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MILITARY COUP IN UGANDA
The Rise of the Second Republic

by Norman N. Miller

The Uganda military coup of January 25, 1971
was essentially an internal military affair triggered
by factionalism in the Army. Some call it a
pre-emptive coup. It was accomplished by Major-
General Idi Amin just minutes before another
scgment of the Ammy, allegedly at President
Obote’s instigation, moved to violently remove
Amin as head of the Uganda Armed Forces. This at
least is the current interpretation of the behind-
the-scene drama punctuated by tanks and gunfire
on the fateful morning. Like so much that has
surrounded the coming of the Second Republic,
the account has several contradictions. Other ver-
sions, and perhaps only a few people really know,
suggest General Amin simply deposed Obote while
he was in Singapore for the Commonwealth con-
ference.!

As if couched in traditional Swahili riddles and
proverbs, the dramatic events in Uganda carry
almost literary overtones. Obote was publicly
vilified and then invited home to stand again for
elections. He was called “a great Ugandan who
made great mistakes.” The corruption of the state
internally was blamed on Obote’s government,
while he was applauded for his accomplishments in
Pan-American affairs. Obote’s real ideological posi-
tion was never understood; he occasionally uttered
such mystifying comments as, “Obote the man is
to the left of Obote the leader.” General Amin’s
ideology, if it exists at all, is that of a professional
soldier divorced from politics and uninterested in
the subtleties of political philosophy.

Historians in Uganda will perhaps paint the
Obote regime in a kinder light than is the present
trend. Given the problems of a divided state with
deep ethnic loyalties nearly as vicious as those of
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Nigeria, it was with some statecraft and political
acumen that Milton Obote was in power for nine
years. He survived a mutiny, the fall of the
constitution, constant civil strife, and an assassin’s
bullet in his jaw, to accomplish a great deal within
Uganda and become an important external spokes-
man for African unity. His downfall is a major
political event for all of Africa, and will have
far-reaching effects on East African unity and the
broader cause of African socialism.

Events Surrounding the Coup

The day after the coup, January 26, soldiers of
the Armed Forces broadcast the reasons they took
over the country.? These included political griev-
ances such as the detention of political prisoners,
an unnecessary state of emergency, civil violence,
and the lack of political freedom and expression.
Economic policies, high taxes, and corrupt admin-
istration were cited. Five other key points dealt
with military matters and centered on the creation
of a “second army” by Obote, and on the fact that
Obote’s Lango tribesmen were constantly put into
senior positions. The historic broadcast then con-
tinued:

For the reasons given above we men of the
Uganda Armed ¥orces have this day de-
cided to take over power from Obote and
hand it to our fellow soldier Major-General
Idi Amin Dada and we hereby entrust him
to lead this our beloved country of
Uganda to peace and goodwill among all.

We call upon everybody...to continue
with their work in the normal way.
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We warn all foreign governments not to
interfere in Uganda’s internal affairs. Any
such interference will be crushed with
great force, because we are ready.
For the moment a curfew Iis nec
essary . . ..

Power is now handed over to our fellow
soldier, Major-General Idi Amin Dada, and
you must await his statement which will
come in due course.

We have dome this for God and our
COUNLTY.

During the coup and in its immediate aftermath,
events within Uganda moved quickly and triggered
reactions throughout East Africa and abroad.

By the end of the first two weeks General Amin
was firmly in power and some perspective on the
events was possible. The capital city had regained
its atmosphere of business as usual, although
reports from some rural areas suggested Obote still
had a sizable following. Compared to many African
coups, Uganda’s was relatively bloodless. About 20
civilians were reported Kkilled, mostly by hap-
penstance or failure to observe curfew warnings.
Very few politicians lost their lives or were even
detained. Within the military, probably 250-400
were killed in the early days of the coup, and in
reprisals thereafter.> Most of the soldiers loyal to
Obote, however, fled to the bush after the initial
military encounters. Some civilian viclence was

reported in rural areas against local politicians who

had profited by Obote’s policies, but these were
mainly in the form of retaliations—homes burned
or cattle taken. Very few killings occurred.

The widespread belief in Kampala, the capital, is
that the coup was pre-emptive, that Amin reacted
to protect himself in a plot to assassinate him as
well as a few other military and civil leaders. The
plot was believed to have been organized by Obote
to take place when he was in Singapore, whereby
he could heroically return to calm the waters. A
few Asian and European (English) officials were
reportedly marked for assassination to give the
newly-cleansed Obote government a legitimate
break with Britain and thus further leftist impetus.

Israel’s compliance in the coup, as charged by
Obote, is denied by those close to the new regime.
What did occur in the first three days after the
coup was a heavy reliance on Israeli advisers by
African soldiers, but as advisers only. Apparently
the backstage drama was such that Amin’s men
simply could not trust most other Army men or
civilians, for fear they were part of Obote’s General
Service intelligence network, Israeli advisers had
trained and worked with most of Amin’s followers
and were trusted neutrals. They, rather than other
Ugandans, were thus consulted in the early hours
of the coup. Obote’s charge that Israelis helped
plan and execute the coup appears groundless.

General Idi Amin Dada, the man who came to
power, is a jovial, back-slapping former Army
boxing champion who rose from the ranks to
become Commander of the Uganda Armed Forces.
He was born in 1925 into a devout Muslim family
in the small northern Kakwa tribe. His father, a
farmer, managed to pay only enough school fees
for Amin’s primary school education, and at age 19
he enlisted in the Fourth (Uganda) Kings African
Rifles. He later saw service as a rifleman in the
Burma campaign of World War 1I, and against the
Mau Mau in Kenva. He was one of the first
Ugandans commissioned by the departing colonial
government, and within two years of independence
had risen to the rank of Colonel and Deputy
Commander of the Uganda Armed Forces.

