiths and make knives, 
pangas, and spears from obutale (iron). The 
Babwisi make household items such as bowls, 
cups and stools from wooden materials. They 
also make wooden ‘bicycles’. 

The Babwisi (as well as their Bamba and 
Bavanoma neighbours) mix a poisonous 
substance, which they smear on their arrows 
to make them lethal. They also make antidotes 
to be used in case someone has been infected. 
They also practice medicine called bukumu, 
which is administered by a mukumu (traditional 
diviner) that is said to help people identify 
problems and their remedies. It is however 
alleged that cham magic can help people win 
court cases, find employment and business 
opportunities, and protect against enemies, 
demonic attacks, and theft in the clan, but can 
also encompass evil intentions. 

The Babwisi build mud and wattle houses, 
using their local architecture. The grass 
thatched houses have four square walls. House 
construction is the work of men.

2021 |  Rwenzori IMG Platform 
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 |  Location and status

The Bagabo are found at the landing sites of 
Kasenyi, Kahendero, Hamukungu, Kayinja, 
Kasaka, Masyoro, along the shores of Lake 
George (locally referred to as Bunyampaka) in 
the present Kasese District. 

There are no population statistics for the Bagabo 
because they are neither registered among the 
65 ethnic groups nor listed in the 1995 Uganda 
Constitution, nor considered separately in the 
last national census of 2014. Local sources, 
however, estimate their numbers in Uganda to 
be over 10,000 people.

Bagabo men at Kahendero landing site at Lake George, in Kasese

 2.    The Bagabo

Rwenzori IMG Platform  | 2021
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 | History

According to oral history, the Bagabo are 
believed to have originated from the Batembuzi 
of Bunyoro Kitara around 1000 A.D. Some 
of their ancient leaders traced by memory 
include Mukonkho, Izaza Nyakikoto, Izaza 
Rugambanabato, and Rugumba. The Bagabo 
are believed to have waged wars in an attempt 

to overthrow Omukama Bukuku but were 
unsuccessful. Their failure led them to flee and 
scatter in different areas, with some settling 
in Bunyampaka (now Busongora) under the 
leadership of a female monarch, Kogere.

It is said that when Henry Stanley was in the 
Rwenzori region, it was the Bagabo who helped 
him cross Lake Bunyampaka – the current Lake 
George - from Kasoga to Kahendero landing 
sites on his way to Tooro. He offered them 4 
Rupees as transport fare across the lake but 
turned around to claim they had sold him their 
land (Kazinga - the current Queen Elizabeth 
National Park) at 4 rupees. This is said to have 
marked the beginning of colonisation of the 
area and eventual renaming of the national 
park after Queen Elizabeth of England.

Formerly, the Bagabo lived on the islands 
of Kabuga, Bwanda, Kasoga, Buhima, 
Kankuranga, Irangara, Igabiro, Rwebitoke, 
Katanje, Ekirimbi, Rwemihunde, Buyondo, 
Ihandiro and Bunyampaka; all found on Lake 
George, but they were displaced by the 
establishment of Queen Elizabeth National 
Park. A number of them also live in Rukungiri, 
Kyenjojo, Kamwenge, Mubende, Kabarole, 
Bunyangabo and Rubirizi among others.

The Bagabo were great warriors. They fought 
Kabarega’s army, Abarusura, and helped King 
Kasagama of Tooro to regain his seat. Their 
relationship with Kasagama however did not 
last as they disagreed over the takeover of area 
occupied later by the National Park. During the 
battle, Bihonko, who was the commander of 
the Bagabo was exiled and killed at Nsingyera 
Island on Lake Bunyampaka. This marked the 
beginning of the displacing of the Bagabo from 
their homeland on the islands.

One incident in the Bagabo history refers to 
colonialists imposing a quarantine on fishing 
on Lake Bunyampaka for about five years. 
One Mugabo called Komwishwa defied the 
quarantine and went fishing. He was found out 
and shot dead. His death triggered an uprising 
among the quarantined fishing communities, 
which uprising led to the reopening of fishing 
activities on Rweru and Bunyampaka lakes. 

Apart from being displaced from the islands 
for the National Park, an infestation of tsetse 
flies forced people to flee from the area, 
especially those who kept cattle. They fled 
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to Bunyaruguru, Kitagwenda, and Rwenjura 
(Rwenzori) among other areas. This flight 
led to changes on the lake in that when they 
returned after many years, they were given 
numbers for their fishing boats, a practice that 
has been observed to date.

 | Identity

The Bagabo are closely related to the Bahunde, 
Barondo and Bakingwe, Basongora, Banyabindi 
and Batooro. 

The Bagabo are identified by their traditional 
names, such as Mufabo, Ndyoka, Musarwa, 
Rusama, Ntimba, Kacucu, Bisanku, Kabooga, 
Namugabo, Kalisa, and Kawamara. These are 
unique or uncommon within the neighbouring 
ethnic groups. The Bagabo are structured in 
clans such as the Abatenge, Abanyakazige 
(Enjojo), Abanyambogo, Abanyeitera, and 
Abayaga. 

Their children are named when they are four 
days old. The ngozi (a cloth used to wrap the 
baby) is then split into four pieces, with each 
peace carried back into the house while singing 
and dancing. The naming ceremony is a great 
feast characterised by eating and dancing. The 
Bagabo prepare special food - mushrooms 
and smoked tilapia (omusabagiro), which are 
most treasured delicacies. Men eat omukoro, 
ensombi and ehondo fish, while women eat 
ihere (engege), kasurubani, eningo, and 
enjunguri. 

 | Language

The Bagabo speak orugabu. One peculiar 
characteristic about their language is how 
they name fish e.g., endoki, enjunguri, emare, 
enshombi, ehondo (emamba), omukoro 
(semutundu) which is different from other 
linguistic communities involved in the fishing 
industry. Catching fish with a spear is called 
okuswaga in orugabu. 

The Bagabos’ intonation varies from that of their 
neighbours. To say ‘let me go’, for example, 
they say ‘nagenda’, while a Musongora will say 
‘kangyende,’ and a Munyabindi ‘kangende’. 
The language is currently spoken by very few 
people, especially the elderly, and is nearly 
extinct because of many intermarriages, 
exposure to different linguistic communities 
through education, business and migrations.

 | Governance

Politically, the Bagabo used to have Obukama 
or Obulemi (Cultural/traditional leadership) 
with their cultural leader called the Omujumira. 
This leader stayed in his igabiro (palace), which 
used to be at Kasenyi. Under the Omujumira 
were Abamazinga - representatives or leaders 
of each island. Under the Abamazinga were 
cell/village leaders. Each cell was called 
ekigabo and these still exist within fishing 
villages. Their council or parliament was called 
izinga. The Omujumira would preside over 
disputes. If one was found guilty of murdering 
an innocent person or of having betrayed the 
community, he would be punished by tying a 
rock on his neck and thrown to the deepest 
waters (edoro) on the lake. 

The Bagabo were known to be strong fighters, 
with their own army. Bihonko was a well-known 
army commander. The army was subdued by 
the Tooro kingdom after the death of Bihonko, 
as no one could withstand Tooro’s army among 
the remaining commanders.

Under the leadership of the Tooro kingdom, 
the king would appoint chiefs among the 
Bagabo to take charge of specific areas. For 
example, Chief Barozi, the chief of Kahendero, 
was the last Mugabo chief appointed by the 
Tooro kingdom.

Currently, the Bagabo are not visibly active in 
both local and national politics owing to their 
minority status. Since ethnicity is one of the 
key rallying points during elections in Kasese, 
the Bagabo find it difficult to compete with 
dominant ethnic groups. The Bagabo have 
formed an Association that meets annually at a 
large event, attracting Bagabo from across the 
country. This is a time wen social, economic 
and political issues are discussed, as well as 
different challenges affecting the people.

 | Customs

The Bagabo observe specific cultural practices, 
such as when naming and marrying. Their 
children are given names according to the 
circumstances surrounding birth. Whenever 
a child is born into a family, he/she would 
be dedicated to the spirits in the lake, at a 
ceremony called okuganga. If the child was not 
of that family, he/she would die. They would 
say that Ndyoka had eaten the child. This was 
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done to fight promiscuity in marriage.

The Bagabo have marriage customs whereby, 
if a man identifies a potential woman for 
marriage, he goes early in the morning and 
leans against the door of the man whose 
daughter he wants to marry. In the morning, as 
they open the door, they find someone leaning 
against it. He is then questioned as to why he 
is there and he says twizire kusanda obuko 
(“we are seeking marriage in this family”). This 
kick-starts the marriage process for the eldest 
daughter in that home. Cows, goats and fish 
(specifically ihere and omukoro) are paid as 
dowry. 

After making the kusonda obuko statement, a 
traditional drink is taken to the in-laws twice. 
The first is however not consumed at the in-
laws’ home, as it is diverted to the neighbour’s 
home and drunk there. This is one way of 
informing other community members that a 
marriage is impending in their area. The second 
drink is taken directly to the in-laws’ home. 
This practice was said to be more exciting 
when the Bagabo still lived on the islands as 
the first drink would be taken to a home on a 
different island from the in-laws, which would 
help spread the information far and wide that 
a certain family on one of the islands intended 
to obtain a wife from another. This helped to 
improve family bonds and social security. 

