
 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

CHILDREN’S WAR EXPERIENCES IN NORTHERN 
UGANDA 

    
    
5.15.15.15.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
 
In this chapter and the two following we present our findings. Generally, the 
findings are guided by the research questions and the themes we identified in 
the theoretical framework, but are grounded in the voices of the people. The 
present chapter answers the question: What are the war experiences of 
formerly abducted children in northern Uganda? In other words, here we 
report the experiences of the children, mostly in their own voices, offering an 
empirical explanation of what children experience, know and do and how they 
adapt to hostile life in captivity. The information is mainly based on the life 
histories of some 27 children we talked to in the camps, reception centres and 
schools (see chapter 4). Their stories began from the moment of abduction 
through their time in captivity, to reception centres and back home. The 
stories give an indication of what it was like living with the LRA, in addition 
to recounting their individual experiences. The combined stories highlight the 
major themes of life in captivity. 
 
 
5.25.25.25.2    LIFE HISTORY OF AN ABDUCTED CHILDLIFE HISTORY OF AN ABDUCTED CHILDLIFE HISTORY OF AN ABDUCTED CHILDLIFE HISTORY OF AN ABDUCTED CHILD    
 
Using literature from Human Rights Watch (1997 and 2003) and World 
Vision (2004), in chapter 2 we showed that the abduction of children in 
northern Uganda occurred on a massive scale, with children taken into 
captivity and forced to be involved in active conflict. However, if children’s 
involvement in war is viewed only from the perspective of the numbers 
involved, there is a risk that we only obtain a general outline of the war 
experiences of abducted children, at the expense of individual experiences. 
Such generalities obscure the minute and important details of the war 
experiences of formerly abducted children, yet these particular experiences 
reveal how much help they need after their return home. Particular life 
histories, as explained in chapter 4, in addition to providing such details, 
allow us a glimpse into the struggles and survival strategies of the children in 
captivity. Particular stories also give us a chance to see what life was like in 
the world of the LRA through the eyes of the children. One such story, out 
of the 27 life histories recounted to us, is presented below. 
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Interviewed in Lacor internally displaced people’s camp, this girl, 
abducted when she was nine years of age, was not taken to Sudan, but was 
with a rebel group that wandered around in northern Uganda. She returned 
home to orphanhood. Living with an aunt at the time of the interview, the 
girl returned straight into the community without going through any of the 
reception centres. At the time of the interview, she had gone back to school 
and had been engaged in some Christian activities for children in school. Her 
story shows how the LRA conditioned children to kill and loot through the 
use of threats: 

  
“I was abducted from Alero; I had gone to dig with my mother. We had dug 
for some time when my mother told me to come back home. On the way I 
saw two soldiers coming; I tried to run but they ordered me to stop. They 
told me that if I ran they would shoot me. I became afraid and stood in one 
spot. They came and asked me where I was going. I told them I was going 
back home. They insisted that ‘are you really going back home?’, I told them, 
yes. They asked me where I had been; I told them I was from the garden. 

One of them ordered me to drop my firewood down and threatened that 
if I didn’t drop it he would kill me. I dropped the firewood. He commanded 
me to lead the way for them; we moved for some time until we reached 
where the bigger group was. They received me and offered me cooked greens 
to eat. I ate it and immediately after that we started moving. I was given 
three chickens to carry. We moved and moved up to Anaka; by the time we 
reached there it was dusk and they decided that we spend the night there. 

In the morning we started moving, we moved and moved and moved until 
when the chickens became heavy for me. I started crying; they asked me if I 
wanted to cry and added that if I were crying they would kill me. They again 
asked me if I was tired; I told them I was not tired because if you admit that 
you are tired they kill you. They asked again, ‘you girl are you tired?’, I told 
them I was not. We continued to move; we moved, we moved and moved; 
when we reached a certain place we got some two women and they joined us. 

We were sent to loot; two of us were ordered to break into lock-up shops 
in Anaka trading centre. They collected sugar and biscuits. They gave us the 
biscuits to eat and we ate them all; when we ate the biscuits they told us that 
we were to start moving. The women who were abducted were given the 
beans that were looted from Anaka camp; the very place where they had 
looted the sugar and biscuits. There were two sacks of beans. We moved and 
moved, and reached, which place? We reached under a certain tugo tree 
(boratinus palm tree). They ordered the women to cook. The women 
cooked and cooked and we cooked. We ate the beans and spent the night 
there. 

On the next day we continued the walking. We were two girls; they told 
us to look for food in people’s field. The girl told me: ‘ … if you can listen 
to me let us escape. You see now we are suffering; we are tired even our feet 
are swollen, let us escape and go back home’. I told her that ‘aaah, my friend 
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we shall be caught’. She responded that ‘if you want to remain then remain; I 
am going’. I told her ‘I am also ready to go home’. 

It was four months. We started coming. It was at dusk; we met a certain 
old man. When he saw us he dashed off running. We stopped him in vain; 
he ran away. We moved on till we reached a certain garden; we uprooted 
cassava and munched. We moved towards a certain valley and got some 
honey and somebody’s simsim (sesame) hidden. We also got some and ate. 
We came under a certain tree and we wanted to spend the night there but 
since there were bees we moved a bit aside under another tree. In the 
morning, the girl suggested that we could uproot more cassava for munching; 
we went and uprooted cassava and munched. We do not even know the 
owner; we uprooted cassava and munched. We came back; we started 
moving again.” 
 
“I don’t know the place. It is there, there, there; but it was in the midst of a 
jungle. We could hear birds singing and there were many wild animals. It 
was really a thick forest. When we saw like that, we started moving; we saw 
the soldiers; they were the government soldiers. We hid and hid; the soldiers 
passed near us. When they passed, we got up to check and we could not see 
them. We walked and walked and walked until when we were about to reach 
Anaka camp. We could see the soldiers; we said that if we moved further 
they would shoot us.  

It was already dusk we decided to sleep in the bush nearby. We were 
hungry but there was nothing to eat. There was nothing completely to eat; 
we just spent the night anyhow in the forest. It was so cold; our clothes were 
all torn. We only had some skirt that they had given us; it was also torn. In 
the morning, we started walking towards Anaka camp and the soldiers saw 
and asked us to go to them. We started going to the soldiers. The other girl 
asked me if they would not kill us, because from the bush we were told that 
if we escaped, the government soldiers would get us and kill us. We all the 
same walked towards the soldiers. The soldiers took us; they took us to the 
barracks. It was Anaka barracks. While there, they gave us food, we ate. We 
even listened to the radio. We heard our fellow returnees talking over the 
radio. We asked them to bring us home. They refused. They told us that if 
we knew our way home we could go on our own.” 
 