Amin’s relations with Obote were initially close.
He was attractive as an Army Commander because,
like Obote, he had northern tribal origins, and in
fact one of Amin’s four wives was from Oboie’s
tribe. Throughout his military carcer Amin avoided
politics and was at the time of the coup virtually
unknown fo the United Nafions and diplomatic
groups in Kampala. As Obote moved to the left,
however, Amin’s conservative views put him at
odds with the President. The disenchantment
became public, and Obote’s atiempts to weaken
the General’s power increasingly apparent. When
the situation deteriorated to an apparent overt
move to get rid of Amin, it was the General’s
friends from his days as a popular Sergeant in the
ranks who tipped the balance. Uganda’s enlisted
men and NCOs essentially seized power and
handed it to the General.
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First Ten Days of the Coup

Within Uganda
MONDAY, January 25

Early morning: Tank and rifle fire erupt. Troops in the
streets.

Fighting between Army and police,

Airport shelled and closed.

Afternoon: General Amin announces coup, promises ci-
vilian rule to be returned, political prisoners to be released,
denounces Obote as corrupt, says policies were tribalistic
and would lead to bloodshed.

Cheering crowds reported in streets.

Dusk to dawn curfew.

TUESDAY, January 26

Reports of fierce fighting in Jinja, 50 miles from capital.
Other clashes with troops loyal to Obote reported.

Truckloads of troops tour Kampala streets, convoys of
civilian cars celebrate coup.

Amin says Obote went to Tanzania because he is a
Communist,

Amin suggests Obote ordered men of Northern Acholi and
Lango tribes to disarm and kill soldiers of other tribes,

leading to coup.

Two Canadian priests reported killed during airport shel-
ling.

Major radio broadcast gives grievances and reasons for
Army takeover,

WEDNESDAY, January 27
Amin promises free elections.

Celebrating crowds burn effigies of Obote.

Cache of Russian and Chinese arms found at Obote’s
residence,

QOutside Uganda

President Obote in Singapore for Commonwealth meeting.

Obote enroute home, stops in Bombay.

Obote arrives in Najrobi. Remains overnight.

Obote flies to Dar es Salaam, warmly welcomed, states he is
still President.

London diplomats assess coup as a revolt from the right
based on ideological and tribal differences.

Obote accuses Israel of being behind coup. Israeli Foreign
Ministry: “Absolute nonsense.”

Obote vows to return to Uganda. Fears for his family.

Obote says traitors and foreign advisers manned Radio
Uganda; claims political killings continue.

Obote, reporting Amin looting his house: ... blew open
the door, then went in and took everything, including
underpants and books ..., Whether he is going to read
them I don’t know.”
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Amin announces late Kabaka’s body to be flown home and  Tanzania press editorials call coup shamefully sad event for
buried with military honors. all Africa, imperialist masterminds suggested, struggle for
liberation of Southern Africa dealt bitter blow.,

British press calls Obote regime corrupt, racist and cruel
Celebrations continue in Kampala. (Daily Telegraph). '

THURSDAY, January 28

Fifty-five political detainees released by Amin, including  Obote remains in Tanzania. Fear expressed for his family in
first Prime Minister of Uganda and other ministers. Uganda.

18 Obote ministers relieved of duties. Kenya-Uganda transport services resumed.

All political activity banned, freedom of movement, right 17 of Obote’s civil servants on Singapore trip elect to return
of property guaranteed. to Uganda from Tanzania.

Mrs. Obote and children photographed by press at her
home.

Tanzania restates backing of Obote.

Rumor of Tanzania invasion of Uganda. Rumor denied in Tanzania.
FRIDAY, January 29

Uganda offers Tanzania friendship, warns against any  United Kingdom undecided over recognition of Amin’s
attacks. government.

Somali government refuses recognition of Amin’s regime.
Congo indicates support for Amin,

SATURDAY and SUNDAY, January 30-31

Amin claims Sudanese troops invade Northern Uganda, Sudan protests invasion allegation.

Obote visits Kenya for brief talk with Mzee Kenyatta.

Nyerere: “East African Unity in jeopardy.”
Ugandans assured religious freedom.

Most letters to editors in Kenya press critical of Amin and
Continued celebrations in Kampala streets. military coups.

Tanzania press reports massacres and ill-treatment of
Muslims in Uganda.

MONDAY, February 1

Obote flies to several countries to prevent Amin’s recog-

Massacre reports denied. nition, including Ethiopia, Zambia, Kenya, Somalia.

Amin tours army uanits which spearheaded coup.

Somali warns British not to use troops in East Africa,
Amin continues attempts to get recognition. Denocunces Amin again,
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TUESDAY, February 2

New cabinet announced, mainly of senior civil servants. All
former ministers excluded.

Parliament dissolved. Amin assumes all legislative powers.
Troops fire on pro-Obote remnants in Kampala.
Curfew continues, violators reported shot.

Amin promises quick elections, says he had no intention of
assuming power, events of 25th forced power upon him.

WEDNESDAY, February 3

Reports grow of Amin’s popularity in Uganda. Celebrations
and merrymaking continue.

Amin government observed to be stabilized by travellers
from Uganda,

Amin’s initial tactics have been applauded in the
capital. He has been personally accessible, driving
himself in an open jeep slowly through crowds
with none of the bodyguards and assassination
precautions that characterized his predecessor. He
has emptied the jails of political detainees, invited
exiles back, and personally taken charge of any
case of a soldier’s misbehavior (publicly stripping
one Captain of his buttons and insignia and sending
him back to the barracks as a Private). The General
met with the traditional leaders of each tribe,
publicly showing them great respect. He stated
they were a vital and historical part of Uganda, and
while his government was not returning to feder-
alism or fraditional rule, they would be respected
and consulted. This, plus the gesture to bring the
Kabaka’s body back from England for burial, won
him a great deal of initial popularity. Amin has also
emphasized his own rural, common-man heritage, a
gesture that has caused many rural peopie to flood
the capital and demonstrate their support.

Events Behind the Coup
Tracing out the events behind the coup, one can

follow either of two theories, The pro-Amin theory
is that Dr. Obote had ordered Lango and Acholi

Both Amin and Obote send delegations to Ethiopia for
OAU meeting.