The Bagabo have a dance called omwekondeko. 
The women wrap themselves with suuka 
(sheets of cloth) and dance as if they are 
demonstrating their fishing activity of catching 
entonga (small fish) using the suuka. The men 
demonstrate hunting big animals, such as 
buffaloes, hippos, and elephants, using spears 
and dance movements. 

One of the Bagabos’ important traditional 
foods is omusabagiro which is enuuni (fish 
eggs) and amaturu (fish fat) mixed with onions 
and tomatoes. This is a special dish specifically 
served to in-laws; if the son in-law fails to 
finish the dish he is served, he is required to 
pay a fine.

 | Religion

The Bagabo had spiritual mediums/ gods under 
different names such as Muhuma, Rwakaikara 
and Kalisa. Like their cultural leader, their priest 
or priestess was also called Omujumira. The 

Bagabo make pilgrimages to Kabarongo on 
Lake George (Bunyampaka). This is a special 
area on the lake where people go to worship 
the chief spirit, Ndyoka. Ndyoka is a mermaid 
believed to be have spiritual powers. They 
present sacrifices of a white cock, or a white 
sheep to Ndyoka through Omujumira who, on 
their behalf, makes petitions for protection 
and blessings in business. This practice was 
existent until the death of the last Omujumira 
called Nyamwiza, who lived at Kahendero 
fishing village until October 2020. When visiting 
Kabarongo, the Bagabo observe restrictions 
- not going with a radio, and abstaining from 
meat and alcohol, lest they don’t return for the 
spirits do not allow it. 

Through Nyamwiza, Ndyoka would tell them 
about the future, the next fishing season, 
how to deal with storms, etc. Nyamwiza has 
not been replaced because they have not 
identified a person from her lineage who 
possesses the powers to communicate with 
the spirits. Besides, this form of worship has 
since reduced, as many Bagabo converted to 
Christianity and would not be able to strictly 
observe the Ndyoka guidelines. Nevertheless, 
the Bagabo still practice some rituals such as 
Kuganga (ritual act in which a person is asked 
to drink lake-water using a canoe paddle) for 
any new person who wants to take a ride on a 
boat at any of the landing sites. This is meant 
to protect the person against attack by the 
spirits of the lake.

 | Technology

The Bagabo build mud and wattle houses 
roofed with papyrus. The traditional economic 
activities of the Bagabo are fishing, hunting, 
cattle keeping, and salt mining. In order to 
implement their activities, they use traditional 
technology which includes making enkana 
(fishing baskets), amaka (iron spear), encuba 
(wooden plates and cups), and ekihandagati (a 
floating vessel made from a hollowed trees). 
Whereas an ekihandagati can be used to 
transport items such as fish, salt and people 
across the lake, it can also be made in small 
sizes so that it is fixed onto the spear handle 
to keep afloat when a hunter sinks his spear 
into a hippo under water. The kihandagati 
keeps above the water thus helping the 
hunter to trace the speared hippo as it moves 
underwater. 
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 3.    The Bakingwe

 | Location and status

The Bakingwe live on the islands and the 
shores of lakes George (Masyoro) and Edward 
(Rweru) at the fishing villages of Katunguru, 
Katwe, Kasenyi and Rweshama in the current 
Kasese and Rukungiri districts. This includes 
Kayinja, Mahyoro, Irangara Islands, all fisihing 
villages around Lakes Butumbi/Dweru and 
Mahyoro. They are not recognised or listed 
among the 65 ethnic groups in the Uganda 
constitution of 1995; their population figures 
were therefore not listed in the last census of 
2014. Local sources however estimate their 
numbers at 21,000 people. 

 | History

The Bakingwe, according to oral accounts, 
are first traced in Bunyoro around the Kibiro 
salt mines on Lake Albert (Mwitanzige) in 
the late 1800s. Further traces originate them 
to Kush in ancient Ethiopia some 300 years 
back. They are said to have been miners and 
fishermen. They settled around Lake George, 
the Kazinga channel and Lake Edward. They 
have intermarried with Basongora, Bakonzo, 
Banyakore, Bahororo, Bakiga, and Bahunde. 

The Bakingwe won the battle of Mweya to 
protect their territory from the attacking 
Barusura of the Rubindi regiment which was 
sent by the Bunyoro king to capture the salt 
of Katwe ka Murogo in the then Bwenda town. 
The defeated Bunyoro soldiers retreated to the 
highlands of Rwenzori and were later to be 
known as the present Banyabindi. The Bakingwe 
were able to maintain control of Katwe, Mweya, 
the then Buyondo (Kazinga channel) around 
the equator, Mweya Nyamunuka, Kasenyi, 
Irangara Islands, Hamukungu, Kahendero, 
Mahyoro, Kayinja, Kashaka, Kazinga, Kishenyi 
and Rweshama against the invading forces 
of Bunyoro and later Tooro, until they were 
displaced by rinderpest and eventually by the 
gazetting of Queen Elizabeth National Park. This 
left most of them scattered in different parts of 
the country as well as in the neighbouring DRC 
while the remnants were reduced to staying 
in the fishing villages of Katunguru, Katwe, 
Rweshama and Hamukungu among others.

The Bakingwe were said to be strong both 
on water and the mainland. The bigger part 
of their population lived on the islands for 
security and access to fish, their main food. 
Around 1850 the Mwami of Rwanda tried to 
take over Bunyampaka but was defeated 
by the Bakingwe fighters. Around 1910, the 
Bakingwe were however defeated by the Tooro 
forces supported by the British who took over 
Bunyampaka, the current Queen Elizabeth 
National Park. As a consequence of the British 
conquest, all revenue from the salt, fish and 
national park started going to Tooro. 

 | Identity 

The Bakingwe are known by the names given 
to them according to situations, lineage and 
trade/occupation. They are closely related 
to the Barondo who are commonly known in 
Uganda as Banyabutumbi. Typical names are 
Kalisa, Muhima, Katana and Kigeri. The first-
born son is usually named Kacancu. Female 
names include Kahompo, Katsinde, Mwali, 
Irwaniro and many others. The Bakingwe are 
structured in clans such as the Bacwamba, 
which happens to be the ruling clan and their 
totem is an elephant. Other clans are Abasiita, 
Abacwamba, abairuntu, Abazirangabi and 
Abasingo, among others.

They derive the name Bakingwe from the 
practice of blocking (okukinga) whereby they 
would create a type of barrier in the lake to 
block the fish from passing a certain point so 
it could easily be caught. The same was done 
for saline water that would form salt particles 
after some time as it stagnates in the same 
place. Since they were commonly known for 
their practice of okukinga, the people were 
eventually referred to as Bakingwe.

 | Language

The Bakingwe speak Rukingwe, which is only 
spoken by the elderly today, as the youth 
have abandoned it due to interactions with a 
multiplicity of other linguistic groups through 
school, migration, business, and intermarriages. 
The Bakingwe are also linguistically close to the 
Banyaruguru, Basongora, Bakiga, and some 
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Swahili who live on the Congolese side of the 
border. They also speak Runyoro, Rutooro, 
and limited Rukonzo and Ruhororo around 
Rweshama fishing village. 

 | Governance

Traditionally the Bakingwe were ruled by a 
cultural leader referred to as Omwami and a 
political institution referred to as Obwami. Under 
the Omwami were chiefs and clan leaders who 
also had homesteads under them, particularly 
on the shores and on the islands. Conflicts were 
mainly resolved by clan heads. The last Mwami 
who lived in Vicumbi DRC was called Katana 
who passed on in recent years. Governance 
structures are said to have disintegrated 
with the Bakingwe’s displacement from their 
homelands, which are currently mostly in the 
protected areas of Queen Elizabeth National 
Park. This disintegration explains why the last 
Omwami was not replaced.

Militarily, the Bakingwe mainly served as 
marines in the Bunyoro Kitara and Rwanda 
kingdoms because of their expertise on water. 
They are currently not recognised by the 
government of Uganda as an ethnic group, and 
are not politically very visible although there 
are some influential individuals in local politics.

 | Customs

Customarily, the Bakingwe have specific rituals 
which are performed by different clans. For 
example, if the lake becomes unproductive, 
the Bacwamba clan, who were lake-masters, 
are called upon to perform rituals to reactivate 
its resources. The Bakingwe do not have a 
formally recognised cultural day to celebrate 
their heritage, but they have special foods. 
Lungfish and mudfish were exclusively eaten 
by men while tilapia and enjunguri were only 
for women, although this segregation has now 
disappeared. The belief behind this was that if 
a woman ate lungfish, she would be barren or 
lack milk to breastfeed her children.

 | Religion

Religiously, the Bakingwe believed in various 

spirits for different trades and events. For 
example, Kalisa was believed to be a spirit 
or god for cattle keeping and in case of any 
problem, the spirit of Kalisa would be invoked 
by the mediums to improve cattle welfare. 
Relatedly, Ndyoka was believed to be the 
lake goddess and if the lake was considered 
unproductive, sacrifices would be made by 
their Bacwamba spiritual leaders to Ndyoka 
to improve lake productivity. This has since 
reduced in significance, with the influence of 
Christianity.

 | Economic activities

The Bakingwe’s main trade is salt mining 
at Kasenyi and Katwe salt flats, which is 
predominantly a women’s job. The other 
occupation is fishing on the lakes Edward and 
George. Some Bakingwe have also entered 
small scale trading in general merchandise 
and crop farming in order to catch up with the 
hard-hitting economic challenges associated 
with the current trends in the fishing industry. 
They used to also keep goats, big herds of 
cattle, and other domestic animals before the 
nagana (cattle sickness caused by tsetse flies) 
of 1910 and the 1930s which led to the loss of 
many cows.