“Yes, they said they were not going to take us to any rehabilitation centre. 
They said they were already tired of taking people to rehabilitation centres. 
We got frightened thinking that the soldiers would kill us. It was getting 
dark again; they gave us food to eat then we bathed. They gave us things for 
covering ourselves. The next day they gave us clothes and we changed; they 
put us in a certain vehicle and told us if we know where our home was we 
could go. They asked us if we knew where home was and we told them it 
was in Anaka camp. From there we were taken to the LC; from the LC a bell 
was rung to call people; people came from Anaka and Alero camps. They 
were told that if any one knows that we were his/her children they were free 
to take us. I saw my grandmother; my real mother had died of asthma. I also 
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suffer from asthma and from time to time I get the attacks. Those who 
abducted me wanted to kill me because I was coughing so much; I begged 
them not to kill me. When I saw my grandmother, she received me and took 
me home. She bought for me clothes. I stayed and stayed then I started 
going to fetch water. The children at the well would tell me look at the girl 
who has returned from the bush, look at her red bulging eyes; the spirits of 
those she has killed will make her kill us; let us get away. The children 
disturbed us and I would cry at the stream. That is what happened.” 
 
“In the bush they make you carry luggage. For me I was made to carry three 
chickens; they also added a very heavy polythene bag, which I could not 
carry. They ordered me to carry and said that if I refused they would kill me. 
That is the trouble of being in the bush, but also we walk long distances 
even if a thorn pricks you, they do not allow you to remove it. You walk, 
there are no clothes to wear, vegetables are just boiled and you are to eat; it 
is also very cold. We were beaten but also one day a certain man who was 
abducted was escaping; they caught him and ordered us children to beat him. 
We beat him; at first, I did not want to beat him, but they threatened me 
that if I do not want to beat him they would kill me. I then started beating 
him. He died. They shot him; they killed him. 

We burnt Alero camp and Wianono camp. They killed many people. At 
Wianono camp they killed very many people. The kids were given to us. I 
was given one kid to kill. They told me to hit it on the tree; I hit its head on 
the tree just once and it died. They said if I refused to kill, they would kill 
me. We were not sent [to ambush vehicles] but another group did it.” 
 
“The children within our home did not disturb me; when they saw me on 
arrival they all cried. But the children I met at the stream called me names. 
They said look at her, a returnee, a killer; she will kill us. You have killed so 
many. I responded by crying. I live well [with my grandmother] and I am 
free. There is no one who disturbs me even up to now. It is only cough that 
I suffer from because my mother and father died of asthma. [When I 
returned home] they made me jump over layibi (stick for opening the 
granary). The Sisters organized [for me prayers]. From Alero when we came 
the Sisters, Sr Clementina who lives in the parish, invited me and started 
teaching me prayer songs. She encouraged me to join the catechumens and I 
was baptized on 18 November 2005; I was confirmed from Alokolum. I 
was received very well. I did [not] receive counselling services. Sr Clementina 
encouraged me. She told me not to worry about what my colleagues do to 
me – I have already come home. 

I will not think of [going back to the bush]; it is nice to stay home but it 
is hard to stay in the bush; you cry anytime, you carry very heavy luggage, 
when you cry they threaten to kill you. If you say you want to come home, 
they threaten to kill you; you should never say you want to come home. 
When they ask you if you want to come home, you should respond that you 
want to stay in the bush. There is nothing good in the bush completely. 
They loot from people in the camps. One time they sent us to loot; we 
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carried a big suitcase of a certain woman. It was full of gomasi only 
(Ugandan traditional clothing for women). Sometimes they even forget the 
looted clothes and they rot in the bush; sometimes they give their wives and 
they wear; some are given us for covering ourselves. 

I am with the crusaders; tomorrow we are going to pray the rosary in 
Radio Maria in the town. I like it. I had nightmares when I had just returned 
before Sr Clementina started praying over me. One time I dreamt that we 
were burning Atiak camp. I screamed and ran out and hid in the bush. My 
grandmother had to go and look for me. [When I have] nightmares I feel 
weak and pain in the body and sometimes I get sick. Sometimes the 
environment looks cloudy for me and sometimes I even lose appetite. I 
feared [when they asked] me to kill that child; I was worried that if I killed 
that child its spirit would haunt me and I just wondered what I would do. 
Nothing has happened to me.” 

 
This story tells of this girl’s journey from her familiar home environment, of 
the threats used by the LRA, her time in the bush where she observed and 
committed murders, and her return home, where she feels fine in the family 
home but is taunted about her already painful experiences by children in the 
neighbourhood. She finds comfort from the nuns in her church and is happy 
to be involved in some organized activities.  
 
Other stories tell of ill-treatment, hunger, lack of water, death, battles, killings 
and survival: 
 

“Then about the difficulties that people’s children face from the bush, it is 
unbearable. In that when you were abducted young, they will never treat you 
as the young ones are being treated from home. Because if they tell you to 
perform any task however big it is, they will not consider your age and you 
must accomplish the assignment. You can even get too hungry to carry a 
luggage but they do not mind; they will even continue piling more and more 
on your head. Like on our way to Sudan there was no water, nothing like 
food. But in case you get tired or weak on the way, they will throw you 
down and just step on you until you die and it’s your fellow abductees who 
will be forced to step on you; anyone who fails to walk … and the 
commander of that group was called Pascal he was a very bad man. There 
were very many battles being fought - the Mamba vehicle (a South African 
made armoured military personnel carrier) stepped on very many and killed 
us. I also narrowly survived, I could not walk any more but luckily enough, I 
was handed over to a kind person who gave me only a radio to carry and the 
only problem I faced was running in the battlefield and travelling because I 
was to follow him wherever he could go. And the other problem was the 
killing of your fellow abductees. When they order you to kill you must do it, 
even if the person was related to you - in the process he will have to forgive 
you, because it was not your wish to do it but it was an order from above. It 
is a must for you to kill that person, even if she was related to you, in case 
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you refuse to kill they will instead kill you.” (Formerly abducted female, 
GUSCO) 

 
Interestingly, many people describe Kony, the LRA leader, as an irrational 
religious ideologue and fanatic, but some of the accounts of life in LRA 
camps assess him as a ‘normal’ person when not under the influence of the 
‘spirit’: 
 

“[During my stay in Sudan] I saw Joseph Kony. He has a very sound mind 
when his evil spirits have not yet taken control of him. He does [address the 
people], especially when the evil spirit has manifested itself in him. The 
people gather and after we have prayed, and we can depart. They pray to 
God. They pray to God and then go to kill the people.” (Formerly abducted 
male, Kitgum) 

 
This presentation of the abduction and captivity experiences of formerly 
abducted children reveals some of what they experience in captivity. Of course, 
each child has specific experiences of their time in captivity, but we do not 
have the space to present all of the individual stories in full. However, we can 
present some aspects of them in the context of general themes, identified 
through the analysis of the qualitative data (see chapter 4) that summarized 
children’s war experiences.  
    
    
5.35.35.35.3    THE BEGINNING: ABDUCTIONSTHE BEGINNING: ABDUCTIONSTHE BEGINNING: ABDUCTIONSTHE BEGINNING: ABDUCTIONS    
 
The stories of the formerly abducted children and their life and experiences in 
captivity began with their individual abductions. This section presents some 
of their abduction experiences. 
 