Recognition by United Kingdom rumored, British pleasure
with Amin cabinet reported.

East African Community work delayed; fear expressed for
unity of member states,

Tanzania students leave Uganda, reporting fear of wic-
timization.

Pro-Obote rally in Tanzania. Vice-President Kawawa calls
Amin traitor, a second Tshombe of Africa.

troops, those of proven loyalty to Obote, to
disarm, and shoot if necessary, all other soldiers.
Those slated to be shot included General Amin,
This theory points to long-festering tribal ani-
mosities within the Army, and to the fact that
Obote had built up a “private army” (the General
Service Unit) as alleged in the 18 points broadcast
by the soldiers. The pro-Obote theory is that Amin
seized power with the aid of Israeli and possibly
other foreign advisers because Amin and some of
his officers were under investigation for major
theft and corruption within the Army. From exile
in Tanzania, Obote blamed Amin for the disappear-
ance of military weapons found in the hands of
thugs and gangs. Obote also claimed that just prior
to his departure for Singapore he ordered General
Amin to make a full report on an alleged theft of
nearly $1,000,000 by an Army officer.

Whichever theory one chooses, several factors
made some sort of violent change imminently
possible, These include:

Obote’s lack of popularity and support
among the Baganda, the largest Uganda
ethnic group which resides in and around
the capital.
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The belief by many citizens that Obote
and his leaders engaged in “drinking,
smoking, womanizing and an idle life,” at
public expense.

A credibility gap in Obote’s socialisi
pronouncements and the capitalistic and
materialistic life styles of many politicians.

The reform zeal that overtaxed the
country with expensive public projects at
times of high food cost and unemploy-
ment,

Less immediate, but important, background
factors to the coup are traced to Uganda’s recent
political history. Many felt the coup was no
surprise, and in fact long delayed. The delicate
political balancing that Obote had engaged in
seemed impossible to carry out for an indefinite
period. He was a little-known figure at independ-
ence, leading a radical ndtionalist party, the
Uganda People’s Congress (U.P.C.), into an uneasy
coalition with the strongly itraditional Kabaka
Yekka party. The original constitutional arrange-
ment made the Kabaka of Buganda the President,
with Obote holding the real power as Prime
Minister. This arrangement ofien resulted in the
Kabaka negating Obote’s attempts at national
vnity, as well as undermining other Obote pro-
grams. Nevertheless, Obote completely outma-
neuvered the Kabaka, both constitutionally in
gaining the initial arrangement, and politically in
eventually driving him into exile. Few observers
question Obote’s shrewdness in dealing with hostile
factions within the government, although his vic-
tories were not without their price. Forced de-
tentions, repressions, plots, loss of support by the
intellectuals, and civil violence followed in the
wake of Obote’s maneuvers. Probably the re-arrest
of several political opponents who had been
acquitted by the courls led to the greatest public
disenchantment with Qbote.

Any analysis of the coup also goes immediately
to the ethnic divisions within the country and how
Milton Obote dealt with them. The Baganda, who
in the past have had the greatest advantages in
terms of wealth, education, and power, have been
systematically excluded from national politics
since 1966. Obote found it necessary to rely on the
Lango, Acholi, and other tribes in a confederation

. NNM-3-71

and use continuous reprisals and detentions to
keep the Baganda in political disarray. The re-
sulting coup was not directly a counterreaction by
the Baganda, but as one observer put it, “You
cannot systematically exclude the Baganda from
political activity and expect the nation to hold
together.”

The Baganda’s bitter opposition to Obote is
traced to 1965 when the alliance between Obote’s
U.P.C. and the Baganda-dominated Kabaka Yekka
began to break down. Charges of plotting the
overthrow of the constitution were directed at
Obote. In turn, Obote accused the President, Sir
Edward Mutesa, Kabaka of Buganda, of having
invited foreign troops to help him overthrow the
constitution, Obote then removed the President
and Vice-President, assumed powers for himself,
and declared a state of emergency in Buganda.
Bloody clashes followed in which the Kabaka’s
palace was attacked and burned by government
troops. Sir Edward managed to escape into hiding
and eventually to England. The exile marked the
end of his active role in Uganda politics. He slipped
into obscurity and near-poverty, and in November
1969 died under what many Baganda feel were
questionable circumstances. Some believe he was
poisoned by agents of the Obote government.

Milton Obote, meanwhile, was moving ahead
with his avowed intention to bring the diverse
tribal factions together. He promised general elec-
tions when the atmosphere was right, but at the
time of General Amin’s coup they had not been
held. Continued unrest plagued Uganda, again
coming to crisis stage in 1970 when Obote was
wounded in an assassination attempt, believed by
many 1o have been related to the death of the
Kabaka in England. Another state of emergency
was proclaimed as a defense against further plots.
Although political unrest continued, no other
major upheavals disrupted the Obote government
in 1970, and movement toward a more socialist
state was progressing when Obote departed for
Singapore.

In a sense, the exodus of the Baganda from
Uganda political affairs in 1966 was their own
doing. A long history of exclusiveness, dominance,
and political arrogance did not permit of much
cooperation with non-Baganda elements. Neverthe-
less, after the Baganda were eased from power, the
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situation was still untenable for Obote. The
Baganda have strong economic ties and control
much of the wealth in the districts bordering Lake
Victoria {map). They viewed Obote as an intruder
from a backward area, and although he had
outflanked them politically, few Baganda sup-
ported his policies or used their wealth and
intelligence in support of government.

Other important background factors should be
cited. The leading party was weak and often
bypassed by Obote, who ruled by decree, con-
sulting only a few favored advisers. The youth
movement was split and practically nonexistent.
Rural youth as well as urban university students
had little political entree, and were not incorpo-
rated into the political system. The sudden
announcement of the Common Man’s Charter in
October 1969 also made enemies for Obote. Many
wealthy political leaders were alienated because
they feared their own positions were in jeopardy.
The Charter, like Nyerere’s Arusha Declaration,
suggested wealth must be spread out in the state,
and Ghandilike vows of poverty might be ex-
‘pected from government leaders.

