
What began as a legal 
adjustment has grown 
into a full-blown cultural 
dispute. 

BY FRED WAMBEDE & ANDREW 
WABUSHENDA 

confrontation has erupted 
amon elders in the Bugisy 
Subregion over the name of 
thelr ethnic group, with some 

saying they are Ramasaba while oth- 
ers insist they should be referred to as 
Ragiu. 
i follonws the change of the cultur- 

alinstitution name from nzu Ya Ma 
<abito the ugisu Cultural Institution 
by the Mintetry of Gender.Labour and 
Stcka) Development in May 2026, alleg: 
iy afterconsulting with the Bugisiel- 
Qerslod by Umuluiiika Mike Jude Mu 
joma. 
Tnru Ya Masaba cultural institution 

‘was formed in 2010 o unite the de- 

scendants of Masaba, staying around 

he slopes of Mount Elgon. The tribe 

occupies districts such as Sronko, Bu- 
Jambuli,Mbale.Manafwa,Namisindwa, 
and Bududain Uganda. 
“The inctitution also extended itster 

ritories o western Kenya in Bungo: 
‘maand Tanzoa, where residents are of 
Bugsudescent. 
‘Some elders says they are Bamsaba, 
aname derived from Masaba, the great 
forefather of the Masaba land. They ar- 
guethat Bagisuis anickname. 
Mr Joseph Weyusa, an elder from 

Lwakhakha in Namisi a Distict, ex- 
plained that Bugisu s a name believed 
1o have oniginated from the Maasai, af- 
ter Bwambu, the son of Masaba, fol- 
Jowed a cow into the area, He added 

that when the colonialists came, they 
adopted and formalised 
“We are not Bagisu, we are Bamasa- 

tn.and theleadership should have con- 
sulted alldistricts and clans befor the 
‘name waschanged from Inzu ¥a Masa- 
ba, but instead the change was made. 

in fecret This needs o be corrected be- 
fore the situation goes out of hand,"Mr. 
Weyusasaid. 
Mr Weyusa said the Parliament 

should remove what he described as 
an anomaly in the Constitution where 
thename Bagisuappears and replace it 

with Bamasaba. 
MrJohn Musila, the Member of Parlia- 

‘mentfor Bubulo East Constituency and 
one of the founders of Inzu Ya Masaba, 
explained another origin of the name, 

Bugisu. 
He said in 1887,2 man called Rever- 

end John Roscoe travelled to Bugisu 
Sub-region together with Baganda 
agents. 
‘According to Musila,the agents nick- 

‘named the people Bagishu, which is 
‘how the name Bugisu came about. 
He added that the people who wrote 

the Constitution made a mistake by 
listing two tribes — the Bugisu tribe 
and the Bukusu tribe — in the Consti- 
tutionof Uganda. 
Mr Musila further explained that in 

2008, the Mbale District administration 
‘lected 12 board members,which was by 
called the Bamasaba Board under the 
Mbale District Council. 
“They registered Inzu Ya Masaba as 

an institution and presented it to the 
‘councils of Manafwa, Bududa, Sironko, 
and Mbale for ratification. This means 
that Inzu Ya Masaba was created by the 
local government authorities,"he said. 
He added: “Why did we choose Ma- 

hold among tho Baglsu, also known 

e
 O
 

Circumelslon candidates dance to lsonja ,a proparatory danca ahead of circumelslan, 
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Identity row deepens 
cultural rift in Bugisu 
may not appear clearly in the Constitu  prefer being called Bagisubecause their - cestor. 
tion,we can pursue a constitutional re- 
Viewtocorrect that~ 
‘Mrusila further stated that thecon- 

troversy was brought about by the cur- 
rentleadership that changed the name 
toBukuka Bwa Bagisuor BugisuCulur- 
al Institution, not the government. 
“If the Constitution of Uganda lists 

tribe number fouras Bagisu,thatis well 
and good. I recognise t asa Member of 
Parliament. But if you now say Bukuka 
Bwe Bagisu,should there also be Bula- 
ka bwe Babukusu?” Mr Musila won- 
dered. 
‘He said they are planning to goto the 
‘ministry to find out whether there was 
any official gazettement of nzu Ya Ma- 
saba. 
“If not, the next step will be a court 

‘battle. However,if Inzu Ya Masaba still 
legally exists,we willimmediately get 
another Umukukato complete the cur- 
Tentterm or begina new one,sincethe 
current one will be considered to have 
resigned; hesaid. 
‘Asaresult of the confusion, a section. 
ofeldersin October last year elected Jo- 
ram Khambo Mayatsa from the Wana- 
le Clan to take on the mantle from the 
current Umukuuka, Mr Mudoma, say- 
ing histerm ofive years term ens this 
October. 
Mr Mudoma was reportedly elected 
the general assembly under Inzu Ya 

