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‘Much better than earlier’: dam-building in Uganda and
understanding development through the past
Joanna Nayler

African Studies Centre, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT
This article illustrates that development discourses are historically
constructed and contingent, demonstrating the value of adopting
a discursive and historical approach to development projects. It
juxtaposes recent and late-colonial Ugandan dam-building, using
Owen Falls and Bujagali dams respectively, to bring the past and
present into conversation. Focusing on history as the
representation of past events shows how actors’ articulation of
development tropes is intimately linked with historical
associations and claims, and how actors use recent history to
advance contemporary aims while discussing development. For
example, critiques of contemporary situations are strengthened
through unfavourable comparison with a romanticised past, and
development planners justify their actions by presenting
development projects as different from previous interventions.
This historical lens identifies findings that an approach focused
on the present might miss, including the ways the late-colonial
government emphasised the small-scale nature of its projects and
positive remembrances of Owen Falls in contemporary Uganda
(in spite of the project not achieving its objectives); large-scale
development projects should therefore not only be analysed from
the perspective of their ostensible failure. This approach also
illustrates how ideas of development are articulated differently in
different historical contexts, including more individualised and
divergent applications in the contemporary period.
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On 18 April 2013, speaking at the Kololo ceremonial grounds in Kampala, President
Yoweri Museveni officially launched Uganda’s new National Development Plan,
Vision 2040.1 The 137-page document explicitly links itself to Uganda’s historical devel-
opment, noting that it ‘consolidates the previous efforts, lessons learnt and analysis of our
past development strategies and future prospects’.2 The Plan simultaneously looks confi-
dently towards the future, outlining aspirations to ‘change the country from a predomi-
nantly low income to competitive upper middle-income country within 30 years.’3 Vision
2040 therefore reflects a common characteristic of development discourse, drawing
together the past, present and future in comparison, and illustrating how development
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is bound up with ideas of historical comparison. This article uses the historically con-
structed nature of development as its starting point in order to examine how actors
use historical representations to make claims about development, bringing the past
and present into dialogue through the under-utilised case study of dam-building in
Uganda. In doing so, it asks: how do actors use representations of the past when
talking about development? And what can focusing on these representations of the
past reveal about development ideas, desires and critiques?

Vision 2040 is part of a broader recent movement in Uganda towards large-scale and
state-initiated development projects, a trend which many African countries are also
experiencing. This resurgence shares striking similarities with the peak of high modernist
development in the 1940s-1960s, such as a highly optimistic belief in the transformative
power of grand, state-led projects and faith in the ability of technology to overcome
poverty (as well as key differences, including tropes of sustainable development and
support from new funders such as China or India). Large hydro-power dams are para-
digmatic of this type of state-led development and have accordingly witnessed a resur-
gence in popularity in recent years.4 Whilst often overlooked compared to countries
building dam mega-projects (such as Sudan or Ethiopia), Uganda’s engagement with
dam-building is a key example of this resurgence: both the colonial government of
Uganda of the 1940s and the current National Resistance Movement (NRM)-led govern-
ment have invested in the developmental promise of dams. This similarity provides a
useful starting point to bring the past and present of dam-building into dialogue.

Uganda’s engagement with large-scale dam-building began with the 150-megawatt
(MW) Owen Falls dam, completed in 1954 (now renamed Nalubaale). No further
dam-building occurred in Uganda until the 1990s, when the construction of the
200MWKiira dam extended the original Owen Falls site. In the last decade dam-building
has accelerated, playing a central role in Uganda’s current development Vision.5 The
250MW Bujagali hydro-power plant, previously abandoned following corruption scan-
dals and criticism from environmentalists, was revived in the late 2000s and completed
in 2012. Isimba (183MW), located around 40 km away from Bujagali, was launched in
2019, and Karuma (600MW) dam in northwestern Uganda is nearing completion at
the time of writing. Plans are also being drawn to construct a further large dam at
Ayago (880MW) in Murchison Falls National Park. Examining large hydro-power
dams such as these provides a way to explore many issues relating to development:
dams are inherently linked with ideas of modernisation, industrialisation, the environ-
ment, and the state’s role in development.6

This article’s key proposition is that ideas of development are historically constructed,
and therefore a focus on how actors use historical representations to articulate develop-
ment ideas and desires reveals insights that an account focused on the present might
miss. This analysis is facilitated by the understudied approach of bringing dam-building
and associated ideas of development in two periods into conversation, using the Owen
Falls and Bujagali dams as respective case studies for past and more recent dam-building
in Uganda. Bujagali is the focus of contemporary dam-building for this research due to its
proximity to the Owen Falls site, the availability of information on its impact and its
intersection with a range of issues, including resettlement, tourism, sustainability and
financing. This article draws on archival research and 21 interviews conducted in
Uganda in 2017 with respondents connected to contemporary dam-building or related
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policy areas. Respondents accordingly tended to be from an ‘elite’, with many invested in
the government’s dam-building agenda. Therefore, rather than being representative of
the community in Jinja or broader Ugandan society, the purpose of interviews was to
enable a discussion of past and present and provide insight into the views of those
with a connection to, or ability to shape, development policy.