From another viewpoint, unprecedented civit
violence, unrest, and tensions also contributed to
Obote’s downfall. A Mafia-like softo governo was
apparently working in Kampala where violence,
murder, and vengeance had reached an all-time
high. Mobsters and gangs with ties to government
officials operated boldly, and “kondo™ gangs
(10-20 armed youths) roamed freely, committing
numerous thefts and often attacking and emptying
a home of everything of value. In retaliation,
“stomping gangs” delivered vigitante justice,
moving through some areas killing suspected
thieves. The inability of the police under Obote to
cope with the violence led to increased use of the
Army and a continued state of emergency in
Baganda areas. Much of the violence is between
Baganda, who believe themselves excluded from
political and economic power, and northern tribes-
men living in the capital who have gained some
measure of wealth or influence.

Kondoism remains the greatest single threat to
Amin. Unchecked violence has so terrorized the
country that no national stability or development
can come without a reduction in crime. Fear is felt
throughout the society. Although the coup prob-
ably had no direct connection to the civil violence,

such unrest contributed to the uneasy atmosphere
in the Army. It was one of the major points of the
soldiers’ explanation of why they took over.

The Uganda Military

At the time of the coup the military was
approximately 7,500 men, plus armoured units, a
jet-equipped Air Force of about 80 planes and a
small Navy. Tactically, the Israeli-trained Air
Force, now with Ugandan instructor pilots, makes
the country a formidable opponent. As in many
African states, dissatisfaction in the Uganda Army
over tribal recruitment patterns, discipline, pay,
and status led to a situation whereby a coup was
possible. A long period of unresolved tension had
existed between soldiers from northern tribes and
soldiers from the south. The two areas are linguis-
tically and culturally different, and represent one
of the basic cleavages in Uganda society. Disen-
chantment also existed over the continued state of
emergency which forced many soldiers into police
work, particularly in the capital city.

The major ethnic divisions in the Army and
their positions during the coup were:

Tribe Loyalty Comment

Acholi  Pro-Obote Largest ethnic group in the Army
before the coup.

Lango  Pro-Obote Obote’s tribe, recently heavily re-

cruited into the Army.

Lugbara Pro-Amin Long-estering grievances against
the Acholi.

Teso Neutral Problems with Acholi-Lango.

The Acholi, the dominant group before the
coup, were regarded as arrogant and haughty by
other soldiers, although exceptionally good as
troops. The Acholi themselves were riddled by
internal struggles, generally breaking between
chiefly and commoner clans, or east-west antago-
nism in Acholi district.

Problems in the rural areas also affected the
troops. Army personnel are largely recruited from
poor, farm families; most are semiliterate and have
deep tribal and area loyalties. In recent years there
has been an increased leniency in allowing soldiers
to return home for compassionate leaves, such as

-—ad




funerals or family illness. Home ties have remained
strong, and communications back to home villages
kept open. Thus the military man’s sympathies for
what was happening to his family in the rural areas
was very much a part of his outlook. Rural crime,
violence, economic depression, high food costs,
unemployment, and overcrowding due to immi-
grants and refugees were problems that concerned
the common man in the ranks. These tensions
added to an atmosphere that permitted some kind
of violent change.

The new military leaders are well aware that
unless the government can bring the violence under
control, stabilize the economy, and bring a sem-
blance of clean local government to Kampala, their
chances of success are limited. The leaders foresee
the time to stabilize the state as short, until the
next long dry period when times get hard again.
This will probably be in August or September of
this year.

Army morale has been good since the coup and
conduct during and after the coup remarkably
disciplined. As a whole, the Army has had un-
bridled hatred for the General Service Unit,
Obote’s secret police and intelligence service, and
this has been dismantled by Amin. Army leaders
also have a strong distrust of politicians, most of
whom are not active at the moment. The Army
fully expects to be used to stem civil violence, and
several laws have been passed to permit military
arrest of suspects, plus search and seizure.

The military outlook for Uganda is good. Fears
of Tanzanian or Sudanese invasions that swept the
capital after the coup now seem ill-founded.
Tanzania has troops near her border with Uganda
and has engaged in minor saber rattling, but
probably only as a gesture to Obote, and to
underscore its disapproval of Amin. Sudan’s Arab-
 dominated government has often conducted re-
prisal raids into northern Uganda to ferret out
guerrilla bands using Uganda as a sanctuary, but
nothing more serious than these raids is expected.
The Kenya military is probably the most sophis-
ticated in Fast Africa, and that government is
ostensibly favorable to Amin. Clouding the entire
military picture are an undisclosed number of
British military “instructors™ in Kenya, as well as
British naval units in the Indian Ocean. Along with
the Israeli advisers in Uganda, the British troops
significantly change the military equation for all of
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East Africa. Their fire power and combat ex-
perience would dramatically change any military
encounter.*

The pattern of military events in Uganda is
familiar enough throughout Africa. Army revolts,
often far more bloody, are based on social and
economic grievances, plus the unreal expectation
that with political power, life in the ranks can be
far better. General Amin is a professional soldier
who is well aware that the fundamental reasons for
the Army’s existence are the protection of the
weak and unarmed, and to maintain the laws of the
state. Amin has partially honored this trust by
protecting the weak, and partially profaned the
trust by overthrowing the state. In so doing,
military rule has become supreme, It is also
precarious, and somewhat susceptible to counter-
coup, as anyone who rides to power on a tank
must testify.

General Amin’s Government

If the pattern of other African coups is fol-
lowed, Amin’s promise to return quickly to civilian
rule may be long in coming. More likely, there will
be a swing to the right in any articulated ideology,
plus a consolidation of authority in highly-
educated, “nonpolitical” civil servants and busi-
nessmen. Some of the more immediate adminis-
trative problems General Amin faces are to balance
the Army against the civil service, and to indoc-
trinate the civil service into military ways of
thinking and efficiency. The latter led Amin to
induct all new ministers into the Army.