The Bakingwe mainly associate through village 
groupings such as savings groups and village 
welfare groups which provide a form of social 
insurance.

 | Technology

The Bakingwe are good at making baskets 
for catching fish (ebishoho), as well as 
ebihandagate (floats) for sailing salt rocks to 
the main land. They are also good at weaving 
baskets for home use and at smelting iron ore 
to make tools, such as hunting spears. 

The Bakingwe are said to have magic skills as 
they could ensure that whoever took fish by 
force or without paying would end up with a 
fish bone in the throat! If such a person tried 
to eat the fish, the bones would get stuck in 
the throat.
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 4.    The Bamba

 

 | Location and status

The Bamba are found in Bwamba County on 
the slopes of Mt. Rwenzori, in Bundibugyo 
district. They are the indigenous inhabitants of 
the current Bundibugyo district, which is locally 
known as Bwamba. The area thus derives its 
name from the people, and vice-versa. The 
Bamba are also found along the shores of Lake 
Albert in Eastern DRC. According to the 2014 
national census, there are 42,559 Bamba. They 
are listed among the 65 indigenous ethnic 
groups in Uganda in the 1995 constitution.

 | History

The first Mwamba, called Kamba, is believed to 
have lived in the palace of the King of Bunyoro 
Kitara. It is said that Kamba was chased away 
when he impregnated the king’s daughter. He 
fled to the Rwenzori and settled at Kalebya, a 
place between Kasese and Bundibugyo. While 
there, he married and bore seven children: 
Nguule, Ajimbula, Niibe, Ndaaye, Kuteele, Bila 
and Tolu. The seven children formed the clans 
of the Bamba. 

Kamba is also believed to have lived along 
river Nyamwamba in present Kasese where 
his mother-in-law was swept away by floods. 
It is believed that the river obtained its current 
name from this incident, as people kept 
referring to the river as the one which swept 
the mother of a Mwamba (Nya – mother of – 
mwamba – a mwamba), later becoming known 
as Nya-Mwamba.

 | Identity

The Bamba are subdivided in seven clans: 
the Nguleeya/Singuleya, Bajimbula, Baninibe, 
Bahanda, Bakuteele, Babila and Batolu. 
They are closely related to the Babwisi and 
to the Babbutoku in DRC. As their Babwisi 
neighbours, during the naming ceremony, 
they prepare cassava flour, gonja powder and 
family members are called outside the house. 
If it is a boy, they make him sleep with a young 
girl implying that in future he will marry a wife; 
he is given a bow and arrows as symbols of 
protection and hunting. They pronounce words 
of future fortitude upon him. Girls are given 
brooms implying that she will keep the home 
clean.

 | Language

The Bamaba speak Kwamba. They have a rich 
vocabulary that is quite distinct from the many 
Runyakitara dialects spoken in the Rwenzori 
region. For example, whereas matoke (plantain) 
is used in most of the Runyakitara dialects 
where it is called ekitoke, in Kwamba it is called 
gbebhe. While others call a mosquito ensiri, 
the Bamba call it ngungu, a bow is called tibha 
while a fly is called sagi. Kwamba is closely 
related to Lubila in the DRC. The Bamba also 
speak lubwisi, kusuwa, lubila and lubbutoku. 
The Bamba use Lubwisi for the written alphabet 
as well as educational instruction in Bamba 
communities because Kwamba orthography 
is not yet fully developed. Kwamba is mainly 
spoken by old people and is rare among the 
youth and children. Kwamba is neither taught 
in schools, nor is it used as a language of 
instruction. This increases its risk of extinction 
since it is not formally practiced by the young 
generations.

 | Governance

The political structure of the Bamba is 
based on clans, sub-clans and family heads. 
Clan leaders are elected at an assembly of 
the sub-clan leaders who consider someone’s 
activeness/hard work, conduct and wealth. A 
clan leader can be removed by the assembly 
owing to indiscipline, long absence from the 
community, old age or death. Bamba’s justice 
is first administered at the family level and 
cases which become difficult are referred to 
the clan heads. 

The Bamba also belong to the cultural 
institution of Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba which 
is recognised by the central government. They 
celebrate their cultural day every 30th day of 
May alongside the Babwisi and Bavanoma 
ethnic groups. The same date is used as the 
anniversary of the inauguration for the cultural 
institution. 

The Bamba are influential in local politics 
in Bundibugyo District. The first Member of 
Parliament for Bwamba County was a mwamba 
called Ngirisi Kosiya. The Bamba are however 
not prominently represented at the national 
level. 
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 | Customs 

The Bamba, as their neighbours the Babwisi, 
practice male circumcision. The men are 
initiated by circumcision around the age of 
18 years. Traditionally, when it is circumcision 
time, the Bakonzo and Bamba young men 
would move to the circumcision venue, 
something commonly referred to among the 
Bakonzo as erighenda e Bwamba or erighenda 
elusumba. It is the Bamba skilled men who 
do the physical cutting for both the Bakonzo 
and Bamba young men. Girls are initiated by 
their mothers and aunts: they are taught how 
to cook, maintain hygiene and how to handle 
husbands. Marriage is often negotiated and 
arranged by parents. The Bamba customs 
are quite similar to those of the Babwisi. The 
Bamba teach their children about their culture 
around the fire place when the family gathers in 
the evening to warm themselves. The lessons 
taught usually concern family maintenance, 
as well as traditional occupations such as 
farming, hunting, grazing, handicraft making 
and pottery. 

 | Religion

Traditionally, the Bamba, used to make 
sacrifices to the spirits of the dead in shrines 
called bilolelo. They would seek the counsel of 
mediums to know about the future and to find 
luck in their undertakings. Today about 90% 
of the Bamba population however subscribe 
to Christianity and have abandoned their 
African traditional religion, although some still 
subscribe to both. 

 | Livelihood

The Bamba derive their livelihood from 
cultivation, hunting, blacksmithing, craft 
making, manual labour, fishing, petty trading 
and goat raring. Cocoa is their main cash crop, 
while they traditionally grow sweet potatoes, 
cassava, maize, yams and beans for food.

 | Society

Socially, the Bamba live together with many 
relatives in extended families, except for the 
educated who live in urban places with nuclear 
families. The Bamba have totems, the most 
popular one being the equatorial bird known 
as ngamu. 

The Bamba have annual events which they 
celebrate at their ancestral places called 
kilogholi. They have recreational activities 
such as dancing (mpana) the Luma-Kigoma 
dance and Ligbaya. They relate freely with 
other people in religion, business, ceremonies, 
work and intermarriages. They spend time 
making merry in beer parties and dancing their 
traditional Kigoma dance where they use the 
thumb to drum, play thumb pianos and the 
harp. 

 | Technology

Technologically, the Bamba are blacksmiths, 
making knives, pangas, and spears from 
obutale (iron). Art forms include pottery and 
carpentry.

A display of a knife made from obutale (iron) by the Bamba

2021 |  Rwenzori IMG Platform 



Indigenous Minority Groups in the Rwenzori Region16

 | History

Oral accounts say that the Banyabindi were 
part of the Bunyoro Kitara kingdom, who came 
to Busongora in search of virgin land about 
400 years ago. Other versions say they were 
part of Kabalega’s forces – the Barusura, 
who constituted the Rubindi regiment that 
were repulsed by the Bakingwe at Kazinga 
and fled to the slopes of Mt. Rwenzori where 
they lived until they were displaced by the 
Rwenzururu rebellion of 1962 – 1965. Most of 

 5.   The Banyabindi

 | Location and status

The Banyabindi number 16,331 according 
to the 2014 national census.  They are 
recognised in the 1995 Constitution among 
Uganda’s indigenous ethnic groups. The 
Banyabindi are located in Busongora in the 
present Kasese District. They mainly live in the 
sub-counties of Kinyamaseke, Muhokya and 
Maliba, while others are found in the districts 
of Rubirizi, Bunyangabu, Kyenjojo, Kabarole 
and Kamwenge among others.

Drinking local beer and merry-making after the ‘Empaako’ naming ceremony
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the displaced Banyabindi from the 
highlands settled in the lowlands 
around administrative institutions 
such as Sub-county headquarters. 
They have since petitioned 
the Government of Uganda for 
resettlement, but this is yet to be 
addressed. 

 | Identity

The Banyabindi name their children 
according to circumstances 
surrounding their births. They 
have pet names, empaako, similar 
to the Batooro and Banyoro, such 
as Abwoli, Ateenyi, etc. They are 
organised in clans such as the 
Basigyi and the Abahesi, and have 
totems which are mainly associated 
with animals. Traditionally, a 
munyabindi man would remove 
his four lower teeth while women 
would have tattoos (engondo) on 
her lower abdomen and sometimes 
the face. These practices have 
disappeared.

 | Language 

The Banyabindi speak the 
Runyabindi language. One of the 
common consonants is ‘nka’ as 
in nkagenda, (I went or I left). 
Their language is closely related 
to that of the Batuku, Basongora, 
Batooro and Banyankore. Currently, 
Runyabindi is spoken by old people; 
young generations use a mixture of 
different languages.

 | Governance 

The Banyabindi are structured in 
clans, each with leaders known 
as abakuru b’oruganda (singular: 
omukuru w’oruganda). Disputes 
are resolved at family and clan 
level by their respective heads. 
Reconciliation was said to have 
been easy in the olden days: after 
a brawl, the parties would share 
a calabash of alcohol and make 
good the issues that caused fights 
amongst themselves. If one killed a 

person, the clan would compensate 
for the lost life with two young 
women. 