This approach leads to new substantive findings, detailed in the empirical part of this
article which is divided into two sections. The first examines Owen Falls, followed by
Bujagali, to explore meanings of development in Uganda during the colonial and con-
temporary period respectively. This furthers knowledge of understandings of dam-build-
ing and development in Uganda, particularly amongst development policy makers, and
adds to literature examining how development discourses are used differently in different
contexts and may change (or stay the same) over time.7 Whilst this section does highlight
how late-colonial and contemporary development planners in Uganda have used similar
discourses of high-modernist, Rowstian development, associated with electricity and
industrialisation, it moves beyond simply identifying similarities and differences
between past and present. Instead, its key contribution is its illustration of how historical
references and comparisons are a critical part of speaking and making claims about
development, and its analysis of what these historical references reveal about develop-
ment ideas. Development planners commonly present their version of development as
different from that of the past and openly state that they have learned from the mistakes
of previous generations of development planners. This kind of discourse was present as
early as the 1940s during the planning of Owen Falls; archival records show development
planners emphasised that they had learned from previous mistakes and were not solely
reliant on large-scale projects. In the contemporary period, government and dam-build-
ing officials distanced themselves from previous development mistakes and constructed
the claimed success of Bujagali in comparison to Uganda’s recent history. Such claims
were undermined by critics of the Bujagali dam, though no participant criticised the
overall notion of development.

The second section brings the past and present of development more directly into con-
versation, focusing on how interviewees remember and construct Owen Falls and past
development more generally. This approach focuses on history as a representation of
past events which is entirely created in the present and subject to continual reinvention,
rather than examining how occurrences in the past affect the present, or on why conti-
nuities happen. This methodology reveals how Owen Falls is viewed overwhelmingly
positively by contemporary Ugandan respondents, despite not fulfilling its aims. Exam-
ining the specific form of these positive constructions highlights associations between
development and industrialisation, and an increasing importance placed on development
empowering individuals in the contemporary period. Perhaps most saliently, this
approach shows how representations of the past, through unfavourable comparison
with the present, can strengthen and nuance contemporary critiques. This research also
compares how respondents present past and contemporary development, contrasting a
more consensual view of past development with a more heterogenous and often individua-
listic belief of contemporary development. At a more theoretical level, these findings high-
light the contingent rather than universal nature of development (particularly how ideas of
development vary by historical contexts) and the continued power of development dis-
courses; even critics of Bujagali dam did not criticise the overall idea of development.
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Dams and development in historical review

This article initially discusses the broad ways development has been understood and
debated to contextualise how these ideas took root in Uganda and served as long-standing
points of policy and discussion amongst officials and between colonial officials andAfrican
subjects. This contextualisation emphasises how definitions of development are often pre-
mised on historical change and comparison, as well as the contested and contingent nature
of development which has enabled it to form the basis of various claims. Development can
be a discourse, a goal, a process of change, or a set of intentional practices and actions.
Cowen and Shenton differentiate between development as an underlying process of
change (‘immanent’ development) and as an intentional intervention (‘imminent’ devel-
opment), clarifying interests about externally-imposed processes of change (rather than,
for example, capitalist accumulation).8 It should also be noted that separate forms of devel-
opment do not function in silo; van Beusekom and Hodgson have highlighted how devel-
opment practices and discourses are intertwined.9 Following this approach, this article
predominantly studies development as a discourse, though also examines how dam pro-
jects were implemented, which can mediate and shape development discourse.

Owen Falls was planned and built during the 1940s and 1950s, a time when the notion
of development had risen to prominence as the central organising concept underpinning
the relationship between Europe and colonial Africa.10 Practices of development varied
between and within colonial administrations and were a culmination of previous inter-
ventions. Historians of Africa have shown how European powers increasingly focused on
development in their approach to the colonies in the 1920s and 1930s, with ideas of
‘development’ as an external imposition reaching back to at least the civilizing mission
of the nineteenth century.11 From the early twentieth century, the colonial government
in Uganda perceived cash crops and agricultural production, particularly cotton, coffee
and tobacco, as integral to the country’s development.12 By the time of Owen Falls’ con-
struction, similarly to the British colonial administration’s approach in other colonies,
the scope of development interventions in Uganda had further expanded to include
social welfare provisions and the metropole was increasingly funding development inter-
ventions. The colonial government additionally focused on industrialisation, such as
textile mills and paper manufacturing, planned to be powered by Owen Falls.13