In building up the civil service Amin can also be
expected to balance the “suppressed” tribal groups
with the more “advantaged.” His selection of a
cabinet' indicates a wide representation. Tt is
composed mainly of senior civil servants. Only one
Army officer was named, plus a quasi-military
police commissioner and a commissioner of
prisons. The cabinet was sworn in nine days after
the coup amid full-dress pomp, and with strong
reiterations that the coup was necessary to avoid a
disastrous civil war. Key posts in the 17-man
cabinet went to:

Minister of State for Defense: Mr. ACK Oboth
Ofumbi, formerly Secretary for Defense

Internal Affairs: Lt. Col. E.A.T. Obitre Gama
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General Amin (waving) and troops, two days after the coup.
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Cache of Russian arms
found at Dr. Obote’s
private residence.

Foreign Affairs: Wanume Kibedi, a legal prac- Public Service and Local Administration: V.A,

titioner Ovanii, formerly director-general with East
African Harbors Corp

Finance: E.B. Wakhweya, formerly Secretary

of the Treasury Agriculture, Forestry and Cooperatives: F.L.
Okwaare, formerly Commissioner of Prisons

Planning and Economic Development: AKX,

Kironde, formerly Uganda’s permanent rep- Attorney-General: P.J. Nkambo Mugerwa, for-
resentative to the United Nations merly Solicitor-General
Health: Dr. J.H. Gesa, formerly permanent Several of Amin’s early administration moves
secretary and chief medical officer in the indicated he was heeding excellent advice. He
Ministry of Health immediately set a2 tone of good will by talking
reconciliation within Uganda and good neighbor-
Information and Broadcasting: William Naburi, liness to nearby states. His lack of political reprisal
formerly Secretary-General for Karamoja Dis- underscores his apparent good will. Although

trict all of Qbote’s ministers were dismissed,
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none except the former Minister of Internal Affairs
has even been detained.

In another move toward national unity, Amin
took pains to assure religious leaders the new
Republic would be guided by a firm belief in the
equality and brotherhood of man. He thereupon
created a new office of Religious Affairs in a
move to placate differences between Christian,
Muslim, and pagan elements,

Nevertheless, the political future for Amin’s
“Second Republic” may be as problematic as that
of the First. If Baganda senior politicians regain
some power, as seems likely, there is little indi-
cation the bickering of the past will not again bog
the country down in ethnic politics. Amin’s se-
lection of professional civil servants to lead the
government may offset this to a degree, but the
main issue will continue to be central rule versus
some form of local rule in a federated state. Under
any localized or federated system the Baganda can
more easily draw their own political battle lines
and, as in 1963-66, entrench against the rest of
Uganda. In a2 more centralized systermn, Amin or
anyone else must reckon with the Baganda in a
less-structured but still difficult power situation.

One might expect the regime’s planners to move
cautiously in establishing any new political insti-
tutions. Parties will probably be permitted to
re-form eventually, but in a multiparty situation,
geared mainly to organizing elections. Youth
groups and women’s clubs are already being en-
couraged, more for rural development and home
improvement projects than as political wings or
auxiliaries.

The economic outlook for Amin is not bright.
Although Uganda is the largest coffee producer in
the Commonwealth, and coffee prices are relatively
good this year, there is local inflation and a major
shortage of capital in the couniry. Obote appar-
ently left the nation with obligations that will be
exceedingly hard to meet, In 1970 Obote began a
program to take 60 per cent control in 84
companies, banks, oil companies, and other corpo-
rations. The list covered most of the industrial
sector. In the rush to “give the wealth back to the
people,” however, the former finance ministers
made a number of unsound deals for the state.
Millions of dollars in compensation come due this

vear, and although Amin’s government will review
the contracts, many of the major agreements are
sealed, such as that with Shell-British Petroleum. A
further budget problem is the construction of a
white elephant conference-center-hotel complex
that Obote commissioned for the Organization of
African Unity meeting in Kampala this June, The
partially finished hall will cost $16 million, which
represents about 10 per cent of the annual national
budget. It may stand empty if Obote, with support
from Tanzania and Zambia, can persuade the QAU
to move the meeting elsewhere.,

Uganda’s New Foreign Affairs

Most countries, except Tanzania, Zambia, and
Somalia, accorded Amin de Jacto recognition by
keeping their embassies open and doing business ag
usual. Even Communist China went along with the
néw government without much comment.

Some eight weeks after the coup, Amin outlined
his goals for the country: (1) to establish relations
with as many countries as possible; (2) wider
recognition from African states; (3) support for
international organizations as the Organization of
African Unity, United Nations, etc.; (4) insurance
to its neighbors that Uganda will not be used for
subversive activities against them; (5) to honor
obligations undertaken by the previous govern-
ment; (6) to remain non-aligned; (7) to support the
elimination of colonialism and neocolonialism in
Africa, and to continue to give moral and material
support to liberation movements recognized by the
O0.AU,; and (8) to support the principles under-
lying the Commonwealth, and to continue partici-
pation in it.

Atlthough not spelled out, other foreign policy
trends will probably include closer and more
economically-binding ties with Britain and the
West. More conservative stands internationally with
little interest expressed for Southern African issues
are also to be expected. Obote’s major protes-
tations over British arms sales were not well-
supported in Uganda, and Amin will probably not
take a strong stand.

It is likely that Uganda will seck closer eco-
nomic ties with Kenya, Ethiopia, and the Congo,
Kenya is of particular importance since the Kenya-
Uganda railway is Amin’s major outlet to the sea,




Relations with Zambia and Somalia will not he
important to Amin, although he was pleased that
Zambia’s conservative neighbor, Malawi, was one
of the first African states to grant recognition. In
short, General Amin will probably not take a
strong interest in pan-African affairs, as Obote did,
and almost certainly will not take part in overseas
political meetings. Although the O.A.U. broke up
in March without seating Amin’s delegation, even-
tual recognition is probable.