For a long time, the Banyabindi 
were under the Tooro kingdom 
administration, and many stayed 
with and worked with Tooro chiefs 
in Busongora.

The Banyabindi today have an 
association that brings them 
together, the Banyabindi Cultural 
Development Trust (BACDET). This 
helps them to regularly meet and 
discuss cultural, economic and 
political issues affecting them. The 
association meetings gave birth 
to the idea of cultural identity: the 
Banyabindi constituted a cultural 
institution, which they are currently 
lobbying the Government of 
Uganda to recognise. Every 5th day 
of the month of July, they meet to 
commemorate their loved ones who 
were killed during the Rwenzururu 
rebellion, and this doubles as their 
cultural day. 

 | Customs 

The Banyabindi practice the custom 
of “booking a pregnancy” for a 
future marriage partner. Once 
the booking is done, it is strictly 
observed by both parents: when 
the time comes and the concerned 
children are mature, they unite 
them in marriage. When a girl has 
been spotted for marriage, they 
keep her indoors and teach her 
how to behave until the day she 
is delivered to her husband. The 
Banyabindi practice a ceremony 
called okusumika omugole in which 
the bride is asked to mingle millet 
for her family on the second day of 
her marriage. During this ceremony, 
the bride does not mingle the 
dough until it turns into bread but 
initiates the mingling process and 
hands it over to someone else, such 
as a sister-in-law, to complete the 
preparation. On that day, the family 

2021 |  Rwenzori IMG Platform 



Indigenous Minority Groups in the Rwenzori Region18

would give her a name such as Kabooga, 
Kentwiga, Arikiriza, Kajunanwa and she would 
decide which, out of the numerous mentioned, 
she would be called by responding to the 
name of her choice saying ‘Taata’. The father-
in-law would then give her a cow or a goat, 
and others would follow by giving her gifts and 
money.

 | Religion

The Banyabindi, being hunters, worshiped 
traditional gods, namely Kalisa and Ruboha. 
Kalisa is translated as the one who takes 
the cattle to the field to graze, while Ruboha 
comes from the vernacular word okuboha 
(to tie round – or binding the animals to the 
hunters’ nets so that they would not escape). 
The Banyabindi would make sacrifices of millet 
bread and steamed matoke with its peelings. 
The god was thus asked to enable the hunters 
find food. The Banyabindi worshipped other 
gods such as Mulindwa, Ndahura, Kagoro, 
Nyabwegira, to which they made sacrifices 
for specific purposes. Such practices have 
however lost significance because most 
Banyabindi have joined Christianity and have 
abandoned their traditional religion.

 | Livelihoods 

The Banyabindi mainly derive their livelihood 
from fishing, cultivation, pottery, other 
handcraft making, blacksmithing, and petty 
trading in salt and other items.

 | Society

The Banyabindi celebrate harvests and 
make granaries for the fresh harvest during 
celebrations. If a man did not have a granary 
of food in his homestead, he would not be 
allowed to marry anyone’s daughter. 

A man would keep a spear in the house, a 
drum for communication, a basket/ winnowing 
trough, baskets for feeding, wooden bowls 
and pots for fetching water, a mortar, a 
grinding stone, and knew how to make fire - 
okusingiriza. Men would also fetch firewood to 
guard against the risk of women going to the 
bush.

The Banyabindi dance the runyege with four 
drums: the engarabi, embutu, and two enteito. 

This dance is similar to that of the Batooro 
but differs in the beat and the strokes. The 
other noticeable difference is that whereas 
the Batooro wrap both their legs with bell-like 
plant materials (enjebajebe), the Banyabindi 
use these bells on only one leg while dancing. 
Women wrap themselves with designed cloth 
and dance to the rhythm of the drums. Such 
dances are performed at marriage, funerals 
and other ceremonies. 

During the naming ceremony, the father would 
sit on a stool and name the child. The boy 
would be named at four days and the girl at 
three days of age. They would pour water on 
top of the roof of their home so that it drops 
on the child. The placenta of the boy would 
be put on the male banana plant implying 
he would brew and take alcohol as a potent 
drink for a man while that of a girl would be 
placed on the matooke banana plant implying 
she would cook food. Today, these practices 
are no longer strictly followed, due to people’s 
exposure to a multiplicity of cultures through 
education, migration and intermarriages.

Virginity among young women was stressed 
among the Banyabindi and this informed the 
values in the girl’s upbringing. The aunt of a 
girl who married as a virgin was rewarded with 
a goat. No longer being a virgin upon marriage 
was considered to bring misfortunes to the 
family and the girl’s aunt would be given a 
bedsheet or coin with a hole. 

Good neighbourliness was and is still highly 
valued among the Banyabindi: thus, if any of a 
prospective bride’s relatives had quarrelled with 
any of relatives of the prospective husband, 
the latter would be fined with a goat or other 
items before the woman would be given to him 
in marriage. Coffee seeds, millet, a smoking 
pipe were items shared with the suitor’s family 
members to show that their request for a hand 
in marriage had been accepted.

 | Technology/Architecture

The Banyabindi used to build grass thatched 
houses without doors, they made pots both for 
cooking, fetching water and bowls for eating, 
and made spears and other metallic tools from 
iron.
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The enanga (harp), a traditional stringed musical instrument, mainly played by the 
Basongora women

 6.   The Basongora

 | Location and status

The Basongora are found in Kasese District, 
known as Buongora county uuntil 1974 when 
the area became part of a district. They mainly 
live in the sub-counties of Nyakatonzi, Lake 
Katwe, Katwe/Kabatooro, Muhokya, Kasese 
Municipality, Karusandara, Mubuku, Hima and 
Kicwanba. They number 15,897 according to 
the 2014 national census. They are recognised 
among the 65 ethnic groups listed in the 1995 
Uganda Constitution.

 | History

The Basongora are believed to be the 
descendants of the Mutembuzi (‘the one who 
cleared virgin land’) who used to live around 
the present Kasenyi/Kahendero on the shores 
of Lake George. Other oral accounts state that 
the Basongora are the descendants of the 
Batembuzi and of the Bacwezi who are believed 
to have disappeared at Bigobyamugyenyi in 
present-day Sembabule district.  In the 1930s 

and 1940s, they were affected by sleeping 
sickness and many moved from Bwengo 
(present day Nyakatonzi, Kinyamaseke, 
Omunkunyu, Nyakiyumbu, Bwera, Isango and 
Rubiriha) to Bugaya in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. While they were away, most of 
their land was gazetted as a National Park 
and some resettled in Ankole. They fled from 
Bugaya in 1964 following the Mulele-Mobutu 
war and returned to Uganda where they 
settled at Kyekumbya near Bwera. In 1989, 
the same group was displaced from their land 
at Rweihingo and settled in the neighbouring 
areas, in present-day Nyakatonzi Sub-county.

 | Identity

The Basongora are organised in 37 clans that 
are often named after their traditional activities 
such as Abeitira - those who perfume the 
milk gourds (okwitira ebyanzi, ebishaabo) or 
Abayaga - after the wind which chases flies 
away from cows so that they can feed without 
disturbance. They have many other clans, such 
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as Abahinda, Abeishikatwa, Abakurungu, and 
Abacwezi, with the royal clans being the Babito, 
Abamooli, Abanyampaka, and Abashengya.

The Basongora have names which are specific 
for women and for men. Some of the male 
names include Wamara, Ndahura, Kyomya, 
Kagoro, Mulindwa, Mugasha, Isimbwa and 
Nyabongo.  Female names include Bunono, 
Kanyange, Kasungiri, Kahoza, Kahita, Rushozi, 
Rubibi, Ruyenje, Myogo, Katuhe and Nkyera. 
Whereas men’s names have largely been 
diluted and lost, those of women are still 
prominent. The Basongora’s naming pattern is 
distinct in that a first-born boy child is named 
after the paternal grandfather while a first-born 
girl is named after her paternal grandmother. 
The second born is named after his or her 
maternal grandparents in a similar pattern. The 
naming keeps alternating among the parents 
with the odd numbers being named by the 
father after the lineage while the even numbers 
of the children are named after their mothers’ 
lineage. In case one produces more than four 
children (which implies that those to be named 
after the grandparents are over), the parents 
resort to naming the subsequent children after 
their uncles and aunts in a similar pattern.