Whilst unbalanced power relationships, racist assumptions and coercive ruling tactics
such as forced labour were often integral to colonial development, the concept of devel-
opment was not solely used by colonial administrators. In showing the longer pasts of
development, historians have highlighted how development is not made up of ‘hegemo-
nic discourses imposed without check from above’ and emphasised the interaction and
negotiation between planners and citizens.14 Hunter and Cooper also illustrate how
the universalistic yet pliable concept of development gave colonised African citizens in
the late-colonial period the potential to co-opt development discourse, enabling them
to appeal to the political leaderships of their countries.15 Such examples demonstrate
the importance of looking beyond the failure of development plans and highlight the
need to examine how ‘languages of development were deployed’ by a range of
actors.16 Cooper also emphasises how development discourses and projects ‘provided
people in the colonies with a basis for making claims,’ including for nationalisms and
better standards of living.17
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Post-development (or post-modern / post-structuralist) scholars, a school of thought
emerging in the 1990s, also adopted a focus on the discourses of development, but
through a different approach. They located development in a series of controlling dis-
courses and practices, arguing these inevitably fail, and at their most radical construct
development as a ‘nightmare’.18 Critics of these approaches, such as Corbridge, Kiely
or Argawal, have observed that post-development scholars tend to overstate development
as a homogenous, failed and external imposition, and understate how citizens targeted by
projects may articulate desires for modernity or development.19 Corbridge in particular
usefully notes that whilst approaches adopted by post-developmentalists do vary, they
also share assumptions leading to unhelpful binaries and often lack evidence for their
claims that development leads to degradation.20 Nonetheless, post-developmentalists’
examination of development discourses and distribution of power is helpful. Crush, in
particular, usefully explores development as a discourse which has a ‘powerful habit of
using history,’ emphasising how plans often contain a ‘formulaic bow to the previous
plan period’, and state that this time ‘it’ll go much better.’21 As well as these explicit refer-
ences to the past, development discourses also implicitly relate to historical ideas through
close associations with ideas of change over time (both positive and negative), illustrated
in development’s often ‘prospective, forward-looking’ nature.22 This link between devel-
opment and temporal changes is noted by a broader range of scholars, such as Cooper
and Packard, who state that development’s power lies ‘in its rejection of the past and
its aspirations for the future.’23 As this article will show, notions of development do
not necessarily demand a steady improvement towards progress, but can also include
a call to return to a romanticised past. Numerous scholars have therefore shown both
the contingent nature of development and the intrinsic link between development dis-
courses and historical representations and comparisons. However, there is still a lack
of detailed examination of the forms that such historical representations assume, and
what they may reveal about meanings of development and contemporary aspirations.
This study will begin to address this.

Mid-century dam-building and its contemporary resurgence

From the 1940s to the 1960s, dams held a strong appeal for development planners and
African leaders alike, who stressed their potential for modernisation (associated with
industrialisation and electrification) and used them to promote nationalist visions.24

However, dam-building faced increasing criticism internationally, beginning in the
1970s and increasing throughout the 1980s and 1990s.25 This culminated with the land-
mark World Commission on Dams report (2000), stating that ‘in too many cases an
unacceptable and often unnecessary price has been paid,’ and leading international
financial institutions such as the World Bank to severely decrease their financing of
large-scale dam projects.26 Despite such criticisms, dam-building has experienced a
revival in recent years, with an increased adoption of the language (if not always the prac-
tices) of sustainability.27 From 2006 to 2012 the World Bank increased its funding for
dams tenfold.28 New social science studies have engaged with this revival of large-scale
dam-building worldwide (and other large-scale, state-led development projects), often
referencing High Modernism, a term closely associated with Scott’s Seeing Like a
State.29 Scott makes a similar argument to post-developmentalists referenced above,
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though rather than homogenising all development, he addresses a particular ideology of
development –which he terms HighModernism – to describe ambitious, top-down post-
war development projects which inevitably fail. Critically engaging with ideas of High
Modernism, Dye highlights the ‘morphing but persistent’ modernist logics in the plan-
ning and construction of the Rwandan Nyabarongo dam (2014), as well as exploring
both the ‘socio-economic opportunities’ and ‘destruction’ caused by the dam.30 Similarly,
Abbink and Verhoeven respectively explore why dams continue to be built after the cri-
ticism they have faced internationally and posit dam-building as a projection of state
authority in several African countries, most notably Ethiopia.31 Whilst these studies
often reference or analyse longer dam-building histories to provide context, a point of
comparison or theoretical frameworks for contemporary dams, this study will use
history in a different way by examining how actors use ideas of the past to speak
about dams and development.

A growing, but mostly separate, group of historians have explored Africa’s large dam
projects in the late colonial and early independence periods, often deconstructing how
various actors have experienced or perceived dams in the past.32 One notable example
is Miescher’s historical case study of Ghana’s Akosombo dam which explores how tech-
nocratic, modernist, planning interacted with, and could be contradicted by, the imagin-
ations and constructions of modernity amongst the residents of Akosombo Township.33

In a similarly discursive account, Tischler uses the Kariba dam to explore the intersection
of nation-building, decolonisation andmodernisation, investigating how historical actors
conceptualised modernisation and development.34 This present study also adopts a dis-
cursive approach, focusing on conceptions of the dams and development, though differs
by simultaneously examining the past and present of dam-building. Most similar to this
methodology is perhaps McGregor’s account of Kariba dam, which situates the project
within longer histories of the Zambezi river, and is particularly illuminating in analysing
how different episodes of the river’s history are later retold and reconstituted to make
claims about Kariba dam and the surrounding landscape.35 This present article also
investigates dams and claim-making, though with a stronger focus on how actors use
ideas of history and represent the past to speak, and make claims about, development.
Miescher and Tsikata also explore the historical linkages between Akosombo (1965)
and Bui (2013) dams in Ghana, usefully exploring the particularities of modernisation
and development discourses related to the two dams.36 Whilst Miescher and Tsikata
‘compare [the dams’] place in Ghana’s development aspirations,’37 focusing on their
similarities and differences, this study instead focuses on how actors present histories
to speak about dams and development in Uganda, and what this reveals about under-
standings of development.

