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The Ugandan Revolution 1980-1986 

 

Executive Summary 

  

In 1979 former Ugandan President Idi Amin was ousted from power in a coup lead by the 

Tanzania People‟s Defense Forces.  Following this coup, the Ugandan government was 

comprised of multiple political groups, eventually leading to a military commission which was 

then put in charge of the 1980 elections.
1
  Four parties ran for election; the Ugandan People‟s 

Congress (UPC), the Democratic Party, the Uganda Patriotic Movement, and the Conservative 

Party.  The UPC‟s candidate was Dr. Milton Obote who had lead Uganda prior to President Idi 

Amin‟s reign.  Before the elections took place, the UPM, lead by Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, said 

it would challenge the elections in any and all ways if they were not free and fair. Dr. Obote was 

elected with 40% of the vote.
2
  With that, Museveni claimed the elections were rigged and that 

Tanzania influenced the elections to restore Obote to power.
3
  He and his National Resistance 

Army then took to the bush. 

 

Fighting began in 1985 between the rebels, members of the National Resistance Army, and 

Milton Obote‟s government.  The Uganda National Liberation Army (UNLA) at the time, 

though, was very unprofessional, poorly paid, and ill-trained.
4
  Museveni‟s forces were largely 

comprised of members of southern tribes who had experienced oppression by and from previous 

Ugandan rulers and who did not want Dr. Obote in power.
5
  These rebels wanted control of the 

entire country of Uganda and gained this control through a 1985 military coup which ousted Dr. 

Obote from power.
6
  Obote fled to Kenya and Museveni took power on 26 January 1986 and has 

remained in power since then.  The total number of deaths from the conflict is unknown.  

Estimates range between 100,000 and 500,000.
7
 

 

Assessing the 5 Factors 

 

1. Was the country at the time of the conflict a nation? 

No.  Uganda was, and still is, comprised of over 13 tribes and ethnic groups and is thinly divided 

between Bantu speakers (about 2/3 of the population) in the south and Nilotic and Central 
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Sudanic speakers in the north.
8
  Half of those living in Uganda identified as Christian at the time, 

6% as Muslim, and the rest as animist, so there was no national religious identity either.
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2. Was the government seen by roughly 85% of the population as legitimately in power? 

No.  Most of the population thought that Obote came to power fraudulently. As the war 

continued as well, Museveni and the NRA gained more and more support.
10

 

 

3. Did the government in power at the start of the conflict maintain or achieve security 

control over roughly 85% of the population in the country? 

No.  The government and its army, the UNLA, failed to achieve broad security of property and 

person throughout Uganda and instead tore apart areas where it suspected rebels were located.
11

  

  

4. Did the insurgents have external sanctuary to a militarily significant degree? 

No.  At the start of the conflict, the rebels did not have any external sanctuary and for most of the 

conflict this remained true.  The rebels were centered in Buganda, a kingdom in Uganda, as the 

movement had majority support from Ugandans.  In mid-1981, however, Museveni began 

traveling internationally to garner support outside Uganda.  It was then that he received the 

support of Professor Yusufu Lule from Nairobi, Kenya which bolstered his image abroad.
12

  

Thus, while the rebels did not have had external sanctuary, they did have external support. 

 

5. Was there an army or armed constabulary/gendarmerie force in existence at the start of 

the conflict which was self-sustaining and which was reasonably competent? 

Yes.  The UNLA was in existence at the start of the conflict but its soldiers were not trained 

well, lacked discipline, were poorly equipped, and inadequately paid.
13

  Obote failed to exercise 

control over his forces which resulted in his being ousted from power through a military coup. 

 

Outcome 

The government lost because of a military coup launched in 1985.  Museveni and his rebels took 

control from the coup on 26 January 1986 and he has remained as president since. The Ugandan 

Revolution supports the theory.   

 

Factor  

National Identity No 

Government Legitimacy No 

Population Security No 

Existing security forces Yes 

External sanctuary No 
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