While the Batooro use pet names (empaako), 
the Basongora call the same pet names 
engundu. A child is named after developing 
the second tooth. The Basongora have eleven 
engundu: Amooti, Akiiki, Atwoki, Adyeri, Araali, 
Abooki, Abwoli, Apuuli, Ateenyi, Acaali, and 
Bbala.

 | Language

The Basongora speak Rusongora, also called 
by some Rushongora. This is close to Rutooro 
and Runyankore. The Basongora have words 
such as tiritiri, which means emphasis but 
is not be found in the other dialects.  Their 
language differs slightly from their neighbouring 
Banyabindi’s. Thus, if one were to ask “have 
you left / gone?”, the Basongora would say 
‘wagyenda’?, whereas the Banyabindi would 
say ‘wagenda’?  Original Rusongora is currently 
spoken by old people while the young speak 
a mixture of languages due to wide exposure. 
Rusongora is not used in the education system 
as a language of instruction because it lacks 
an orthography. 

 | Traditional leadership

The Basongora have abakama (leaders), who 
were mainly drawn from the clans of the 
Babito, Abamooli, and Abanyampaka. This 
would be hereditary if the omukama’s son 
was able to sustain his wealth, otherwise the 
position would rotate to a wealthier person 
from the royal clans. Heroic acts stipulated 
by the omukama would be rewarded by being 
given the omukama’s special daughter who 
was traditionally called Katarorwa izooba (the 
one who is never seen by sunlight). In addition 
to being given the king’s daughter, the man 
would be given a stick and stand at one end 
of the omukama’s kraal and asked to throw 
it to the furthest end with all the strength he 
could muster. All the cows between the point 
where he was standing and where the stick fell 
became his. This was done so that Katarobwa 
izooba would have enough milk to drink while 

Cattle grazing is for both men and 
women in the Basongora community
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in marriage, but also to encourage men to 
perform heroic acts for their community.

Njuganja was a Mumori, Isimbwa was a 
Mushenje, Kumanda was a Mubiito, while 
Ihingo was a Munyampaka. Obukama ended 
with the death of cattle due to rinderpest in the 
1920s and 30s. When the Basongora reached 
the Congo, they started other livelihood 
activities, such as business, which led to the 
disintegration of the Obukama. 

Culturally the Basongora have constituted 
themselves into a cultural institution, although 
they have not been formally recognised by the 
Government of Uganda. The Basongora have 
a specific cultural day which is celebrated 
yearly, on the 5th of January. The celebrations 
are characterised by cultural talks, games 
and sports, followed by merry-making. The 
Basongora have an association called the 

Busongora Human Rights Association through 
which they voice most of their human rights 
concerns, and the Muhumuza Nyakatonzi 
Cattle Keepers’ Society which helps them 
obtain information on modern farming 
methods, marketing, animal health and security 
concerns. 

 | Customs

Several customs are linked to cows and 
milk. During the naming ceremony - a family 
ceremony - a boy is given a stick and a heifer, 
which will henceforth be his. The girls are 
given heifers but no sticks. In every Musongora 
homestead, there used to be a separate 
house called rwandahura, where specially 
prepared milk would be stored and only drunk 
by the head of the family. The Basongora 
have a traditional way of preserving the milk 
by smoking the container with special grass, 
obusoso. This smoke kills the germs in the 
milk gourd and gives it an aroma that makes 
drinking milk from a gourd preferred. During 
their menses, women are not supposed to drink 
milk because it is believed that this increases 
the blood flow and pain. Girls were trained 
to remain indoors and work on the ebishahi, 
to collect obusoso. Basongora tie their cows 
while milking (okuboha) specifically on the 
right-hand side, while other communities are 
said to do it on the left-hand side. 

Marriage processes involve the intending 
couple’ parents. When the girl is informed that 
she has been spotted for marriage, she is not 
supposed to meet any of the potential in-laws 
before the actual marriage. Daughters in-law 
are not supposed to mention the names of 
their father or mother in-law. 

The Basongora women greet by bending down, 
while older persons tap on the shoulder. The 
children are taught how to dance okugyenga. 
The enanga (harp) is the traditional stringed 
musical instrument, mainly played by women. 

 | Religion

The Basongora used to worship Ndahura, 
believing he was the controller or god of rain. 
The king used to serve as a priest to Ndahura. 
Whenever an earthquake occurred, people 
would clap their hands believing that God was 
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passing by. At every marriage ceremony, they 
would build a special house on the compound, 
put the bride in, make sacrifices to their gods 
and pray for her blessings. This is no longer 
practiced by most of the Basongora families as 
they have turned to Christianity.

 | Economic activities

The Basongora, like the Batuku of Ntoroko, are 
traditionally cattle keepers. Both their culture 
and livelihood revolve around the cow, as 
they not only keep cattle, but also sell cattle 
products. Women also sell artefacts such as the 
omugamba – a collection of items that includes 
gourds, ornaments, and milk calabashes tied to 
a wooden bar. These are traditional household 
items essential for domestic use for a married 
woman. They are treasured and an imperative 
during marriage ceremonies. 

 | Society

The women used to fashion their hair in the 
form of contour-like braids. This was usually 
to imitate the beautiful terraces on a hill 
called Kateraburambi, which is located near 
Kogere Primary School in present-day Rukoki 
near the Kasese District headquarters. Such 
beautification was called amakune. The 
Basongora do not marry from the father’s 

or mother’s clans, although the Babito have 
sub-clans that are allowed to inter-marry. The 
boys were initiated by being given a shield 
and a blunt spear. This was in preparation for 
the future, as they would be warriors: they 
played war games as they grew up, using 
blunt arrows and spears as they also practiced 
using shields to avoid hurting their opponents. 
Girls were prepared to do domestic chores, to 
be disciplined and, upon marriage, they were 
taught how to become “good wives”. 

 | Technology/Architecture

The Basongora traditionally build their houses 
with poles and mud. The men would put the 
poles together making a cap on top while the 
structure is upside down. The whole house 
structure would them be lifted, putting the 
roof up and the poles down. The wall was 
smeared with mud mixed with cow dung. The 
men were charged with erecting the house 
structure while the women were responsible 
for smearing the walls. Construction of houses 
was done communally. No man would pass 
where house building was on-going without 
stopping and helping. 

The women string beads (enkwanzi), making 
emihiiha (gourd tops) and design calabashes 
as well as gourds.
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 7.   The Batuku

 | Location and status

The Batuku live in Ekyeya kya Ibuga, currently 
known as Ntoroko District, along the West and 
North-western edge of Semliki Game Reserve/
Park and bordering the Congo and Lake 
Albert in the East. The 2014 national census 
puts their number at 35,350 people. They 
are listed among the 65 ethnic groups in the 
third schedule of Uganda’s 1995 Constitution. 
Population density is low, homes are scattered, 
with most people cattle herders.

 | History

There are alternative oral narratives as to how 
the Batuku came to settle in Ntoroko and how 
they came to be called Batuku. The Batuku are 
known by two names: the Bahuma and the 
Banyeibuga. One version holds that the Bahuma 
came from Butuku hill in Eastern Congo which 
was under the Mitego chiefdom while the 
Banyeibuga came from Mwenge to settle in 
Ntoroko. This version maintains that those who 

Members of the Rwebisengo Widows’ Cultural Association in Ntoroko engage young 
Batuku in promoting their culture

came from Butuku outnumbered those from 
Mwenge, thus the name Batuku. A second 
version maintains that both the Banyeibuga 
and Bahuma came from Mwenge. This version 
asserts that the name Batuku was derived from 
the pre-settlement period whereby Ntoroko 
was unoccupied and wildfires used to burn 
in the entire area, turning it red. It was then 
called Rutuku in reference to this colour. When 
the Banyeibuga and Bahuma eventually settled 
there, they were called Batuku – as a people 
who settled in Rutuku. Both versions however 
point to one common origin – Bunyoro Kitara. 
A third version holds that the Batuku are 
descendants of the Abarusura, the soldiers of 
King Kabalega of Bunyoro Kitara Kingdom. 

 | Identity

The Batuku are organised in clans and each 
clan has a totem. For example, the Babito 
and Beihago have the engabi (the kob) 
as their totem while the Bacwezi have a 
totem preventing them from taking milk 
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from a pregnant cow. Amongst the Batuku, 
the Bahuma are cattle keepers while the 
Banyeibuga are predominantly fishermen. 

The Batuku are named according to their clans. 
When a Mutuku hears a certain name, s/he 
can easily tell which clan the person belongs 
to. For example, Kagaba is for the Babito while 
Muntu is for the Bacwezi. Twins are called 
by the names of Nyakato and Nyangoma if 
they are females, Kato and Isingoma if they 
are males. Those who follow twins are called 
Masika and Kahwa respectively.

Another form of naming is to call children after 
their grandfathers or uncles. This would be 
done by the head of the family or household 
and the clan head. The child is named when 
she is three days old for a girl and four days 
for a boy.

Whereas the Batuku are closely related to 
the Basongora due to their cattle culture and 
language, as well as to the Batooro, they do not 
use the pet name Atwooki for a woman, which 
the Batooro do. Similarly, they do not have the 
pet name Acaali which is found among the 
Basongora. 

 | Language

The Batuku speak Rutuku which is similar to 
Rutooro. There are, however, differences: for 
example, whereas the Batuku exclaim with 
Ho!, the Batooro exclaim Enki! or Mawe! Some 
syllables or consonants stressed in Rutuku 
but not in Rutooro: thus, Kib-u-uku in Rutuku 
and Kibuku in Rutooro. Rutuku is not used for 
educational instruction in Ntoroko because 
its orthography is not developed; Rutooro is 
practiced instead.

 | Governance

The Batuku community is structured in clans. 
Each clan has “Mukuru w’oruganda” (head of 
the clan). The Babito, Baihago and Bacwezi 
select a clan leader by consensus and this 
leader is supposed to serve a definite term of 
five years, subject to renewal, on the basis of 
performance and, in many cases, according 
to written constitutions. The Batuku select a 
committee which works with the clan leader, 
an arrangement triggered by the failure of 
some clan leaders to perform adequately. 