Methodology

The article draws on two bodies of information. The first is British Colonial Office and
Foreign Office archival documents of the late 1940s and early 1950s from the United
Kingdom National Archives. These documents related to the planning and construction
process of Owen Falls and contemporaneous development planning, and are used to
examine the claims the British administration made about Owen Falls and associated
development planning and discourses. The second comprised 21 interviews conducted
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in Uganda in March – April 2017. These formed the core of the empirical research and
were complemented by written materials relating to Uganda’s contemporary dam pro-
jects and national vision of development. Due to this study’s focus on the interplay of
past and present, the interviews were designed following an oral history approach
which provided space for respondents to speak about the present, as well as their con-
ceptions of the past. The aim of interviews was not to glean a historical truth about
state-led development in the past, or to uncover a previously obscured, subaltern past.
Rather, the purpose was to approach the interviews as an expression of the past’s
meaning in the present, focusing on how actors present the past and what this may
reveal about the present, and drawing on the theory that oral history reveals more
about the meaning actors give to events than about the events themselves.38

Interviews took place in Kampala, Uganda’s political and administrative capital, and
Jinja district, the location of both Bujagali and Owen Falls. Interviewees were initially
identified through making contact with organisations with clear connections to
Ugandan dam-building (such as environmental NGOs or government departments),
who then identified further respondents to be contacted. All respondents were selected
due to their connection with contemporary dam-building or experience in a related
policy area and included government officials in a range of departments (such as the Elec-
trical Regulatory Authority or the National Planning Authority), senior employers at
dam organisations, members of Civil Society Organisations, energy or hydro-power
researchers, workers reliant on the tourism industry around Bujagali and local politicians
in Bujagali. Interviews were conducted in semi-formal settings, such as offices and some-
times in public areas such as cafes. All interviewees but one were Ugandan. The intervie-
wees were a range of ages; all were adults, though none were old enough to remember
Owen Falls when it was built. The oldest had conscious memories of the early years of
Ugandan independence in the 1960s and the youngest had only experienced Uganda
under Museveni (since 1986).

The methodology focused on respondents considered to be the main ‘voices’ in this
space, asking respondents to recommend further interviewees, and conducting inter-
views in English. The background of interviewees was consequently relatively narrow.
The majority were ‘elite’; middle class, male (only two interviewees were female), well-
educated and of at least middle-level manager positions. Interviews therefore cannot
be seen as representative of the community in Jinja or broader Ugandan society,
especially considering the number (21) of interviews conducted. Rather, the interviews
generally (though not completely) speak to an elite, typically male, Ugandan discourse
(s). Whilst it must be acknowledged this does not substantially take into account the per-
spectives of the less powerful, and therefore focuses on those who may be most likely to
benefit from dams or afford the electricity they provide, it does provide insight into devel-
opment discourse amongst those able to influence (or who are connected to) the course
of development policy. A greater number of interviews would have enabled this research
to speak with more precision about how different kinds of societal groups articulated
development discourses. However, the interviews were historical in nature, rather than
sociographical, with the primary aim to enable a discussion of past and present that
neither the archive nor contemporary documents alone could provide. Interviews
enabled actors to compare Owen Falls and Bujagali in relation to notions of development,
articulate their own understandings of development within different historical contexts,
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and exemplified the uses of a historical approach to illuminate changes and variations
within meta-narratives, such as development.

Unsurprisingly, each actor presented a narrative shaped by their own personal experi-
ences and aims. Due to the amount of time since construction, no interviewees were
directly impacted by Owen Falls. The ways this may have shaped responses is discussed
in more detail in the empirical section below, which suggests that highly positive remem-
brances of Owen Falls might indicate an idea of development focused on present-day
impacts (‘the people then didn’t mind what happened’), and can also present a powerful
critique of contemporary development through unfavourable comparison with the past.
Similarly, many respondents were invested in the current government and dam-building
and consequently may have been more likely to express positive views of government-led
dam-building. One respondent expressed hope that being interviewed would amplify
their opinions to make his voice heard at a policy level, raising questions over how
they may have chosen to frame their views during our interactions. These subjectivities
reveal ‘a great deal of the speaker’s relationship to their history’ and are a key part of
history in general.39 Approaching the subject of development as a (historically informed)
claim-making construct can be useful here, focusing on what responses reveal concerning
development ideals, assumptions and presentations. Following Luise White, rather than
focus on delineating ‘the truth’, it is more helpful to see the intricate ways people use
broader ‘social facts’ (in this case, constructions of development) to speak about the
past.40

Past and present dam-building in Uganda

Owen Falls and the history of dam-building

In January 1948 the colonial government established the Uganda Electricity Board (UEB)
to take government control over electrical operations and construct a hydro-power
scheme to greatly increase electricity generation.41 The following year the UEB began
planning to construct a hydro-power dam at Owen Falls, 4 km downstream from Lake
Victoria. This ambitious project, completed in 1954, hugely expanded Uganda’s electri-
city supply capacity from 1MW to 150 MW, yet failed to achieve its aim of bringing rapid
industrialisation to the protectorate. Whilst ostensibly for the benefit of the Ugandan
people, the British-led colonial administration in Uganda directed the scheme and
were in detailed correspondence with the British government in London concerning
the scheme.42 Despite this turn to large-scale and state-led development, the colonial
government distanced itself from the idea that development involved only the construc-
tion of grand, top-down projects. The 1948 development plan argued it was ‘primarily
Uganda’s own development plan, and not something superimposed from above’.43