5.3.1 Abduction as a marker 
As was discussed in chapter 3, conflicts in general have changed their nature, 
from being fought on the battlefield or frontline to being fought in 
communities (UNICEF, 2004). One of the major ways in which the war in 
northern Uganda was fought in the community as a battleground was through 
the abduction of children on a massive scale. More than 20,000 children and 
adolescents were abducted between 1986 and 2003 and only 11,000 returned 
home (World Vision, 2004). ‘The power of the threat of child abduction is 
that it attacks at the heart of families and communities … For the rebels, 
abduction is a tool to assert control and punish whole communities’ (Veale 
and Stavrou, 2003: 22). Most child abductions in northern Uganda occurred 
while the children were involved in everyday activities that made up the fabric 
of their lives with their families and communities: 
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“I was abducted from our home in ----, when I was abducted! I was 
abducted on a Saturday and they moved with me.” (A child mother at 
GUSCO) 
 
“I was abducted from ----, I had gone to dig with my mother.” (Formerly 
abducted child, female, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“At first we came to school in ----, these people had already taken cover the 
previous night. The school was far and so we had to get up early so that we 
are not late. When we reached them, they ordered us not to run and they 
arrested all of us. We were seven in number.” (Formerly abducted child, 
male, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“We had entered the class at 8.00 a.m. At 9.00 a.m. they started appearing. 
By 9.58 they entered the classroom and selected us.” (Formerly abducted 
child, female, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
The children also remember their ages at abduction and that they were school 
going – thus describing their activities and social status. In detail and with 
precision, the children remember the moment of their abduction while they 
did everyday things. This war in the community made it difficult to protect 
the children. The places from which they were abducted included their own 
homes, some from their beds while sleeping, others from the garden while 
working with family members, or from pathways as they were running an 
errand or going to school. As Veale and Stavrou (2003: 21) point out: 
 

The details are imprinted in their memories as they recall, ‘it was a Saturday’, 
or the exact hour of the day. The moment of abduction is a marker that 
signals the end of a life they knew. 

 
In addition to these minute details about who they were at the time of their 
abduction, the children also remembered the broader aspects of abduction, 
which marks the moment that took them away from their familiar 
environment and changed their lives forever. It is thus clear that abduction 
and later escape are always dramatic turning points and remembered in detail. 
The notion of abduction as a marker is also apparent in Parsons’ (2005) 
discussion of Angola, where, as the war progressed, children experienced 
abduction as a form of recruitment into UNITA. Our study however, goes 
deeper into the individual dynamics of abduction, thus giving a better 
indication of how abduction becomes a personal story, and of the importance 
of these stories for reintegration. 
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5.3.2 Multiple abductions 
Apart from abduction being a turning point for the children, taking place in 
the heart of the community and disrupting its ordinary activities, we also 
found that children experienced multiple abductions, which can be 
understood in two senses. First, an individual can be abducted more than once. 
Second, more than one member of the family may have been abducted. One 
example of the first kind of multiple abduction was a partially blind girl: 
 

“The first time that I was abducted, I was 13 years old and I stayed there for 
about a year ... Then the second time I was abducted when I was 15 years 
old.” (A partially blind formerly abducted child, female, whose sight was 
damaged while in captivity) 

 
The following quotations provide examples of the second kind of multiple 
abduction: 
 

“When they arrested us they said it seems we are brothers and so they said 
each one should kill the other … we walked together the seven of us for a 
long distance … but they separated us because they said we are brothers. 
They would bring us once in a while together.” (Formerly abducted child, 
male, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“And as I talk now my own younger brother was abducted a few days ago. 
Yes, he was abducted on the 31st of December and up to now he has not yet 
returned.” (A child mother, GUSCO) 

 
While there were many cases of the first kind of multiple abduction, the 
second seems to have been even more common. It could be said that 
abductions generally, but multiple abductions specifically, are also associated 
with multiple losses of parents, siblings, community, school and every familiar 
support system. 

Perhaps due to the frequency of these abductions, Veale and Stavrou 
(2003: 20) explain that: ‘As returned children tell the account of their 
abduction, there is a striking similarity to their stories’. We, however, also 
noticed that there is a personal experience that makes each story different. 
Despite the similarities, while the former abductees tell their story it is 
apparent that, there is also a visible ‘inner story’ that they cannot manage to 
put into words and which perhaps will never be told and heard. The listener 
feels it. These are the experiences that you know do exist but do not know 
how to know them. This inner story is what makes each child’s story and 
experience in captivity different and unique. For some it is expressed in deep 
and abrupt silences as they tell their story, for others it is apparent as they 
‘rush’ over a certain part of the story, and for some it is in the repetition of a 
certain scene, mental image, sentence or word in their story. 
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Some children would exhibit the particularity of their experience in a 
silent tear or in deep ‘mourning’ for their loved ones whom they were forced 
to murder. Some children revealed their experiences through deep sighs, 
hollow laughter (where you would not expect any), physical restlessness and 
darting eyes which seemed to be making sure of their safety. Many merely had 
a blank, hard stare, perhaps looking into the past, future or present, perhaps 
nowhere – an outsider can never know. Some children tell disconnected 
stories as if to explain the inner disconnection of their lives. To different 
degrees, a listener could observe these differences and similarities in the ‘inner 
stories’, but they could not be physically recorded for evidence. Sometimes 
the question of how to integrate these experiences arose. Studies which 
discuss aspects of the recruitment of children into wars, such as those by 
UNICEF (2004), Parsons (2005), Maslen (1997) and Machel (1996), only 
mention various types of recruitment, such as by force, or through the 
influence of parents or ideology. The studies do not emphasize the different 
personal experiences and inner stories that were an important aspect of 
abduction in northern Uganda as a process of forcefully becoming recruits. 
This finding on the importance of personal experiences and inner stories is 
significant with respect to the need for reintegration. The importance of 
personal experiences returns in reintegration practices. This is especially the 
case for traditional rituals used for social reintegration, where an individual 
only experiences the deeper meaning of the ritual after having narrated their 
personal experience of killing, for example, whether witnessed or committed 
(see chapter 7). 
    
    
5.45.45.45.4    IN THE BUSH: LIFE IN CAPTIVITYIN THE BUSH: LIFE IN CAPTIVITYIN THE BUSH: LIFE IN CAPTIVITYIN THE BUSH: LIFE IN CAPTIVITY    
 
From the life stories of the formerly abducted children, the period in captivity 
and the bush produces the most intense and extensive experiences. However, 
the presentation of only one of these intense stories would not reconstruct 
fairly the whole range of experiences in the bush. To give a fair picture of 
their experiences in the bush we take into account the major scenarios in the 
stories recounted for this study. In addition, because they lived with different 
rebel groups, scattered all over northern Uganda and parts of southern Sudan, 
one or a few stories cannot be representative of all of the children’s experience 
in the bush, the experience of each child depending on which group they were 
with. Nevertheless, similarities in their bush experiences could be seen in all 
the stories. Generally, the similarities concern poor health, poor food, the 
killing of fellow abductees and civilians, involvement in actual fighting, living 
in the wild, long marches and looting. For the girls one can add becoming 
wives and mothers. 
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5.4.1 Experiences in the Sudan versus experiences in northern Uganda 
There seem to be differences in experiences between children who were taken 
to the Sudan, the then base of the LRA, and those who remained in the 
northern Ugandan bush. The picture we obtain from the stories about Sudan 
is that apart from the long walk to get there, life there was more sedentary, 
with a more home-like environment and a fairly well-sustained livelihood. For 
instance: 
 