The most crucial and difficult relations will be
with the Sudan and Tanzania. The hidden war in
the Sudan between the Muslim north and the black
south, touches Uganda with raids and skirmishes
on its northern border.> Thousands of Sudanese
refugees are in Uganda. Together with the
Congolese and Rwandese, the exiles now number
over 200,000, the largest refugee population in
Africa. Officially the Sudan seeks a “friendly”
relation with the Amin government, with hopes of
eliminating the Sudanese guerrilla sanctuaries in
Uganda.

The biggest question lies in the future of the
Fast African community. Tanzania, Kenya, and
Uganda share common rail, harbor, telecom-
munications, research, and airfine facilities, plus
important trade and economic agreements.
Tanzania for some time has had ideclogical dif-
ferences with Kenya—the former favoring African
socialism, the latter a mixed-economy capitalist
approach—and was increasingly closer to Uganda
under Obote’s move to socialism. The coup dra-
matically changes the balance, aligning Uganda
with Kenya more closely and leaving Tanzania
nearly surrounded by neighbors with whom she has
strained relations.®

Nyerere’s continued attack on Amin’s govern-
ment, in the eyes of those in Kampala, has
jeopardized the whole future of East African
relations, The Tanzanian President is viewed as
going farther and farther out on a limb, and in fact
facing a similar coup in Tanzania. Reports in
Uganda are that the Tanzania military is tired of
government inefficiency and the slow progress of
the rural development plans. The fact that Nverere
formed a people’s militia expressly to guard against
such a coup lent support to the observations. In
fact, Nyerere enjoys far more popular support than
Obote did, and has no major problems with
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General Amin addressing mass rally,
two weeks after the coup.

tribalism. The formation of the Tanzania militia
may, however, create the very conditions Nyerere
is trying to avoid. Historically it has been just such
paramilitary bodies that have created discord and
jealousy in established military units,

Future relations between Uganda and Tanzania
will probably be what Julius Nyerere wants to
make them. Amin has expressed a wish for
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friendship with Tanzania and a desire to maintain
the East African community. Nyerere’s govern-
ment thus far has expressed hostility and scorn,
calling Amin a puppet of the imperialists, a ““traitor
to Africa,” and a “Second Tshombe.”

Uganda’s Coup in Perspective

In an ironic public statement last year, Obote
noted that he was one of the few African leaders
who had no fear of a military coup. In perhaps a
more prophetic vein he also said the employment
of rifles for the settlement of disputes was ex-
tremely bad and in fact did not provide any lasting
answers for a country. In Uganda it is true that
Amin’s arrival has not changed the basic cleavage
between the southermn Uganda Bantu and the
Nilotic-speaking northemers. Nor can the coup be
expected to bolster the troubled economy over-
night. The most that might be expected is for
Amin to stabilize Uganda internally, with the
promised end to corruption and violence.

One way to temporarily stabilize the state is to
divert attention to the wickedness of the former
regime, Uganda, a conservative couniry by nature,
had misgivings about Obote’s nationalization
schemes and other moves toward African socialism.
The present regime plays on these fears by vili-
tfying Obote as a Communist (not distinguishing
between communism and African socialism) and
by suggesting. Obote developed his home region at
the expense of the rest of the country. The
vilification took on other dimensions recently
when a former Vice-President of Uganda, Sir
Wilberforce Nadiope, pointed out publicly that in
70 years of British colonial rule only 35 people had
been detained for political reasons. By contrast,
more than 4,000 had been in detention during
Obote’s nine years in power. At the same time
Amin invited Kenya leaders to see evidence of an
Obote-prepared plot to invade Kenya. Weapons
and photographs of a camp of “subversives” were
sent to Mzee Kenyatta,

The ultimate judgment of Amin will be if his
regime survives and is able to overcome the deep
antagonisms within the state. The General himself
is from the West Nilotic Kakwa people whose
loyalties would probably be with other northern
tribes in a serious crisis. The loyalty of groups like
the Baganda, Teso, and Lango must still be gained.

Whether these arrangements can be made while
there is still a grace period for Amin is unknown,
The greatest hope is to consolidate Obote’s gains
while correcting his mistakes, in essence for Amin
to improve the state of affairs while being more
tolerant than his predecessor.

Coups in Africa

In a comparative vein, the Uganda coup points
up many of the instabilities in African politics.
Absence from the homeland by a national leader,
whether or not he had built up a personality cult,
is proving an open invitation to insurrection.
Nkrumah, like Obaote, was abroad when the coup
occurred in Ghana. Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda
came home from the most recent conference of
Commonwealth ministers to open rumors of prep-
arations for a coup. When Hastings Banda of
Malawi has traveled in the past, a trusted European
administrator was left in charge of the government,
not one of Malawi’s African leaders. In Tanzania,
although Julius Nyerere has a great deal of support
and popularity, a sedition trial has just ended with
convictions of several former ministers and offi-
cials,

Coups are commonplace enough throughout the
world. Samuel Finner, the military authority,
counts 73 coups in 46 countries in a recent
ten-year period. Edward Luttwak, author of Coup
d’Etat: A Practical Handbook, says there have been
coups in more than half the states now in
existence, most of them in the economically
less-developed areas. Between 1946-67, out of 35
independent couniries in Africa (excluding three
colonies and two white enclaves), some 14 suc-
cessful coups have occurred, plus many unsuc-
cessful insurrections and army mutinies.” Of the
former British territories, coups have occurred in
Uganda, Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, the Sudan,
and Egypt.

Coups are more frequent in less-developed states
for very good reasons. The governments are often
inherently weak and politically impotent. Their
economic and political structures are usually pre-
carious and provide little foundation for growth
and stability.” At the same time, intricate political
arrangements and alliances characterize the state.
Personality cults, coalitions, shifting loyalties, and
constant bargaining are the essence of politics at
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the center. Localism, traditionalism, and political
apathy often describe the periphery. Few insti-
tutions exist to link the society as a whole. Perhaps
the most important reason for coups in new
nations is that their small, elite power structure is
relatively easy to seize: in more developed political
systems power may be spread too broadly in the
society.