Notably, the colonial government also stressed how the ‘idea that development consists
in the main of large projects’ is ‘fundamentally wrong’.44 This late colonial stress on
inclusivity and the small-scale nature of projects is striking, particularly given literature’s
tendency to emphasise the large-scale nature of late-colonial development.45

Development planners also claimed to be learning from past mistakes; Uganda’s 1946
Development Plan noted that ‘there are tragic lessons to be learned from other parts of
the world which have passed through [Uganda’s current] stage of development,’ though
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also simultaneously asserted a universalistic view that all countries go through similar
‘stages’ of development.46 Similarly, one unnamed official, seemingly based in Whitehall
and connected to the British Colonial Office, cautioned against repeating past develop-
ment mistakes in the construction of Owen Falls and making sweeping yet unsubstan-
tiated claims. Using the recent example of the failed Tanganyika Groundnut Scheme,
they wrote: ‘it is surely injudicious to forecast cost to consumers five years hence, in a
scheme hedged about with at least three uncertainties… there seems to be a danger of
making rash promises (à la grounduts) which will one day come home to roost’.47 The
groundnut scheme, which placed vast yet misguided faith in the ability of science to
rapidly mechanise and transform groundnut production in Tanganyika, has become
emblematic of many criticisms since directed at late-colonial development schemes.48

Optimism that large-scale schemes would succeed and transform society therefore did
not go uncontested. Indeed, as early as the 1940s, some development planners aimed
to justify development initiatives by emphasising the need to localise projects and to
learn from historical mistakes.

Despite such concerns, the colonial government planned to generate more electricity
than Uganda required, asserting that industries would rapidly grow once cheap power
was abundant. Administrators argued this electricity would turn Jinja into an industrial
centre and significantly raise living standards.49 Regarding Owen Falls’ impact on its
nearby surroundings and residents, displacement or resettlement do not appear to be
mentioned by the relatively sparse secondary literature, nor did I find discussion of
this in archival documents.50 A study of Owen Falls by researcher Gail Wilson, based
on fieldwork she conducted in 1960–61, does state that ‘flooding at Owen Falls was
not serious,’ though also noted the affected area included the embankment of the
main Kampala to Mombasa railway line and the Nile bridge (the road was replaced by
a new highway and the railway realigned).51 A social survey of Jinja conducted in
1950–51 also stated there were ‘land clearances’ during this time, to support broader
‘industrial changes’ and ‘urban development’.52 This included the resettlement outside
of Jinja of some 800 persons who were removed from township land in 1949, though
this is not presented as connected to Owen Falls. It is difficult to find more precise infor-
mation (especially as respondents, as will be detailed below, did not describe any negative
impacts of Owen Falls), though it is apparent that large-scale resettlement, as occurred
with the building of the Kariba dam, did not occur.53 The lack of clarity over any reset-
tlement in colonial archival documents may reflect that it was not a particular concern for
the colonial administration.

During the construction of Owen Falls, 2,000 African workers were employed during
the day, and 500–600 at night, many of whom also brought their dependents.54 This
sudden increase in population had clear effects on Jinja town, including the building
of offices and flats.55 However, the dam’s labour force rapidly fell after construction to
around 600 by the end of 1955 and Jinja was left with ‘empty buildings and decaying
streets.’56 Whilst the electricity network in Uganda rapidly expanded throughout the
1950s, the expected transformational boom in electricity consumption did not occur.57

The prohibitive expense impeded the number of consumers paying for electricity and
in Jinja the increased electricity supply provided by the dam led only to the construction
of one textile mill and a copper smelter, both small by international standards.58 The lack
of industrial demand was so severe that the UEB resorted to selling between one third
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and one half of the electricity generated to Kenya. 59 Whilst some modest electrical
expansion therefore did occur, the expected economic and social transformation did
not materialise.60

Contemporary dam-building and development in Uganda

In 1999, 55 years after the completion of Owen Falls, the Ugandan government con-
tracted AES Nile Power (AESP) to build and operate a new hydro-power plant at Buja-
gali, around 10 km away from Owen Falls. However, the project collapsed in the early
2000s due to ongoing corruption investigations, financing issues and campaigns
against the project, and AESP withdrew. The project was revived in 2005 with a new con-
tractor (Bujagali Energy Limited, BEL) under a public-private partnership. BEL agreed to
construct and operate the dam, selling all electricity to the government owned Uganda
Electricity Transmission Company Limited (UETCL), and will transfer ownership to
the Ugandan government after 30 years. Completed in 2012, the dam did increase
Uganda’s electricity generation capacity, reducing the country’s reliance on diesel gen-
erators, though has been heavily criticised for high costs of electricity, negative
impacts on tourism and the environment, and inadequate compensation to residents
near the dam site.61

In interviews, contemporary government officials and policy-makers largely framed
Bujagali as a project which has ‘had a greatly positive impact on the economy and the
energy sectors,’ closely associated with development, electricity and industrialisation.62