At the family level, the heir (omugwetwa) 

presides over disputes. If he fails, the matter is 
referred to the clan head who is responsible for 
administering justice. Traditionally, the suspect 
is asked to swear by touching the ground where 
a selected type of grass is placed. He/she 
swears by the gods, saying that if he is guilty, 
let lightning strike him. The guilty therefore 
often do not risk taking the oath. Offenders are 
fined (such as with a cow) according to the 
importance of their crime. When reconciliation 
has been achieved, the offender is again asked 
to bring a bull for slaughtering and all parties 
eat it as a peace building step.  

The Batuku are not an officially recognised 
by the Government of Uganda as a cultural 
institution although some aspire and are 
lobbying for such recognition.

 | Customs

The Batuku practice two forms of marriages: 
forced (okwetweeka) or negotiated. In a forced 
marriage, a group of young men meet a girl 
returning from collecting water or tending to 
cows and, without notice, carry her on their 
shoulders to the man’s house and celebrations 
are staged to mark the marriage. Negotiated 
marriages do not involve force, as the man’s 
family visits the woman’s family and they 
conduct negotiations. Potential brides do not 
speak to their intending husbands; instead their 
aunts do the talking in the marriage process. 
The Batuku do not marry within the same 
clans. When dowry is paid, a day is arranged 
when the bride’s brother-in-law comes along 
with other young men to take the bride. They 
carry the bride on their shoulders till they reach 
her husband’s house. Special food is served to 
the in-laws at marriage functions, including a 
mixture of enjuba (cow’s blood) with matoke 
and ghee accompanied with milk. All the food 
served to the in-laws must be consumed. If 
they fail to finish, they are fined a number of 
cows.

When a child is born, a naming ceremony is 
held during which maize grains (known as 
embiribo) are steamed. If it is a boy-child, only 
boys and men eat, while with a girl-child, only 
women and girls eat at the ceremony. 

Batuku women kneel when greeting elders 
while Batuku men kneel when greeting their 
in-laws. 
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 | Religion

The Batuku have gods with traditional names 
such as Amooti. Their chief priest – Bisoke - 
attends to the shrine and administers spiritual 
powers to the people who come to worship, 
seeking opportunities and good luck in 
marriages, business and politics. In the event 
of sacrifice, a bull is slaughtered. If a bull is not 
available, a heifer is offered. The heifer is not 
slaughtered but the priest dedicates it to the 
gods by laying a hand on it and explains that it 
is an offering given by one of the community 
members so the gods should accept it as a 
worthy offering. Usually, a Bisoke is from 
the Babito clan, who might refer to him as 
Omucwezi wa Babito (the spiritual head of the 
Babito) although he administers to all clans.

Such traditional worship among the Batuku has 
decreased, a decline that started when it was 
alleged that a nephew to the Mucwezi fought 
him and the spirits, unhappy with quarrels, left 
him. This weakened traditional worship as the 
Mucwezi ceased to possess spiritual powers. 
People have since turned to Christianity 
and other religions, although some people 
still attend both to the traditional religious 
practices, as well as to Christian ceremonies.

 | Economic activities

The Batuku mainly depend for their livelihood 
on cattle keeping and cattle products, as 
well as on fishing on a small scale. Some 
Batuku also engage in small scale businesses 
within Rwebisengo, Nyakasenyi, Kibuku, 
Kyabungunguru and Rwangara trading centres.

 | Society

Batuku clans have annual meetings/ gatherings 
called ekoomi y’Abatuku, which are used as 
spaces for educating the youth about their 
culture and to highlight relationships with other 
clans and families. This is an initiative of the 
Batuku in Kampala. Youth are also sensitised 
about social issues, such as marriage, as well 
as about economic opportunities. During the 
ekoomi ya Batuku, clan members meet and 

display their foods, drinks, dressing, values 
and other cultural attributes. 

Young men are taught by their uncles how to 
handle marital issues while the women are 
educated by their aunts. 

Some clans have set up funds where individuals 
contribute an amount of money which is pooled 
and used to support the less advantaged in 
their community.

The Batuku make a local beer (obugeme) 
from palm fruits, a traditional potent drink 
consumed at community functions, such as 
at parties and funerals. The Batuku practice 
a traditional dance called eriiba (in reference 
to the movements of a dove (eriiba) flying low 
as it is about to land on the ground), which is 
meant to exhibit the humility of Batuku women. 
The Banyeibuga dance kacudu, described as 
kucekeca – shaking the hips and stomach. 
While performing the eriiba drums are played 
using sticks, while for the kacudu only hands 
are used. Two drums are used: the engeija and 
the engoma enkooto (the big drum).

 | Technology/Architecture

The Batuku are skilled craftsmen and women 
as they make gourds out of clay, locally called 
emindi, and food and milk containers called 
encuba (made from either wood or clay). They 
also make big pots called ensoha or ebinaga for 
cooking millet bread and for storing water or 
beer. They make bows and arrows, ekikarabu 
(perfuming pot), and emboha (a string used to 
hold together the cow’s hind legs when milking) 
from cow hides, as well as weaving baskets 
(orugagara) and enkwanzi (beads). They are 
also good at preparing herbal medicine for 
malaria, constipation, fever and for ailments 
affecting pregnant mothers.

The Batuku use the emikooga tree as timber 
to build houses. In the past, they built grass 
thatched huts which they would vacate at 
the advent of floods or severe drought. These 
have since been replaced with more durable 
mud-and-wattle, as well as brick houses.
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 8.    The Batwa

 | Location and status

The Batwa in the Rwenzori region live in Ntandi 
Town Council in Bundibugyo District. They are 
recognised in the 1995 Uganda Constitution. 
The national census of 2014 estimates their 
number at 6,200 people, inclusive of those 
living in Kanungu and Kisoro districts. The 
number of Batwa living in Bundibugyo is about 
150.

 | History

The Batwa are believed to have come to 
Bundibugyo in Uganda from Amahayo in the 
Congo. They settled in the area that is currently 
part of the Semliki National Park, particularly in 
Matongo forest which provided an appropriate 
habitat for their hunting and gathering way of 
life. They were evicted from the forest when 
the Semiliki National Park was gazetted and 
were later relocated to Bundimasoli, in Ntandi 
Town Council, which is their current settlement.

 | Identity

The Batwa have names which are peculiar 
to their language such as Imama, Awulwege, 
Nzito, and Kijubannge. By tradition, the Batwa 
name their children after their ancestors. It is 
therefore common to have one name recurring 
in the same family through the generations. 

 | Language

The Batwa speak Kusuwa. They have words 
such as mihi to mean child and nkakaswa to 
mean woman. This is a distinct language which 
unfortunately risks extinction because the 
Batwa are few in number and the youth are 
continuously mixing with many other linguistic 
communities. This promotes their adoption 
of other languages, such as Lubwisi, thus 
abandoning Kusuwa.  

 | Governance 

Traditionally, the Batwa were governed by 
elders in the forest, the last being Hurangama. 
They had a specific location where they 
gathered to resolve conflicts and share 
resources. According to oral sources, their 
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The Batwa demonstrating their hunting life style in the forest
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current cultural leader – Nzito - is the son of 
the elder who guided them in the forest.  

The Batwa in Ntandi (located adjacent to 
the forest from which they were evicted) 
are now governed by a committee which 
includes a leader, spokesperson and a woman 
representative. This committee represents 
them at public events and helps in settling 
disputes. The Batwa suffer from low self-
esteem and stigma, and they do not participate 
in local politics, even at the village level.

 | Society and their customs

The Batwa of Bundibugyo are socially organised 
in clans, for example the Babukwanga, and 
Bahanda. The Batwa are monogamous and 
do not marry from within the same clan. 
They circumcise children and celebrate with 
dancing and drumming during the ceremony. 
Their children are named before circumcision. 

The Batwa celebrate the killing of animals by 
first cutting off the tail and publicising their 
success in their community by blowing a horn, 
so that the men come to join in the slaughter 
while women come and carry the meat. They 
also appease the spirits of animals so that they 
do not cause sicknesses. For example, in the 
past, when they killed an elephant, two virgins 
would be brought to sit on the carcass while 
it is being skinned. This was done to prevent 
possible spiritual attacks on those intending to 
eat the meat. 

The Batwa drink alcohol and smoke marijuana 
during their social time. 

 | Religion

The Batwa believe that they are protected 
by the spirits of their ancestors. As a form of 
worship, they have a shrine where they place 
ekibindi (pots) in which they pour alcohol 
and put a piece of meat as a sacrifice for the 
ancestors. This sacrifice is performed when 
they have a problem in their community. The 
Batwa’s god is called Apelele. When going to 
worship, they move calling out His name and 
advise Him on issues He should help them 
overcome. Some Batwa have started attending 
churches and mosques but they are not yet 
consistent because of low self-esteem.

 | Economic activities

Whereas traditionally the Batwa were hunters 
and gatherers in the forest, currently they 
provide cheap labour to their neighbours, 
while others sell handicraft and perform their 
traditional dance for visitors and tourists to 
earn some money.