What are the recurring preconditions of a coup?
Several apparently necessary factors can be cited
from past coups in Africa.

Lack of Historical Restraints. For many states
there is relatively little sense of history to inhibit a
coup d’état. Coups are seldom done in the name of
a past glory or an historic cause. No long legiti-
macy of the state or its constitution, symbols, and
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institutions give anyone pause. The myths of the
new nation are still in the making, and as yet offer
no constraints to rapid, sometimes violent, change.
It is occasionally charged, after a coup, that the
ousted regime had betrayed the spirit of the
independence struggle, but more often the justi-
fication is couched in the rhetoric of Fanon, Che,
Mao, or Giap, or the slogans of African unity,
African socialism, and anti-imperialism.

Fall of Charisma. The energies that were re-
leased upon independence have often played out.
The people’s disenchantment is endemic, political
leaders are increasingly mistrusted and loathed, and
the key national leader has occasionally suffered
open hostility. For the people, the routine of life
has not changed. Promises of great improvement
have not been kept, and the call of “wolf at the

General Amin (driving) at rally to release detainees.
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gate” and “national crisis” has been given too
often. Charisma has faded, and any dramatic
change that promises a better way is acceptable.

Fragmented Communication. Lack of a national
culture or a coherent doctrine can lead to the
development of a “‘cultural wasteland™ in which
self-contained whirlpools of political activity are
connected only by the national leader. This was
seen in Nkrumah’s political operations, the linking
of disassociated people only through Nkrumah
himself. The lack of political communications on a
broad scale makes a military takeover easier since
only a few individuals must be removed.?

Economic Underdevelopment. Coups are easier
if the economy is small and fragile. The fact that
only one national leader usually dictates major
economic decisions makes him an easy target for
slander in hard times. Such accusations are often
well-founded. The influence of the key leader is
magnified by the delicaie balance in the economy.
The difference between growth and stagnation is
often so slight that disaster can occur through
personal whims and idiosyncracies as well as poor
judgment and mismanagement. In most cases the
gconomic policies have had little effect on the
masses, and the wishes of the people little in-
fluence on the policies. Even successful problem-
solving for the economic woes of the small state
can be instantly obliterated if world market con-
ditions change on a key product. States most
susceptible to military coup d’états are offen
gconomic monocultures such as those in Africa
dependent on peanuts, cocoa, or sisal.

Political Underdevelopment. 1f political partici-
pation is confined {0 a small {raction of the
population, a coup will be more easily accom-
plished. This is particularly true when few rural
institutions link the central government to the
villages, and when political knowledge or interest
on the part of the peasantry is negligible.

Political Imdependence. The influence of a
foreign power in the internal life of a state must be
limited for a successful coup to occur. A United
States in Vietnam or a Russia in Hungary makes a
coup against the local government impossible,
unless the foreign power collaborates or remains
neutral,

A Political Center., This must exist and not be
under the control of a nonpolitical organization
such as a large company or a single ethnic group. If
a giant business enterprise, such as Union Miniére
or Aramco, is financing a Tshombe in Katanga, or
an Abdul Saud in Saudi Arabia, then the coup may
be striking at a nonexistent political entity. The
political center must have what Luttwak calls
“Organic Unity,” that is power held locally and
not in the hands of remote, nonpolitical forces.’

Unrest in the Military, Armies in new states are
usually overtrained, unused, and bored. There is a
human need to put training to the test, essentially
to check one’s reflexes. In some states a coup may
be started for very simple reasons. Soldiers become
tired of their beer and barmaids, and are in need of
a lusty, brawling bash, in need of fun and games,
an outlet, the ultimate recreation. Coups may also
come when an army feels it is threatened as an
institution, when its internal problems boil up, as
in ethnic tensions in Uganda, or when it is required
by national leaders to carry out all the bizarre
bidding that politicians and their wives can de-
mand.

Chaotic actions and poor policies in a bureauc-
racy are distasteful to orderly military men; when
such problems continue, disillusionment becomes
widespread, Military units are also billed as guard-
jans of the people, which may bring in national
pride as an important factor in the décision to seize
power. Thus, after the coup in Somalia, Major-
General Said could ntter his sweeping justification:
“Injustice and maladministration, lack of social
progress and economic development, coupled with
a sinking national morale, compelled us to bring
about a change.”

The ready acceptance of a coup by some
citizens 1s also based on the belief that the army is
doing ifs duty, and therefore the change must have
been needed.

The need for a standing army is debated nearly
every iime a coup takes place in an African state,
The major arguments against it are the economic
burden, the necessity to get sophisticated equip-
ment and continuous spare parts through binding
foreign contracts, and the fact that most armies
have little to do except guard the garrison and
settle border disputes. Supporters of African



armies argue it is a matter of national pride, a
question of insecurity versus freedom. They insist
that African states must have the type of power
that comes out of the barrel of a gun unless they
wish to be victims of imperialism and continued
extortion.

The outcome of the debate is often two armies,
the regular forces and a “secret battalion™ specially
recruited by the President to protect himself
against the regular army. The secret battalion is
often made up of mercenaries, and occasionally
foreign mercenaries. Nkrumah’s guard of 20,000
fought fiercely to stop the Ghanaian coup. Before
he eventually fell victim to the army, President
Massemba-Debat of Congo (Brazzaville) had a
personal bodyguard of youth wings and Cubans
with more fire power than the regular Congolese
Army. The Uganda General Service Unit (Obote’s
“private army”) fought several battles on behalf of
their absent leader before being subdued by Amin’s
forces.