A couple of respondents were more reticent, noting that ‘the tariffs are a little on the
high side,’ or even that small dams are ‘better’.63 Whilst these highlight the nuances
in government responses, both respondents still viewed electricity as a pre-requisite
for development and as a critical part of national development plans. Moreover, the
majority of officials and national development planning documents, such as Vision
2040, did share a strongly optimistic discourse. As if explaining a simple and irrefutable
process, one government official who had worked at the Uganda Electricity Generation
Company Limited (UEGCL) for ten years stated: ‘When you have more power you have
more industries and more jobs, and the standard of living improves, and people will be
happy’.64 This reproduced the linear understanding of development and associations
with electricity and industrialisation displayed in the planning of Owen Falls, with
similar Rostowian notions of economic development as a universal process that
occurs in discrete ‘stages’.65

There were discursive differences between late-colonial and contemporary ideas of
development, with a particular recent emphasis on environmental sustainability and
tourism, as well as power generation.66 This echoes Dye’s observance of persistent
but morphing logics of modernisation theory in dam-building.67 Nevertheless,
several similarities between official discourses referring to Owen Falls and Bujagali
are striking, illustrating the longer history of many ideas concerning development
and dams in Uganda. Gore references this continuity when he describes a ‘dominant
energy narrative’ which emerged in Uganda in the twentieth century, the cornerstone
of which was the link between electricity, economic development and modernisation
and which continues to this day, albeit in a contested manner.68 This could reflect a
path dependence of discourses, which has received less focus than the more

JOURNAL OF EASTERN AFRICAN STUDIES 409



materialistic forms of path dependency, such as those involving established interest
groups and sunk costs.69 Whilst the reason these discourses persist may warrant
further study, this was not the main focus of this research. Instead, interviews used
these similarities as a starting point to discuss how ideas of development change or
stay the same over time, reflect on how historical references are used in development
discourse and to examine what this reveals about contemporary development under-
standings and aspirations.

Supporters of Bujagali often constructed this ‘success’ in comparison to Uganda’s
recent history; Bujagali dam was consistently framed and justified in reference to
Uganda’s electricity deficit in the early 2000s, which one senior official at Bujagali
Energy Limited (BEL) described as a period when ‘development just could not take
place’.70 Similarly, one official at the Electricity Regulatory Authority (ERA) claimed
that the projects associated with Bujagali dam led to the construction of ‘houses
[which] were built much better than earlier’.71 More broadly, development planners
also consistently claimed that community participation occurred in a meaningful and
thorough manner, with the government finding ‘out what the people in the local commu-
nity want’.72 The BEL senior official emphasised how the company’s communication
with communities was a ‘benchmark for Uganda’, portrayed in contrast with the early
2000s resettlement during the ‘failed’ first attempt at constructing the Bujagali dam.73

Around 8,700 people (1,228 households) were resettled or lost assets during the original
project, and a 2008 World Bank evaluation noted ongoing, unresolved resettlement and
compensation issues from the original project.74 BEL agreed to resolve all outstanding
resettlement and compensation issues and implemented community development and
social action plans including building schools, supplying piped water and providing
training courses.

However, such claims of inclusive development were disputed by representatives of
communities living near Bujagali, as well as from advocacy groups and literature. One
2015 study found continued dissatisfaction with the resettlement and consultation pro-
cesses.75 During interviews, one manager at an environmental charity stated that ‘com-
munities were intimidated, silenced and they faced a lot of suppression,’ and that the
environment and tourism had been negatively affected.76 Respondents resident near
the Bujagali site also criticised the government for not recognising the importance of
tourism and for being unresponsive to complaints (some government officials did
acknowledge the negative impact on tourism, though framed this as the benefits ‘outstrip
what we lost’).77 One anti-Bujagali dam campaigner, resident in the Jinja area, stated that
the dam had brought no development and had ‘taken [the area of] Bujagali back to where
it was before’.78 However, criticisms in the Bujagali area were not unanimous. One man
who owned a fishing business in Jinja explained: ‘We get jobs and the development of the
Jinja area, we appreciate it from the government,’79 possibly reflecting how, in areas near
where dam-building occurs, dams create opportunities for some, but have heavy costs for
others.80 However, not one respondent rejected the idea of development, nor even dam-
building in general. Academics following a post-developmentalist approach that con-
structs development as a ‘nightmare,’81 or who only approach it from the perspective
of a homogenous, authoritarian state may overlook the discursive meaning held by the
idea of development, even amongst those who have been negatively affected by develop-
ment projects.
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Bringing the past and present of development into conversation

Memories of Owen Falls and development in contemporary Uganda

The failed aims of Owen Falls detailed above, including failure to achieve large-scale
industrial transformation and spiralling building costs, were almost entirely absent
from the extremely positive remembrances of Owen Falls and late-colonial development
amongst interviewees. Respondents near unanimously positively represented the late
colonial past as a time of development, associated with infrastructure building, stability
and progress. One man resident in the Bujagali area and active in the local political scene
for the Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) party, succinctly summarised these positive
views when recalling the effects of Owen Falls; ‘People got jobs, infrastructure became
perfect, schools came up, even tourism…when the dam was built, everything shot
up’.82 Such remembrances highlight how examining projects from the perspective of
their ostensible failure can overlook the positive connotations and associations with
ideas of modernisation and development they may still hold.83 As Owen Falls was com-
pleted approximately 60 years before this study, it was not possible to contact individuals
directly impacted by the Owen Falls scheme. No respondents directly witnessed any
negative consequences, which may help explain the positive way Owen Falls is remem-
bered and possibly illustrating how it is easier to be less critical of projects which do not
directly affect the individual speaking.