Masabain 2020.Shortly after his elec- 
tion, he was engaged in fights for the 
throne with John Amram Wagabyalile, 
but the Ministry of Gender in 2023 ga” 
zetted Mudoma s therightfl Umks 

MrMusilarevealed that they are pre- 
paring a petition to Parliament to raise © 
the matter as one of national impor- 

saba? Because he is the great ancestor ' tance. 
ofthe Bamasaba. Although the name ‘He said that some people in Sironko 

forefathers worked closely with coloni- 
aladministrators,who preferred calling. 
them Bagishu. 
Healso noted that Kakungulu's sette- 

‘ment in North Mbale influenced the ar- 
ea,which explains why their language 
contains many Luganda words. 
Mr Moses Kutoyi, the minister of cul- 

tureand heritage in the Bugisu Cultural 
Institution, said that Bagisu and Bama- 
sabaare the same people. 
However,he added that the confusion 

stems from what was written in Ugan- 
da's Constitution, where the name Bag- 
isuappears instead of Bamasaba. 
He explained that Bugisu refers o the 

region, while Masaba s their great an- 

HOW DISPUTE BEGAN 

Theidentity row escalated 
after the Ministry of Gender, 
Labourand Social Development 
inMay 2025 changedthe 
culturalinstitution's name 
from InzuYa Masaba to Bugisu 
Cultural Institution. Some 
elders argue the change was 
donewithout wide consultation 
and undermines tho historical 
identity of the Bamasaba 
poople, descendants of Masaba. 
thers say the move aligns 

the institutionwith Uganda's 
Constitution, whichliststh 
‘community as Bagisu. 
Thedisagreement has. 
sincotriggored calls fora 
constitutional review, a possible 
‘court battle, and even the 
election ofa parallol cultural 
leader. 

Speaking from the Cultural Institu- 
on' position, M Kutoyisaid the found- ersagreed tonameit Inzu Ya Masaba,al- though before the establishment of the 
cultural institution, the people were 
widely known as Bagisu. 

“It was the government that intro- duced the process of updating and for- malising cultural institutions, Howev- exifthereare concemns about the name, the relevant stakeholders can engage andreview the matter; he said. 
Mr Kutoyi said there is a need for dia- 
logue to correct any mistakes that may 
‘have been made regarding the name. 

If necessary,they can formally inform 
the government instead of simply gazet- 
ting the institution as the Bugisu Cultur- 
alnstitution, especially when some peo- 
pleinMasaba land prefer itto remainn- 
zu Ya Masaba in order to avoid further 
confusion,” hesaid. 
He called upon the Bamasaba not to 

divide themselves over the Bamasaba~ 
Bagisu identity debate, but instead to fo- 
cus on unity and development of the re- 
gion. 
Dr Stephen Watiti, another elder, re- 

vealed that from the beginning, he re- 
gion has been known as Bugisu while 
the peopleare Bamasaba,saying the two 
refer to the same community. 

“The mess started when the cultural 
institution was introduced; instead of 
uniting the Bamasaba, people began fo- 
cusing on survival and personal inter- 
ests; hesaid. 
He added that the leadership of the 

cultural institution should explain how 
and under what process the name of 
the nstitution was changed from Inzu 
YaMasaba to the Bugisu Cltural st = : 
During an earlier interview; Mr Ste- 

‘ven Masika, the spokesperson of the in- 

stitution, howerer said 1. 
‘name was ot only 12,1 
for the good of Barma 
“We identify 

butlegally e 
weare justtrying 
stitution with the 
that recognise 
saba,and the 
corrigendum, b 
MrMasika a 

tution, Inzu 1a ¥ 
afewindividuals 
ests,andthat und: 
tution was miscing o 
cated to culturalir 
gion. 
Mr Richard Ma: 

eralin Mudomas 
carlier claims that the 
advised the £o' 
name. 
“In my letter, whic 

ed the solicitor g 

tinterpret the w7 
that some of the cult 

ing examples of Lanzs 
tion, Inzu Ya Masaba, 
foundation,among ot 
the founders based on 

“Thisis the nature o7 - 
never be at the same » 
everyone wants to be at 
‘They didn't want to 5 
cause they say they 
fellow man," 
that the new name of 
Umulauka Wa Bugisu, 
Bugisu. 
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