“Sudan … was like an army detach or a barracks. Because you were free to 
cut trees and burn it for charcoal and we could take it to the centre for 
selling. And they could even buy cloths from there and come back to the 
bush.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 
 
“We later left Icito and went to Jubilan where those with babies were kept. 
The others started cultivating there. After a short time we moved to a place 
near Juba just about 7 km away, it is called Rubangatek. There, there was 
not much fighting – we kept digging, digging. Then the next year ….” 
(Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
This means there would have been more food, proper care and fewer risks. 
The sedentary nature of the LRA camps in Sudan appears to have changed 
around 2002, when the UPDF started bombing these LRA bases: 
 

“After some time the UPDF went to Sudan to fight us. They fought us at a 
place called … we ran and went to Icito (Nisitu?).” (Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
To our understanding, this is the period in which there was an 
internationalization of the conflict (referred to in chapter 2). Specifically, this 
is the phase of the conflict after 11 September 2001, when the UPDF 
launched Operation Iron Fist. We have already discussed the disastrous 
consequences of the operation in chapter 2. 

Meanwhile, those who stayed in northern Uganda were constantly on the 
run, fatigued and targets of the UPDF. They may have committed more 
atrocities because they were hungry, had to loot for food and abduct more 
people for other survival needs. Part of the story of this 15-year-old provides 
a picture of what life would have been like for those who stayed in northern 
Uganda: 

 
“We continued to beg for food. The civilians from that area told us that the 
UPDF were going to be brought to guard them. So we left that place and 
just moved to the jungle. The soldiers would attack us. We would move and 
move and if we came to a trading centre or camp, we would request them for 
food. They would give us cassava. We would eat what we have gathered, 
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when it is almost over the UPDF would attack us, and so we had to move 
elsewhere. Generally, we kept staying in Gulu for long. The main work there 
was collecting cassava and beans. We were collecting it from the camp. We 
would attack the soldiers and get food. Some times we went to Lango for 
cattle and we would slaughter them. The soldiers would pursue us and 
attack, some would die, others would escape with injuries. After that we 
moved to Pader.” (Formerly abducted child, male, GUSCO) 

 
The studies by Veale (2005), UNICEF (2004) and Machel (1996) all reveal 
that children experience war as combatants, cooks, messengers and sexual 
slaves, child mothers and wives. These roles are also apparent in the 
experiences of children both in northern Uganda and in the Sudan. In 
addition to these roles, in our study the formerly abducted children also tell 
of moving long distances.  
 
5.4.2 Constant threat to life 
Being abducted and living in captivity in itself is already one long threat to 
life. Our research finds that a specific version of that threat is the constant 
reminder that ‘you will be killed’ if anything goes wrong or you refuse or 
cannot do something for one reason or another. Human Rights Watch (2003: 
7) explains that ‘children are repeatedly told by the LRA they will be killed if 
they try to run away’. We found this threat a clear theme in the children’s 
narratives. For instance: 
 

“Those were the abductees who had swollen feet and could not move; they 
beat them on the head and kill them … when you are tired of moving they 
kill you. They keep on killing and moving ahead.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
As we saw from the story of the now 13-year-old girl whose life story we 
presented at the beginning of this chapter, this verbal threat to life ran 
through her entire life in captivity: 
 

“… I saw two soldiers coming … they told me that if I ran they would 
shoot me …. One of them ordered me to drop my firewood and threatened 
that if I didn’t drop it he would kill me.” 

 
Later, as the moving got difficult for the 9-year-old: 
 

“I started crying; they asked me if I wanted to cry and added that if I were 
crying they would kill me. They again asked me if I were tired; I told them I 
was not tired because if you admit that you are tired they kill you.” 

 
Again: 
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“Those who abducted me wanted to kill me because I was coughing so 
much; I begged them not to kill me.” 

 
And: 
 

“… one day a certain man who was abducted was escaping; they caught him 
and ordered us children to beat him … at first I did not want to beat him, 
but they threatened me that if I don’t want to beat him they would kill 
me ….” 

 
Also: 
 

“I was given one kid to kill. They told me to hit it on the tree. I hit its head 
on the tree just once and it died. They said if I refused to kill they would kill 
me.” 

 
This theme of verbal and actual threat to life dominated this girl’s experience 
so much that even when she escaped and returned home the distinct things 
she ‘heard’ from those who were not her family members were a reflection of 
what she had internalized. She narrates that at the river where she met some 
children: 
 

“They said look at her, a returnee, a killer; she will kill us. You have killed 
so many. I responded by crying.” 

 
The girl was narrating the threat to her own life. However, that threat was 
actually linked to threats to other people’s right to life and the rebels’ ‘power’ 
over other people’s right to live. For instance, the life of the baby she hit 
against a tree and that of the man trying to escape were both lost through her 
actions, which she was forced to carry out by the LRA. Therefore, the 
constant threat to life was both personal to the formerly abducted children 
and extended to other people who became their victims. Similarly, the threat 
to life was present in any attempt to escape, when one could not walk or was 
wounded, when the resolve to move further failed, as well as other times. 
Thus, one had to constantly keep active or one’s life was not just threatened 
but ended. 
 
5.4.3 Initiation rites  
We found that children went through a number of initiation rites, consisting 
of caning, smearing, threats, being dipped in water and drinking blood. The 
ritual was explained to the formerly abducted children as being medicinal and 
to prevent escape, in addition to stopping them from thinking about home. 
For instance: 
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“I was beaten 50 strokes. When you have been caned, they smear your body 
with certain shear butter oil. It is smeared on your forehead, on your chest 
and on your legs. They said that it is medicinal and that anybody smeared 
with it cannot escape. If one escaped they would not mind because they 
believed that the one who escaped would fail to find his/her way home and 
so they would get him back and when they found you, they would kill you.” 
(Formerly abducted child, male, Alokolum IDP Camp) 
 
“Then from there they told us that if you don’t want to think about home 
then we were given blood to drink and we were dipped in some water source 
called kit and we were given that man’s blood to drink while inside the 
water.” (Formerly abducted child, female, YY Okot Memorial School, 
Kitgum) 

 
The rituals were a way of bonding the children to their captors, a way of 
communicating to the children that ‘you now belong to us’, ‘you cannot run 
away from us and wherever you go we shall get you’. The children then 
believed that they were under some kind of surveillance after going through 
the ritual. This is what Mergelsberg (2005: 15) calls ‘growing into the bush’, 
which he explains as a process of attaching oneself to the LRA that is driven 
by the will to survive. It involves turning to the LRA as the only form of 
protection from threats to survival. It thus brings a growing sense of 
connection to the captors. Mergelsberg further explains that sometimes this 
resulted in a striving on the part of the children to do ‘good jobs’ to satisfy 
the commanders, which with luck might translate into promotion or even 
being given a rank. 
 