These uncritical, even romantic remembrances of Owen Falls and its perceived impact
should not be dismissed as meaningless nostalgia. Nostalgia is both a means of critically
framing the present and gives voice to certain social and political desires.84 Therefore, the
specific form of nostalgia and how respondents use historical evidence to help articulate
their understandings of, and claims for, present development helps to illustrate current
understandings of development. Owen Falls’ success was often viewed through the lens
of industrialisation. For example, the ERA official commented: ‘[Owen Falls] made Jinja
an industrial town… you had any kind of industries… it became highly developed.’85

Whilst this is at odds with the evidence above that the project did not achieve industri-
alisation as intended, such narratives emphasise a widespread belief that industrialisation
is necessary for development, indeed that the two are regarded as inseparable. Positive
remembrances of Owen Falls were also consistent across critics and proponents of Buja-
gali. In fact, many respondents who criticised contemporary dam-building did not apply
the same criteria to Owen Falls. The manager at an environmental advocacy charity who
held a negative view of Bujagali softened his outlook when asked whether Owen Falls had
an impact on the local community, commenting that ‘the people then did not really mind
what happened’.86 One energy advisor and consultant similarly noted that ‘Uganda used
to have a small population… the past was much easier’.87 Nostalgia therefore often man-
ifested in the belief that development used to be ‘easy’ and identified contemporary bar-
riers to development that were not encountered in the past. Respondents articulated the
belief that, because Uganda’s population was lower, climate change or environmental
degradation were not ‘issues,’ which could imply a present-day focused and perhaps indi-
vidualistic notion that is more critical of development which affects one’s immediate
surroundings.

Owen Falls was completed in the late phase of British colonial rule, a regime which
was undoubtedly authoritarian, extractive and underpinned by racist principles.88
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Uganda’s development plans of the late 1940s were designed and implemented by the
British colonial administration, who dictated the parameters, aims and methods of devel-
opment. Romanticised views of this era which do not address these colonial power
relations may therefore seem surprising. However, nostalgia for the way things ‘used
to be’ is a commonly noted phenomenon in post-colonial Africa, and – as will be
addressed below – should be viewed as a way to express desires and critique the
present. 89 Such nostalgia should also be contextualised within broader power relations.
As has already been noted, the majority of respondents were relatively ‘elite’ and there-
fore had the potential to benefit more from the dams. Further, whilst underpinned by an
overall framework of repression and control to benefit the British colonial adminis-
tration, the late-colonial period was not one of simple binaries of power between coloni-
sers and citizens. Colonial Uganda was a system of extreme geographical inequality, with
the Kingdom of Buganda (including Uganda’s current capital, Kampala, where the
majority of respondents were based) experiencing a comparatively privileged and power-
ful status.90 More broadly, southern and central Uganda (including Eastern Province,
location of Jinja District and Bujagali and Owen Falls dams, as well as Buganda), were
the main zones of cash crop production and received more investment than northern
Uganda, which was perceived by the British as economically unviable.91 This alone
does not fully explain positive remembrances of late-colonial development: power
relations and experiences were certainly not solely based on the colonial encounter
and also varied sharply within these geographical areas, and respondents did not directly
experience the late-colonial period. However, it is helpful to be mindful of this geographi-
cal context and its relation to historical centres of power when analysing these positive
remembrances, especially as Reid has noted that views of the British colonial state in con-
temporary Uganda contrast depending on ‘mood and experience and location.’92

Moreover, overwhelmingly positive views of the past should primarily be viewed as a
powerful way of critiquing the present and articulating current desires, supported by,
and expressed through historical claims. Many actors portrayed the late-colonial and
early post-colonial period as a time of general prosperity, often articulated through mor-
alising concepts which praised Ugandans in the generic past for being hardworking and
more nationalistic. One official at the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Development
(MEMD) commented that ‘back in the day people were honest and willing to serve
the nation towards development. Now Ugandans are more self-driven’.93 This articula-
tion of national moral decline and nostalgia for nationalism and collectivism invoked
images of successful development, often enacted decisively by the late-colonial or
post-colonial state, as a way to strengthen or explain their criticisms of current develop-
ment implementation and articulate aspirations for the future. Another official at
UETCL commented that ‘Uganda got its independence in ‘62. You look at the education
then, you look at the energy sector, services, they were up to scratch… now, over time
we have lost some of that capacity’.94 It is helpful to view these comparative criticisms in
a context of increasing constraint on freedom of civil society, the media and general pol-
itical discussion in Uganda (one female press officer at an environmental advocacy NGO
noted that space for CSOs and general resistance was shrinking95) and therefore may be
an indirect way of critiquing Uganda’s current development plans and political
direction.
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Comparing representations of contemporary and past development

In contrast with respondents’ emphasis on collective, national level development when dis-
cussing historical development, respondents were more likely to emphasise the importance
of development benefitting or empowering individuals when referring to the contemporary
development period. One man resident near Bujagali, whose café had shut down after the
drop in tourists caused by the dam, explicitly stated that he did not care about the develop-
ment ofUganda as a country: ‘I couldn’t care less aboutUganda… development shouldfirst
of all developme, if they developme then I know it’s good’.96 This response is likely linked to
the negative effects of the dam he had experienced, unsurprisingly leading to feelings of dis-
connection from national level development. However, such ideas of individualised devel-
opment in the contemporary period were not limited to respondents who had
experienced or witnessed negative impacts of Bujagali; the official at MEMD stated ‘I take
development to be from a perspective of individuals,’whilst a professor atMakerere univer-
sity noted ‘I can watch sport… be in touch with the foreign world. That is development.’97