They are also said to have knowledge of 
traditional medicine which they use to treat 
various ailments. They do not live where there 
is an ekisoga plant (a shrub), which they believe 
can lead to their death.

 | Technology/Architecture

The Batwa make arrows and bows which are 
used for hunting. They also make smoking 
pipes and musical instruments, such as bells, 
especially for the Luma and other local dances.
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 9.    The Bavanoma

 | Location and status

The Bavanoma live in Burondo Sub-county 
in Bundibugyo District. Others have however 
migrated and live in Mubende and Mityana, 
among other locations. According to the 2014 
national census, the Bavanoma number 2,613 
people. They are registered among the 65 
ethnic groups listed in the 1995 Constitution. 

 | History

The Bavanoma moved from Ngoya in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo in the early 
1920s, crossed to Bwamba in Uganda, and 
settled in Burondo, in Bundibugyo District where 
they currently live. This migration had been 
caused by the Belgian colonial administration 
forcing them to cultivate crops, yet they are 
traditionally hunters. 

When the Bavanoma reached Uganda, they 
settled near Matongo forest where they could 
pursue their hunting tradition. When the forest 
was gazetted as Semuliki National Park, the 
Bavanoma were however forced to adopt 
alternative means of livelihood, including 
cultivation. In 1962 they participated in the 
Rwenzururu rebellion alongside the Bamba, 
Babwisi and Bakonzo against the Tooro 
Kingdom.

 | Identity

The Bavanoma have totems for their different 
clans, associated with particular animals. They 
name their children after their parents. For 
male children, they usually add a prefix to the 
name of the child. For example, if the father 
is Pakana, the son is named Sapakana - the 
son of Pakana. In case one has twin children 
that are female, the first one is called Lingoli 
while the second is Nato. This differs from the 
neighbouring Batuku who name their female 
twin children Nyangoma and Nyakato.

 | Language

The Bavanoma speak Livanuma. Though a 
Bantu language, a person is not referred to 
as a mu’ntu’: in Livanuma a person is called 
Mambi, without the consonant “ntu”. Livanuma 
is classified as a minor Bantu language, 

lexically related to Ndaka, Budu, Mbo and Nyali 
languages in the Congo (https://en.wikipedia-
on-ipfs.org/wiki/Vanuma_language.html). A 
mosquito is called Asuulu while a chicken is 
called Koobo. Livanuma orthography is not yet 
developed, and the language is therefore not 
used as a language of instruction in Ugandan 
schools. The language is threatened with 
extinction in Uganda because it is currently 
spoken in very few families, and by old people. 
In the Congo, however, Livanuma is written 
and widely spoken by the large population of 
Vanoma. 

 | Governance 

The Bavanoma community is constituted of 25 
clans which have multiple sub-clans. The sub- 
clans vary in number: some clans have four 
while others have six or more. For example, 
the Valuli clan has the Mundisuba, Tonube and 
Usume sub-clans. 

In Uganda, the Bavanoma have an association 
in Bundibugyo called the Bavanuma Kundana, 
which helps to provide leadership to the 
community. The justice system is currently 
administered by the leadership of the 
association and in case someone is found 
guilty, s/he is fined a goat. Criminal cases are 
referred to the Police, while civil ones whose 
magnitude is beyond the association’s reach 
may call for the involvement of the Local 
Councils.

Together with the Bamba and Babwisi, the 
Bavanoma are part of the cultural institution of 
the Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba which celebrates 
its formation annually on 30th May. In the Congo, 
the Bavanoma have a cultural leader called 
Maaga who has village leaders under him. 
The Bavanoma in Uganda fall under the local 
government administration in Bundibugyo, but 
they are not politically very influential at district 
level, with only one Muvanoma at LCIII level.

 | Customs

The Bavanoma are a male circumcising 
community. Boys are circumcised when they 
are below five years of age. When a child is 
one week old, s/he is brought outside the 
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Displaying the traditional Bavanuma house in the Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba museum
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house. A girl child is given a broom and an axe 
as a sign that she will do household chores 
while the boy is given an arrow and a panga. 
Gonja and mud fish are the food items at the 
naming ceremony.

When a man marries, he (or a relative) takes 
chicken to the in-laws the day following the 
bride’s first night in his house. This chicken 
is not taken directly but someone is called to 
receive it from a distance. One week later, a 
goat, traditionally known as meme wa chucha, 
is also taken to the in-laws. This signifies that 
the relationship has been established between 
the two families. After the meme wa chucha 
has been received, the groom’s family has 
influence over the bride and can freely initiate 
her in its practices. The Bavanoma do not 
marry from within the same clan.

The Bavanoma’s traditional dance is the luma, 
which is characterised by 12 flutes that differ 
in size and the muledu dance. The former is led 
by men while the latter is led by women. 

 | Religion

The Bavanoma used to have altars in their 
homesteads where an ekibindi (pot) was 
placed in a specific position in the home. In 
case of a problem, rituals were performed by 
either pouring water or alcohol in the kibindi 
and acts would be performed which would 
help the spirit mediums interpret and establish 
where the problem originated and its likely 
consequences. The Bavanoma have now 
adopted other religions, such as Christianity 
and Islam.

 | Economic activities

The Bavanoma depend on small scale crop 
farming for their livelihood and a few are 
engaged in small businesses.

 | Technology/Architecture

The Bavanoma make bows and arrows, pangas, 
spears, chairs, pots, and baskets. They build 
houses using poles and grass although those 
who are able to do so nowadays use iron 
sheets as roofing material.

Locally the Bavanoma are perceived as experts 
in traditional medicine used to treat back pains, 
malaria and heart attacks. They also make a 
poisonous substance which they smear on 
arrows to turn them into lethal instruments, 
although they also manufacture ingredients to 
neutralise this poison.
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  Appeal to Government by IMGs in 
the Rwenzori region

In their previous engagements with CCFU, 
the IMGs in the Rwenzori region have 
highlighted key issues that characterise 
their marginalisation. They have petitioned 
Government to address these as a matter of 
priority, if it is to be seen to care about their 
plight. The key issues raised include land, 
recognition, political representation, access 
to education and language development, as 
elaborated below.

 | Land 

Apart from the Banyabindi in Kasese who 
were displaced from much of their land by the 
Rwenzururu rebellion, the other IMGs in the 
Rwenzori region have, in a way, been displaced 
by government from their land (in whole or in 
part) following gazetting as National Parks. The 
Bagabo and Bakingwe were mainly displaced 
from the islands of lakes George and Edward, 
the Basongora were evicted by the creation of 
Queen Elizabeth National Park while the Batwa, 
Bamba, Babwisi and Batuku were evicted 
when Semliki National Park was established. 
None of these groups have been compensated 
for the land they lost to the public parks or to 
the Rwenzururu rebellion. They have since 
continued to live on small pieces of land for 
cultivation, grazing and settlement, which has 
largely contributed to their poverty and to the 
limited education attained by their children.

 | Recognition and   stigmatisation

Since the reinstatement of cultural institutions 
in Uganda, three of the ethnic groups in 
Bundibugyo - the Bavanoma, Babwisi, and 
Bamba - have had their cultural institution, the 
Obudingiya Bwa Bwamba (OBB), recognised. 
The Batwa are also regarded by the leadership 
of OBB to have friendly connections and could 
be supported under the cultural institution. 
The other IMGs (the Batuku, Basongora, 
Banyabindi, Bagabo and Bakingwe) are 
however not yet recognised by the central 
government as cultural institutions, despite 
their persistent demands. 

Further, the Bakingwe and Bagabo are not even 

recognised among the 65 ethnic groups listed 
in the Third Schedule of the 1995 Constitution 
of Uganda. The issue of non-recognition for 
the Bagabo and Bakingwe (yet they existed 
in Kasese before Uganda’s independence), 
is coupled with the negative stereotypes of 
IMGs held by the dominant ethnic groups in 
the Rwenzori region. The Batooro for example 
tend to regard most of the IMGs in the region, 
such as the Banyabidi and Batuku as Batooro, 
while others are regarded as mere clans in the 
dominant groups of the Bakonzo and Batooro. 
This attitude and negative stereotyping not 
only stigmatises but also causes low self-
esteem among these IMGs. This hinders their 
involvement in the public arena as they lack 
the self-confidence to stand and participate in 
matters of public interest. 

 | Political representation

Most of the IMGs in Rwenzori lack a prominent 
person in government (say at the ministerial 
level) while others do not have a representative 
even at LCIII level. The factors responsible for 
this low representation are mainly five: low levels 
of education, attitude and way of life, poverty, 
small numbers and lack of government support 
(CCFU, 2015). It should be noted that most of 
their aspirations, be it cultural recognition or 
the quest for resettlement or compensation for 
their lost land, would be easily advocated for 
through policy making organs such as Cabinet 
or local government councils. For that to be 
achieved, IMGs need a direct representative 
to voice their concerns. This is why the IMGs 
have long demanded political representation 
through affirmative action since they cannot 
ably compete in a political dispensation where 
ethnicity is a driving factor.