5.4.4 Military training, bonding and identity 
In our study, we found that the military training given to the children also 
complemented the psychological conditioning discussed above. Although 
military training had the practical goal of creating more fighters for the LRA 
frontlines, its bonding function cannot be ignored. The stories reveal that the 
children have a sense of belonging with their captors after military training or 
during combat: 
 

“In Sudan they started training us into soldiers. When we finished the 
training we started cultivating our fields. We stayed on; after some time the 
UPDF went to Sudan to fight us. They fought us …” . (emphasis added) 
(Child mother at GUSCO) 

 
Veale and Stavrou (2003: 23-24) consider this ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘I’ as an 
experience of conflict and contradiction. This, however, also seems to us to be 
an expression of different spheres of identity. It appears that while the 
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children were being mistreated or trained, or when they judged some of the 
actions of their commanders to be wrong, they did not identify with and feel 
part of the LRA. In such cases, they tried to forge an identity among 
themselves as abducted children. However, the LRA did not always tolerate 
the children’s attempt to forge such an identity among themselves. As Veale 
and Stavrou (2003: 26) state: ‘… any solidarity children may feel because 
they share the same plight or are from the same village is systematically and 
brutally broken down as children are forced into positions of extreme 
isolation’. Such isolation forces children to become dependent on their 
abductors (Veale and Stavrou, 2003: 26). We will call these two kinds of 
identity ‘intra-identity’ (when children attempt to rely on each other as 
abductees) and ‘inter-identity’ (when children are forced to depend on their 
captors). This theme of intra and inter-identity will be discussed again in 
chapter 8, but this time in relation to the formerly abducted children 
preferring an inter-identity with the community to which they have returned, 
rather than being isolated from it and considered to belong to a different 
social category. 

The children sometimes expressed this dependence in the way they use 
language. When they felt under threat or are under attack from the UPDF for 
instance, they quickly revealed their dependence on and bond with the LRA: 
‘we were attacked’, and ‘we moved’, for example, express solidarity and 
survival, as shown in the above quotation. While such dependence is almost 
permanent during their time in captivity, there is also a breaking of this 
dependence and bonding, especially when they are brutalized: ‘they beat me’, 
‘they killed’, ‘they ordered us to …’. There is thus a ‘we’ and a ‘they’ identity 
that the children constantly shifted between. There was also an ‘I’ identity, 
especially when the children perceived themselves as doing things for 
themselves or making personal decisions, or if brutalization was personally 
directed at them. 

Bonding through military training occurs through a change in the 
children’s perception of their status – from recruit to soldier. After training, 
the children begin to perceive themselves as soldiers and identify with the 
LRA. Training, the uniform and the gun are symbols of status and these 
confer a sense of security. Training might even provide an opportunity or 
enough ‘liberty’ to escape, or it may relax the surveillance over an individual: 
 

“I was already a soldier; I had a gun and gumboot. I just decided that I 
should run because no one would follow me since I was not a prisoner, I was 
already a soldier … I was trained for about a month. I was first trained to 
dismantle a gun … I instead asked to be trained on how to fire a gun … 
after training for two months they gave me a gun and the army uniform.” 
(Former abductee, male, Alokolum Camp) 
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Having a gun and other military paraphernalia gave this 16-year-old a sense 
of security because he was recognized as a soldier. Veale and Stavrou (2003: 
27) summarize the complexity of these different spheres of identity: 
 

There are rewards to this identity transition – beatings and violence become 
less frequent and having a gun confers power in contrast to the complete 
powerlessness of the new abductee. This is the start of a process in which 
the new abductees have to individually negotiate this starting position of 
‘them’ and ‘us’, and the complex issue of how, in order to survive, one must 
pass as ‘them’ while maintaining a representation of self as ‘not them’. 

 
Another level of bonding can be seen in the artificial creation of families in 
the bush. The family units are woven around the commanders. The young 
girls are given to commanders and begin the process of eventually becoming 
‘wives’. When they do so, other younger children are brought in to help 
around the house and act as servants, assisting the ‘wife’ with domestic chores 
and baby-sitting until they become wives themselves. Very young boys are 
also assigned to commanders, especially as their security detail, and as such are 
by default members of the commander’s household. Veale and Stavrou (2003: 
24) had similar findings: 
 

The basic unit of the LRA ‘family’ consists of a soldier and his wife or wives, 
together with the abducted children. The younger children (below 13 years) 
are called ‘siblings’. 

 
In this kind of relationship, where powerless people depend on each other, 
they develop some dependency bonds however uncomfortable they may be at 
certain times. 
 
5.4.5 Difficulties in the bush 
For most, the prominent difficulties in captivity were related to the locations 
they found themselves in. In the Sudan, for instance, lack of food and water 
created a life and death situation: 
 

“Remember from Sudan there is no water neither what to eat. If you are to 
find water source you need to travel miles. And it’s us the abductees to go 
for water. You have to carry two jerry cans one on your head and the other 
you lift it.” (Former abductee, now a student, YY Okto Memorial School) 

 
While this may appear to contradict the above finding that there was a 
relatively sedentary setup in southern Sudan, in fact it reflects the long-lasting 
nature of the conflict, which had various stages. It also reflects what was 
stated earlier: that each of the children had their own particular experience, 
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depending on where they were, who their commanders were or what rebel 
group they were with. 

However, those who remained in Uganda experienced all of the above 
difficulties, in addition to constant UPDF bombardments: 
 

“Another problem that we faced was the helicopter; it was not easy for us to 
escape from it.” (Formerly abducted child, female, GUSCO) 
 
“The bushes were being burnt and the government troops were also 
pursuing us, even the gunship helicopters were being used on us. And it 
could kill many people and it was that period that my three-month-old child 
and I were injured.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
As the quotations show, the problems mentioned by the children particularly 
concern long treks, a lack of water, hunger and attack by the UPDF, in this 
case in the form of helicopters. They do not talk about being able to survive 
or that they were coping. Perhaps the children were not able to mention the 
other experiences or perhaps they only mentioned experiences that had the 
greatest impact on them – we have no idea. 
 
5.4.6 Killings, beatings, looting and experiences of death: long marches 

without rights 
 

LRA commanders and soldiers beat the children, often severely, for minor 
infractions committed while under their orders. The LRA also beat children 
to encourage them to march faster, including those wounded in the fighting 
and sometimes kill those that can’t keep up. Child abductees are forced to 
beat and sometimes kill civilians in looting operations … abduction of new 
children and steal from and burn houses … . (Human Rights Watch, 2003: 
8) 

 
While the foregoing discussion narrates the violation of human rights from 
different perspectives, this quotation highlights the graphic physical torture. 
The abductee’s rights as children, human beings and wounded fighters were 
either abused all at once by severe beatings or completely ignored. Children 
were also taught values that condition them to become immune to violence. 
There was a sense in which most of the things they did, such as killing, 
looting and abducting other children, had become so normal that the children 
could talk about them casually. For example, looting food had become 
‘collecting food from the garden’, and is portrayed in some stories as a right 
or at the very least as a survival need. They had lost a sense of guilt or learned 
other values: 
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“We moved and moved and came across the UPDF and they started 
firing at us. After that we went on and continued to carry food from 
the camps. We then went to Sudan and stayed for some time at 
Kilong hill. We were getting food from the Dinkas. [Getting the 
food] was not free. We engage in a fight and when they have run 
away, we carry their food. We also get their cattle and take up the hill. 
We would stay up the hill until when food was finished then we go 
and attack them again in order to get food. We would then come to 
Uganda. We stayed in Gulu for some time. We were in Anaka. We 
kept moving in Anaka, Olwiyo and Purongo. We were getting cassava 
from these places and when it’s finished we would move to another 
place to get another cassava ….” (Formerly abducted child, male, 
GUSCO) 