In short, an army is a double-edged sword for
the regime in power. It is needed to maintain law
and order and to instill pride, but at the same time
it is a major threat to the regime, and may for
unpredictable reasons be moved to insurrection.
High pay and dashing uniforms are often just
enough to convince soldiers their lot in life could
be even better with political power. Whether
Nyerere’s attempts, for example, to offset military
power with militia power is the answer remains to
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be seen. In the case of Tanzania, the Army is
curiously charged with building the safeguards
against its own insurrection. Nyerere recently
stated: “The greatest task of the party and the
Army must be to teach our people how to fight.”

* * * * *

What actually triggers a coup is basically the
conviction by a few military men that the time has
come for a major change of government. Personal
motives, political ambitions, greed and wickedness
aside, these actions are usually accompanied by a
crisis of some kind: a long unsuccessful war, a
military or diplomatic defeat, or an abrupt eco-
nomic change that causes unemployment or in-
flation, Other causes might be an internal break in
a political party coalition, the death of a key
leader, an assassination, or civil war between ethnic
minorities.

Even more characteristic of Africa is the crisis
which triggers a more or less unplanned coup.
These situations are totally unstructured, a series
of happenstances when decisions by a man pushing
his own interests at a certain point in time may be
critical. Adrift in a smorgasbord of alternatives that
have no pattern, men quickly shift loyalties with
the issues at stake. These are conditions in which
fables are made and myths begun, when the man
on horseback, the man at the crossroads can
emerge with unlimited freedom to decide the
destiny of a state.

[Photos courtesy of The Uganda Argus]
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NOTES

1. Uganda, the size of Oregon, has a population of 10.2
million. It has some 42 tribal groups, a total area of 91,076
miles and an estimated income per capita of $70 a year,
Coffee, tea, and cotton are jts main exports. For political
background, see D.A. Low and R.C. Pratt, Suganda and
British Overrule, London 1960; D.E. Apter, The Political
Kingdom in Uganda, Princeton 1962; and Colin Leys,
Politicians and Policies, Nairobi 1967,

2. The eighteen points, somewhat abridged, were:
1.The unwarranted detention of political prisoners, 2.
The continued unnecessary  State of Emergency.
3. Lack of freedom to air views on political and social
issues. 4. Frequent loss of life and property due to civil
violence, without couniermeasures, has left the people
totally insecure. 5. Enforced work in the National
Service will leave homes unprotected and lead to greater
crime. 6. Widespread high-level corruption has under-
mined peoples’ confidence in government. 7. Failure of
Obote’s government to organize elections in eight years,
Even internal party elections were dominated by “big
fellows with lots of money,” and bribery and threats were
used. Proposed new methods by which a candidate stands
in four constituencies will only favor the rich and well-
known. 8. Obote’s €conomic policies left many un-
employed, and even more without food, clothing, medicine,
and shelter. 9. High taxes have left the common man
poorer than before. 10 Prices common man gets for
Crops as cotton and coffee have not gone up and often gone
down, whereas cost of education, food, etc., has risen,
11, Bad isolation policies within East Aftica by poor
migration, import, currency policies. 12.  The creation of
a wealthy class of leaders who talk socialism while they
grow rich and the common man grows poorer. 13. Poor
presidential administration of the Army which led to poor
accommodations, vehicles, and . equipment. 14, The
creation of a large “second army’” under the Cabinet Office
made up of men from Obote’s home district. 15, The
fact that a master plan had decided ali key positions in
Uganda were to be occupied by people from Obote’s home
area, with major developments to occur only in Obote’s
home county, 16. Obote’s own tribesmen were put in
key Ammy positions, thus dividing the armed forces.
17. Obote has further divided and downgraded the
Army, bribed officers, who turned against soldiers,
18.  Soldiers only want unity, not bloodshed. Obote’s
policies would lead to bioodshed.

3. Some press reports indicate a higher death rate. Brian
Tetley writing in the Observer (March 14, 1971) reports

nightly executions at “Uganda’s Busy Bridge of Death”
(Karuma Falls), after which bodies were thrown to croc-
odiles in the Nile below, These were believed to have been
military executions,

4. Although no threat to Uganda’s military regime is
imminént, on March 22, two months after the coup,
General Amin disclosed that recent recruitment has
doubled the Uganda Amy, and it is now equipped with
“better and more sophisticated weapons.” All Acholi
soldiers still in hiding were asked to rejoin the Army, and
Amin publicly regretted that some had “run away and
joined so-called freedom-fighters in Tanzania.”

5. The black liberation movement in the southern Sudan
has fought for 15 years to gain autonomy. The four million
blacks, mainly pagan and Christian, object to the rule of the
Arab-dominated central government. Southern represent-
atives petitioning the United Nations claim the government
has launched a policy of genocide throughout the south,

6. Tanzania supports the Mozambique freedom fighters
toward the south, is critical of Malawi’s South African-
leaning leadership, has distant relations with the Congo, and
now has Uganda and Kenya as unsympathetic regimes to
the north. Only Zambia is ideologically close, The Uganda
coup leaves Tanzania and Zambia as the main supporters of
the liberation movements in the white-dominated southern
African states,

7. A coup may be defined as an infiltration of 3 smali
critical part of the state, which is then used to displace the
governmment. A coup has no particular political orientation,
whereas revolutions are usually leftist, a putseh or
pronunciamiento usually rightist. A revolution is most
often instigated by uncoordinated mass movements which
aim to change the social and political structures, A
liberation is by foreign military or diplomatic intervention,
See Luttwak, Edward, Coup d’Etar- 4 Practical Handbook
(London 1968), pp. 17-24, for further definitions.

8. See Henry L. Bretten, “The Overthrow of Kwame
Nkrumah,” in Problewns in Internationgl Relations, A.
Gyorgy, H.S. Gibbs and R.S. Jordan, eds., 3rd edition
(Englewood Cliffs, N.Y.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), pp. 277-299.

9. See Luttwak, Edward, Coup d’Etar: 4 Practical Hand-
book (London 1968), pp. 29-52, for fuller discussion of the
above three factors: economic underdevelopment, political
independence, and the need for a political center.