 | Access to education

The political instability experienced by the 
IMGs in the Rwenzori region from the colonial 
times through to the Rwenzururu rebellion 
affected their children’s education. Families 
were not stable as they were on the run, 
while the wars destroyed the few existing 
educational institutions at primary level. In 
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addition, the few secondary schools available 
were in Tooro, which was not only distant for 
poor parents, but also located in a politically 
unfriendly environment. Further, the attitude of 
the Bakingwe, Bagabo, Batuku and Basongora 
towards education was largely negative as 
they were absorbed in their fishing and cattle 
keeping businesses. This resulted in their being 
left behind the other communities in terms of 
formal education and in reaping the resultant 
benefits, such as formal employment. These 
IMGs thus need to be supported to access the 
kind of education that will help them compete 
with the rest of society.

 | Language development

Whereas there have been innovative changes 
in the policy of the Ministry of Education to have 
indigenous languages used for educational 
instruction in lower primary school, the IMGs 
find themselves in an unfavourable situation 
because most of their languages do not 
meet the selection criteria for the “thematic 
curriculum”. These stipulate that, for a 
language to be used in the curriculum, it should 
have sufficient orthography for educational 
instruction, and should be widely spoken in the 
communities within the district. This excludes 
most IMGs because most of their languages 
do not have the required orthography. Besides, 
these ethnic groups - being few in number - 
cannot have their languages widely spoken 
in the relevant districts. Hence the need for 

deliberate efforts to have the languages of 
IMGs developed, short of which their cultural 
right to enjoy their language while in school 
will continue to be denied.

 | Preservation of cultural heritage

Although there is a rich heritage of cultural 
resources and skills among the Rwenzori 
IMGs, such as the fishing, hunting, cattle 
and medicinal use, there have been serious 
constraints on the practice and expression 
of such skills. The Bakingwe, Bagabo and 
Batuku of the Banyeibuga cluster for instance 
have been alienated from their traditional 
occupations such as hunting and fishing. The 
Bagabo and Bakingwe used to hunt hippos 
under water by using their traditional tools 
- the omuhunda with ekihandagate (a spear 
with a handle made from hollowed out wood 
to make it float so that it can be seen by the 
hunter as the speared animal moves under 
water). When the Uganda Wildlife Authority 
took charge of the Queen Elizabeth National 
Park, this was abolished and the young 
generations will never have an opportunity 
to experience this practice. The Bavanoma, 
Bamba and Babwisi are skilled in chemistry 
and herbal medicine. This has not only been 
limited by a lack of government support to 
develop these skills but the experts have also 
been prohibited from accessing the Park to 
regularly obtain the raw materials necessary 
to expedite their trade.
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Opportunities for collaboration 
and support

 | A common ancestry

A common ancestry of Bunyoro features in 
the history narratives of the Babwisi, Bagabo, 
Bakingwe, Bamba, Banyabindi and Batuku. This 
could serve as an initial basis for collaboration 
among the IMGs themselves, to develop a 
common voice driven by similar interests. This 
collaboration could be extended to Bunyoro 
where, now that the wars that scattered these 
people to different parts of the region are no 
more, an opportunity to cooperate based on 
existing cultural and historic relations could be 
developed. The same ancestry is shared with 
the Batooro who, though not in a minority in the 
area, enjoy a prominence that could serve to 
the advantage of the IMGs for socio-economic 
empowerment and political support.  

 | Access to natural resources

Proximity to a heritage of lakes, rivers and 
forests in and out of National Parks provides 
opportunities for tapping into various natural 
resources. All the nine IMGs in the Rwenzori 
region live close to water and other resources 
that can provide materials for pottery, herbal 
medicine, and other handicrafts. Being 
protected by the Government, resources in 
National Parks - vegetation, clay and other 
wood-based materials – have not been depleted 
by cultivation, construction or settlement. 
Given that the Uganda Wildlife Authority can 
provide a window for collaboration with the 
neighbouring communities through regulated 
access to natural resources and collaborative 
conservation, IMGs could form associations 
with specific interests for mutual benefit. This 
could also enhance collaborative opportunities 
with the relevant government departments of 
water, health, tourism and antiquities, while 
natural resources can also be turned into 
products marketed outside communities for 
economic benefit.

 | Uniqueness of specialised skills and 
trade 

The Batuku of the Banyeibuga cluster are 
predominantly fishermen just as their Bakingwe 

and Bagabo counterparts are, while some of the 
Banyeibuga are potters like the Banyabindi and 
Bavanoma. The Batuku of the Bahuma cluster 
are closely related to the Basongora in the 
preparation and preservation of dairy and other 
cattle products, because they are traditionally 
cattle keepers. They could therefore create 
synergies for collaboration in the production 
and value addition of cattle-related products. 
These are areas of specialisation that could be 
enhanced to attract government support, such 
as through the emyooga credit funds, to uplift 
the IMGs in trades where they are most skilled. 

Expertise in scientific innovations and 
spirituality provide other areas for potential 
collaboration. The Bavanoma and Bagabo are 
believed to have supernatural powers in dealing 
with situations affecting individuals, through 
divination and healing those who are possessed 
or bewitched. The Bavanoma, Bamba and 
Babwisi, while said to produce chemicals that 
could be lethal to both humans and animals, 
are also said to produce ingredients that can 
neutralise such poisonous substances. This 
gives reason to collaborate with the Ministry 
of Science and Technology which should offer 
opportunities for testing, professionalising and 
marketing appropriate products and skills. 

 | Linguistic similarities

The linguistic closeness of the different ethnic 
dialects provides an opportunity for language 
development. The Bagabo, Bakingwe, 
Banyabindi, Basongora and Batuku speak 
closely related languages, all related to Rutooro, 
which is already a developed language. 
This linguistic proximity could be utilised to 
enrich and develop the different dialects into 
languages that could be documented and 
developed for educational instruction in their 
respective communities. Such an initiative 
could also attract support from the Ministry 
of Gender Labour and Social Development 
and other relevant stakeholders concerned 
with the promotion of indigenous cultures and 
languages.
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 | Recognition of cultural institutions

An aspiration by various IMGs for recognition 
as cultural institutions by government provides 
another commonality. The Banyabindi, 
Basongora, and Batuku aspire to obtain 
recognition as cultural institutions while the 
Bagabo and Bakingwe seek inclusion in the 
national Constitution as ethnic groups. Such 
common aspirations present an opportunity 
for collaboration among the different groups to 
lobby government, which is already committed 
to recognising cultural institutions, and to 
protecting and promoting the cultural rights of 
citizens. A common approach on this matter 
would provide a stronger space for advocacy 
than individual lobbying.

 | Linking with existing policies

The issues mentioned above link with different 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with 
the National Development Plan, as well as 
with ministerial/ directorate programmes. 
The Rwenzori IMG platform should relate with 
entities that support initiatives relevant to SDGs 
within Uganda and beyond, including various 
UN agencies, for collaboration and support. 
The willingness of institutions, including 
the Uganda Wildlife Authority, to devise 
mechanisms for permitting IMGs access to 
their cultural resources and spaces of cultural 
significance in protected areas, such as the 
Batwa trail, should be utilised.

 | Conclusion 

The IMGs in the Rwenzori region possess a 
rich and unique cultural heritage. Because of 
a destabilising history of displacement and 
marginalisation along ethnic lines, they are 
however not well placed in public offices, 
reflecting the limited education opportunities 
they have had access to. This limits their 
prospects to cause change and to see their 
cultural rights fulfilled, but they are resourceful 
people who can contribute much to national 
development in the sectors of fisheries, 
community tourism, crafts, herbal medicine 
and research. These are matters that require 
government support through the relevant 
ministries and sectors.

The persistent failure to see representatives 
from the IMG communities in positions of 
public influence, in a region where ethnicity 
continues to provide a rallying point in politics 
during electoral processes, can render 
democracy meaningless in their eyes. The lack 
of affirmative action to ensure the inclusion of 
IMGs in public affairs alienates them further. 
This may promote voter apathy, increase 
the presence of an irresponsible citizenry in 
areas where IMGs reside and aggravate any 
subsequent lack of incentive to contribute 
to development. Such a state of affairs can 
deepen a feeling of hopelessness among the 
young generations and could in the long run 
act as a bedrock for violence and instability. 
Such a situation demands swift action by all 
those concerned to ensure that the rights and 
welfare of IMGs in the Rwenzori region are 
effectively fulfilled.
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This publication has been produced with the support of 
CCFU as part of its initiative to support the cultural rights of 

indigenous minorities in Uganda. 
www.crossculturalfoundation.or.ug

This publication describes the identities, social organisation and 
socio-economic life of nine indigenous minority groups in the Rwenzori 
region. These include the Babwisi, Bamba, Bavanoma, Basongora, 
Batuku, Bakingwe, Bagabo, Batwa and Banyabindi. The publication 
also highlights their living conditions, many of which call for social 
justice action by the government and development partners. Key 
appeals concern access to land, adequate recognition, freedom 
from marginalisation and stigmatisation, unhampered access to 
education, the development of indigenous languages, and an 
opportunity to preserve and promote indigenous cultural heritage.
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