 
5.4.7 “I was given to him, I was still young” (an additional experience for 

girls) 
In the section on abduction as a marker, we indicated that each abduction 
experience was unique. In addition to those arguments, the particularity of the 
children’s experience is also seen in the specific detail that each child dwells 
on in their recounting of their story. For example, some of the stories focused 
on hunger and lack of food. Whether these were the easier experiences to talk 
about or whether they were the most serious problems is not clear. Others 
talked repeatedly about the endless journeys in the bush, yet others would 
emphasize the constant threat to life. Therefore, although the children more 
or less went through similar experiences, each was different and distinct, with 
each story reflecting what the child remembered most clearly. In this respect, 
from the interviews it was also apparent that girls who had been given to 
commanders mostly remembered their time as ‘wives’ of the commanders 
and/or mothers. 

Wanican (2006) and Human Rights Watch (2003, 1997), among other 
studies, show the prevalence of young girls being given to LRA commanders 
as wives. The road to becoming a commander’s wife began after abduction, 
when a young girl was assigned to a commander as a ting ting (servant) who 
often began working very early in the morning and continued until evening. 
This bordered on slavery or what Human Rights Watch calls ‘virtual slavery’ 
(Human Rights Watch, 2003). As mentioned above, when the young girls 
became wives, they were in turn given other new abductees who became their 
servants, taking care of their children and doing all the domestic work. The 
wives at this stage were given some preferential treatment and managed to be 
respected by their husbands and the community of commanders, as well as 
newly abducted children: 
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“When I delivered he started treating me well. I had the kids so I was many 
times with the kids and other people were doing the work for me. He did 
not now disturb me much.” (A child mother, GUSCO) 

 
This preferential treatment was apparent in the way wives and mothers 
received special protection, respect and cooperation from their commander-
husbands, either as a group or as individual families: 
 

“… we left Nisitu and went to Jubilan where those with babies were 
kept … then one day I asked him to release me so that I can come home and 
take care of the children. He refused … I conceived again … again I asked 
him to release me to come home and take care of the kids. He accepted and 
released me … I was guarded so much. He then arranged for my escort … 
they selected three soldiers who brought me up to Ongako. They captured 
civilians to whom I was handed over. They were instructed to bring me to 
the LC” [Local Council – local government administrative unit]. (Child 
mother and former abductee) 

 
From this we learn that the girls who became wives did not need to escape 
haphazardly, in a way that might endanger life, as was the case for other 
abductees. On becoming wives, they were treated fairly well under the 
circumstances. Careful protection with a lot of cooperation and support from 
the husband was given, with their return home being carefully planned. It 
appears that after the initial difficulty of having to live with a husband who 
was forced on them, the marriages became ‘proper marriages’. This is testified 
to by the fact that some wives still wish to get in touch with their bush 
husbands and look forward to the day they will be reunited. Or is this a case 
of there being no other choice?: 
 

“Yes, if he comes I will join him because I have already three kids with him. 
Secondly, these days you cannot get a man who is willing to take care of 
someone’s children. Even if he lived badly while in the bush, there is need to 
understand him. I cannot take these three kids elsewhere.” (Child mother, 
GUSCO) 

 
Despite this seemingly preferential treatment, other girls who had become 
wives also experienced domestic violence in their makeshift relationships: 
 

“Sometimes he beats me. In Sudan there … you know I was captured when I 
was only 13 and I had not learnt to cook and take care of home. I used to 
like going to school. So when I didn’t cook nice sauce or I mingle half 
cooked bread they had to beat me. When you did not wash the clothes well 
they had to beat you.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 
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And a guardian of a child mother mentions: 
 

“According to her story, while in the bush she was faced with lots of 
difficulties. The man she was given to harassed her badly. He could beat her 
into coma. At times, he could beat her over 200 strokes.” (Guardian of a 
child mother, Kitgum) 

 
5.4.8 Mothering under stress 
However, their status as mothers also presented them with the particular 
difficulty of having to take care of children under stressful circumstances: 
 

“… for instance, mothers carrying their babies on their backs will be 
running with a corpse on their back without your notice. You can only 
realize it when you want to breastfeed and some could even remove their 
kids from the back without the head. At times it is the mother who is shot 
dead so they only come and remove the child and leave the dead mother 
there.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 
 
“And another problem mothers face is for instance when you have more 
than one child. You will carry one on your back and the other one in one 
hand plus the luggage. And there was a time we were going to Sudan. 
Mothers had to climb a mountain called Imatong from Sudan and it was the 
tallest mountain there. From Imatong many people lost their lives even those 
army commanders. Many people could not move and most of them were 
moving with the support of a stick.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 
 
 “… even mothers, some mothers could even get frustrated and kill their 
own children because of the difficulties. … You find very many children 
killed by their mothers because you find that you must also carry food 
luggage and if you don’t, you will both die plus the child of hunger. You 
must also carry water, even when you come across firewood, you must also 
carry it because where you might rest from you could hardly see any dry 
firewood; you can use your plastic plate for cooking. But the difficulties 
people face there are really unbearable.” (Child mother, GUSCO)  

 
The other studies mentioned above discuss girls becoming wives of rebel 
commanders, but they rarely discuss the consequences: mothering under 
stressful conditions. This finding reveals the added difficulties faced by young 
girls as mothers, both in the bush and when they return home. It also points 
to the need for additional attention to these issues in the reintegration process. 
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5.55.55.55.5    ESCAPE: RESILIENCE, HEROISM OR RESOLVE TO ESCAPE: RESILIENCE, HEROISM OR RESOLVE TO ESCAPE: RESILIENCE, HEROISM OR RESOLVE TO ESCAPE: RESILIENCE, HEROISM OR RESOLVE TO 
CHANGE THEIR CONDITIONCHANGE THEIR CONDITIONCHANGE THEIR CONDITIONCHANGE THEIR CONDITION    

 
As mentioned above, abduction was a marker and a defining moment that 
changed the children’s lives from those of ordinary children to abductees and 
eventually soldiers. This, however, did not mean that on becoming soldiers 
the children resigned themselves to working for the LRA. It is not clear 
whether any liked their experience in captivity and wanted to remain there, 
but the majority of the children constantly and actively looked for 
opportunities to escape from their captors. The children gave different 
reasons for their escape from the LRA: 
 

“Because we had seen that staying in the bush was hard. There is no food; 
we escaped.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP Camp)  
 