Such responses emphasising individual consumerism rather than collective or national
benefit echo Tsikata’s and Miescher’s study in Ghana that found individualised notions of
development were more commonly articulated in relation to more recent dam-building.98

When discussing development in the contemporary period, respondents also utilised
more divergent definitions. This related to both the impact of Bujagali, and definitions of
development more generally. One respondent emphasised the importance of political free-
doms to development: ‘Kagame [president of Rwanda] is too rigid. I don’t think that’s devel-
opment. Freedom of speech is key,’99 whereas another stated the opposite: ‘I think [Rwanda
has] a benevolent dictator. It’s needed at some point of development.’100 Others acknowl-
edged the political utility of the idea of development for governments. One researcher at
Makerere commented: ‘When a president wants to stay long in government they have to
kind of incentivise the people by doing some actual development projects’.101 Indeed, in
the 2020–21 Ugandan national election campaign, incumbent Museveni highlighted the
infrastructure his government has commissioned, including hydropower dams, in his cam-
paigns.These divergent viewpoints contrastwith themoreunifiedperceptionsofOwenFalls
and its association with progression and industrialisation illustrated earlier in this article.

Conclusion

This article has shown how ideas of development are historically constructed and contin-
gent. In doing so it has illustrated the value of adopting a discursive and historical
approach to development projects, focusing on history as the representation of past
events, and used as a tool to illuminate, nuance or strengthen present comments and
desires. Such representations of history happen in varied ways and include development
planners claiming to learn from previous mistakes and justifying their visions or
implementation of development projects as different from what has come before, the cri-
tique of contemporary development projects through unfavourable comparison with the
past, and calls for a return to a romanticised, idealised moment in history. This research
has shown how focusing on such historical claims and constructions reveals insights that
non-historically focused accounts may miss, and has facilitated this through juxtaposing
two case studies of late colonial and recent dam-building in Uganda.
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This approach has created several substantive findings which deepen understandings
of dam-building in the under-researched Ugandan context and illuminate broader ideas
of state-led development. 1940s British colonial development planners sought to empha-
sise that development projects should not be only large-scale and imposed from above,
and voices from within the colonial administration also argued that the government
should learn from previous perceived development mistakes and adopt a less blindly
optimistic approach. Whilst late-colonial development has been characterised as a top-
down and large-scale imposition, development planners at the time sought to distance
themselves from this interpretation. Nevertheless, Owen Falls was still planned to be
transformational. Whilst electricity networks and generation capacity did increase, the
dam did not cause the expected industrial expansion or economic transformation.
Present-day development planners and state officials presented Bujagali overwhelmingly
positively, including claiming the project was implemented in an inclusive manner.
There were therefore clear similarities in optimistic, linear ideas of development articu-
lated by both late-colonial and contemporary development planners (as well as an
increased modern focus on sustainability and tourism). Contemporary development
planners justified the dam through reference to Uganda’s recent history, contrasting it
unfavourably with the earlier implementation of Bujagali. Whilst these claims of inclu-
sivity and widespread positive impacts were disputed by critics of the dam, not one
respondent rejected the idea of development, nor even dam-building in general.

Through examining contemporary memories and ideas of historical development, this
article showed how respondents associate Owen Falls with positive, transformational
modernisation and development. Contemporary critiques of dam-building were softened
when applied to the past (‘the people then did not really mind what happened’), and past
development was often presented as easy, implying increasingly individualised notions of
development. These positive characterisations of the past must be viewed critically, poss-
ibly reflecting the respondents’ connections with geographic centres of power. Moreover,
these positive remembrances were a way for respondents to critique the present through
unfavourable comparison with the past; history is a useful tool to make claims upon the
present and articulate desires for the future. Respondents’ views of development dis-
courses changed when applied to different historical contexts. Definitions of develop-
ment applied to the past tended to be more unified and romanticised, emphasising the
state-led nature of development and that barriers were easily overcome. Definitions of
development applied to the present, on the other hand, characterised development as
more heterogenous and individualistic.

The conclusions of this research have clear relevance to broader theoretical debates
concerning development, state-led development and dam-building. Critics of Bujagali
did not critique the overall idea of development, and Owen Falls remains a meaningful
project amongst contemporary respondents, even though it did not achieve its aims.
Therefore, only critiquing development as a top-down endeavour or approaching it
from the perspective of ostensible failure can overlook the power that ideas of develop-
ment continue to have. This article has illustrated that the concept of development is
neither fixed nor universal, with a particular focus on how actors define and construct
development variedly according to different historical contexts. The use of historical rep-
resentations, which draw on ever-changing rather than fixed ideas of history, can be a
powerful claim-making tool. Therefore, a methodology which focuses on these historical
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representations can create findings that may otherwise be overlooked and could be use-
fully applied to analyse how actors construct, contest and relate to other metanarratives,
such as broader ideas of modernity or nationalisms. Whilst the usefulness of a historical
approach, or the use of historical comparison, is by no means unique to development, it
has particular importance in a field so predicated on ideas of progress, improvement and
being better than ‘yesterday’.
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