“I saw the kind of difficulties I was going through. [I had] no fear [that my 
colleagues would report me]. I had given up and was ready for life or death. 
It was hard to stay in the bush. That friend of mine told me that we should 
escape. He said he had stayed so long and was even tired of being there; 
there was no food. This is the kind of life that made me see that I could not 
manage being in the bush. I am a sound human being I just cannot stay in 
the rain and cold like that. I have to go home. At home, I have my hut and 
bed sheets and why should I be languishing here. I started thinking of 
coming back home.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP Camp) 

 
This resolve to change their situation was expressed through either attempting 
to or actually escaping. Attempted escapes were made, for example when the 
children were sent to collect firewood, water or on the battlefield. Some made 
several attempts to escape before they finally succeeded. However, for many 
of their friends the attempted escapes ended in their deaths when they were 
intercepted by their captors. It appears that many children lost their lives 
because of this resolve to change their situation. A successful escape was also a 
defining moment and was remembered in detail and with a sense of victory 
and triumph: 
 

“After that, they sent us to gather firewood; we did that for many days and 
it was in the course of gathering firewood that we started planning on how 
to escape. The very day that we had agreed to escape as we go to gather 
firewood was the day the commander decided that we should change our 
location.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP Camp) 
 
“We stayed there for about a week then there was a fight. Fortunately, I 
knew how to swim; I then made up my mind to escape. In that heat of the 
fight I pushed nearer the water but afraid that if I rise up they would see and 
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kill me. I dived into the water and remained under the water for some time. 
When I raised my head, I was at the other opposite bank of the river. I then 
got out and moved. I introduced myself to some people who brought me to 
the camp.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 

 
From the accounts, four factors appear to have facilitated a successful escape. 
First, there was the inherent courage of the individual escapees. Some were 
able to put this courage into words: 
 

“I said if death then death. I am just going to the barrack since I did not 
know the location.” (Female, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP Camp) 
 
“There was no fear. I had given up and was ready for life or death.” 

 
Although many did not express their courage in words, listening to them one 
was aware of the courage they must have had to attempt an escape, 
considering the risk of retribution from the LRA. An enormous amount of 
courage was also required with regard to the distances they had to cover to 
reach home, with the chance of starvation, the possibility of becoming lost in 
the bush or confronting wild animals, just a few of the dangers that they faced. 

The second factor that facilitated escape was knowledge of where they 
were. This factor was important for escape, considering that the children 
spent much time wandering through unknown forests in northern Uganda 
with the LRA and could lose their sense of direction and location. Thus, if by 
chance they came to a place they seemed to recognize, they saw it as an 
opportunity to escape: 

 
“But when I reached an area that I knew I started thinking that I should 
escape.” (Former abductee, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“… since I did not know the location. I passed through a stream of papyrus, 
three times up to Kweyo. I even realized the place was Kweyo. I got some 
people digging in the garden. When I got them digging in the garden, I 
started asking them. I said, ‘where is the home of the army?’.” (Male, 
formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“When I realized that it was a familiar place – this is because my mothers 
place (paneya) is there, we used to hunt there – I said that I knew the place, 
and the people were staying nearby in olwal camp, if I want to escape, then I 
would reach home because I knew the area.” (Male, former abductee, 
Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
A third factor that enabled escape was the UPDF bombardments of LRA 
bases and positions. Although the children experienced the bombardments as 
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some of the most difficult moments they faced while in the bush, where many 
of their comrades died, they were also opportune moments for escape from 
the LRA. This was both the intention of the UPDF and the reality for many 
children. 

Fourth, some personal life skills such as swimming, the ability to read 
directions, knowledge of fishing or hunting, and knowledge of edible wild 
fruits and roots were crucial for a successful escape. These helped when faced 
with hunger, rivers to cross, or the need to hide along the escape route. As in 
the case quoted earlier, the ability to swim made the difference between 
freedom and remaining in captivity or being shot: 

 
“Fortunately, I knew how to swim; I then made up my mind to escape. In 
that heat of the fight I pushed nearer the water but afraid that if I rise up 
they would see and kill me. I dived into the water and remained under the 
water for some time. When I raised my head I was at the other bank of the 
river.” (Male, formerly abducted child, GUSCO) 

 
For another boy it was the skill of fishing that saved him and his friends from 
starving: 
 

“We bought a fishing net and so we started fishing. It was in Aswa River. 
We would fish, collect cassava, cook and eat.” (Male, formerly abducted 
child, GUSCO) 

 
Despite their numerous negative experiences, these findings show that the 
formerly abducted children have skills and competences that can be useful in 
the reintegration process (see chapter 8). 
 
 
5.65.65.65.6    ON ARRIVALON ARRIVALON ARRIVALON ARRIVAL    
 
After the primarily triumphant escape, a rather uncertain arrival back home 
followed. Arrival, like most of the events in their stories, was not the same for 
all of the children. Some simply walked straight into their homes, others 
found civilians in gardens who then took them to the LCs or an army 
barracks. Some were taken to reception centres and others to community 
leaders: 
 

“They then called the LC. The LC found me in Kweyo. From there when he 
arrived, they had given me food, and I had eaten it all. I had found a girl 
with whom we were in the same school. At that time, they asked if she knew 
me. She said she knew me but for me I had forgotten her. They then 
collected me, they collected me, I came here [Alokolum] and I stayed. Later 
on the army commander came and took me to the barracks. He said I should 
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be taken to the town. I told him, I said (repeating the same statement), if 
you want to take me I don’t want to go to town, I refused. Even now since I 
came home I have already stayed for about two weeks. Up to now I feel at 
home, and I don’t want to go anywhere.” (Male, formerly abducted child, 
Alokolum, IDP) 
 
“I then got out and moved. I introduced myself to some people who 
brought me to the camp. On arriving there I found that another group had 
come to the camp and had killed my mother. That was Atiak camp – she 
had not been buried. After her burial I was not even sent to GUSCO and so 
I continued staying home.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP) 

 
Another girl explains how she arrived home to no one but her grandfather: 
 

“Then the four of us ran up to a place called Palabek, from there we were 
taken to the barracks where we stayed for a week. Then we were taken to the 
LC and stayed with him for about a week then went to our homes. On 
reaching home, I didn’t find anybody there, not even my mother or 
grandmother. I only got my grandfather.” (Female, formerly abducted child, 
YY Okot, SSS) 

 
However, after escaping from the bush, another child mother we met at 
GUSCO was first intercepted by the UPDF as she was planning her entry 
into the community. This is the story of her arrival: 
 

“Then he greeted us and asked us that ‘where are you from … you look like 
you travelled a long distance’, and then I told him that it wasn’t a long 
distance. And he continued talking, he said that ‘are you from our 
children … who are in the bush?, then I said, ‘yes, did anyone tell you that 
they were around here?’ and he said ‘yes’. I told him that is where I am from 
and I asked him, ‘how is life here?’. He said that all is fine. Then he asked 
me whether I am interested to go to the government troops, then I said, ‘here 
I am’ and I asked him that now that I have come what they are going to do 
to me and what will the public say about me. Then he said that there is 
nothing bad they can do to you only that they first take you to the 
government troops then later to the NGOs who take returnees like you. 
Then we started moving with him and he took us where people like us are 
welcomed. They brought for us tea but with the mentality we had from the 
bush that when you return from the bush and just eat the civilian’s food they 
could easily poison you. Because we had our tea in the flask, we refused their 
tea and I gave it to the girls and they took it. Then they told me to go and 
take a bath.” 

 
On the whole, however, this initial arrival from captivity was characterized by 
acceptance from the community in the most generic sense. Of key importance 
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was their being treated with respect and fairness when they were received by 
the UPDF barracks, where many of the children first arrived. While in the 
bush, the children had heard propaganda claiming that the army was hostile. 
Their proper treatment by the UPDF on arrival was thus a positive action in 
terms of building confidence. We will describe the details of the reintegration 
of children in the following two chapters.  
    
    
5.75.75.75.7    MAKING SENSE OF THE CHILDREN’S WAR MAKING SENSE OF THE CHILDREN’S WAR MAKING SENSE OF THE CHILDREN’S WAR MAKING SENSE OF THE CHILDREN’S WAR 

EXPERIENCESEXPERIENCESEXPERIENCESEXPERIENCES 
 
The children’s war experiences raise many issues related to their reintegration, 
social relationships and governance. We will discuss these below. 
 
5.7.1 Violence 
The word violence marks the individual and collective experiences of the 
children of northern Uganda, as the above findings show. These experiences 
in northern Uganda indeed confirm the continuation of abuse and forceful 
conscription of children into armed groups in Africa (Parsons, 2005; 
UNICEF, 2004; Maslen, 1997; Human Rights Watch, 2003). The roles 
played by the abducted children in northern Uganda, as frontline fighters, 
‘bush wives’ and child mothers among other things, are also similar to the 
roles played by children presently involved in war or those who came before 
them in different parts of the world, but especially in Africa (UNICEF, 2004; 
Human Rights Watch, 2003; Machel, 1996). Taking a wider perspective, the 
issue of the continued use of children in armed conflict should therefore be of 
serious concern to the contemporary world. 

Studies by Yoder (2005) and De Jong (2002) show that exposure to 
violence causes trauma. Our research does not focus on the study of trauma. 
However, the beatings, the perpetual hunger and thirst in the Sudan, the long 
aimless trudging through the bush, the killings witnessed and committed, the 
sexual violations, the physical and emotional woundedness, the generally 
stressful life of formerly abducted children in northern Uganda and the 
helplessness that came with it cannot be described as anything less than 
traumatic. The war conditions and captivity in particular involved continuous 
exposure to factors that can cause trauma. 
 
5.7.2 The impact of the children’s war experiences 
The violent experiences of abduction, captivity and life with the LRA 
demand an understanding of the impact of such experiences on the 
psychosocial life, security and social networks of children. From the stories 
above, it is clear that bad memories are part and parcel of the inner life of the 
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formerly abducted children. To be able to remember the time of abduction, 
the details of how one killed a baby, mothers running with the corpses of 
their babies strapped to their backs, and the replay of these events in 
nightmares, speak of how these experiences have become embedded in the 
psyches of these children. These findings are similar to earlier studies in 
northern Uganda by Betancourt (2008) and Macmullin and Loughry (2004) 
that found that exposure to threatening and traumatic situations has an 
enormous psychological impact on children, leading to significant increases in 
symptoms of depression, hostility and anxiety over time. The findings 
underline the need for active reintegration of these children. 

During the fieldwork, we generally requested to hear an open-ended story 
of abduction, captivity and return. However, almost none of the stories 
indicated moments of simple positive experiences. This could be an indication 
of the overwhelmingly negative impact of this experience. A previous study by 
Wessels (1998) demonstrates the overwhelming impact of conflict on 
children, which creates extensive psychosocial stress, flashbacks and 
nightmares.  
 
5.7.3 Broken relationships and various kinds of scars 
The war experiences narrated above also tell of the many social networks and 
relationships that have been broken in the community. Children killing 
members of their community, looting or returning with ‘illegitimate children’ 
as did the child mothers, are events that break social relationships. Returning 
to live in the same war-ravaged community makes things even more 
problematic. This can raise problems of personal alienation and societal 
dislocation. In other words, it raises the problem of the practice of citizenship 
in the community after such intensive experiences of war. 

What the stories above do not and cannot show are the different kinds of 
scars that remain as another effect of abduction and captivity. Most of the 
children we talked to had physical scars on parts of their body. Others had 
bullet wounds or bullets still lodged in their bodies. These physical scars will 
continue to remind the victims of their time with the LRA. However, we also 
saw emotional scars that are more difficult to describe: there were tears 
expressing cries from the pit of their stomach, or perhaps even the heart; there 
were inner insecurities and fears that we could only observe and had no 
capacity to capture as evidence. We saw the dashed hopes of child mothers 
who were now left with children they had to bring up with no secure 
livelihoods, and we further saw hopelessness in children who returned to 
uncertain family relationships. How long will these scars take to heal through 
a process of reintegration? Will they ever heal?  

The children were also living in or returning to a war-ravaged community 
that had no capacity to help those who had been LRA captives. In other 
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words, they had returned to a community that had changed both literally and 
in view of their own experiences as war children. The community in northern 
Uganda had changed literally as many of the children who were abducted 
from their own homes now returned to find their families living in camps, 
with all the attendant implications, and sometimes their parents dead. In 
addition to returning to such a changed community, the children themselves 
also had to cope with a change from an LRA community and a militarized 
lifestyle and rules to a civilian community based on the family, however weak 
that had become. The scars of war being lived out in a broken community 
further complicate citizenship status, healing and the reintegration process. 
 
5.7.4 Impunity and disregard for legal frameworks 
Among other factors, the use of children and adolescents in war is related to 
changes in the value chain with respect to weapons’ technologies and the 
proliferation of small arms, meaning that the lighter and cheaper the weapons 
are, the more user-friendly they become to children (Veale and Stavrou, 2003; 
Machel, 1996). However, it is not only the user-friendliness of guns that 
encouraged the use of children by the LRA. The use of children in northern 
Uganda was related to a context where moral and legal regimes for their 
protection had either broken down or were simply ignored and the use of 
children taken for granted by both parties in the conflict. The children had 
been militarized, trained and indoctrinated, they participated in the 
committing of atrocities and in military combat. It could ‘genuinely’ be said 
that they actually were soldiers, argue Veale and Stavrou (2003). It was often 
these arguments that the UPDF used to justify the targeting of children in 
military combat, as indeed the children comprised the majority, some say up 
to 80 percent of the rebels. This dilemma led to those children who died in 
battle against the UPDF being considered ‘the killed rebels’, while those who 
managed to escape during such military engagements became the ‘children 
rescued’ by the UPDF (Human Rights Watch, 2003). This shifting reference 
to the formerly abducted children by the UPDF and their forceful 
conscription by the LRA emphasizes the impunity with which the LRA and 
others were able to use children. International legal frameworks protecting 
children in conflict conditions have not been adhered to in the conflict in 
northern Uganda. 
 
 
5.85.85.85.8    CONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKS    
 
In this chapter we have presented the formerly abducted children’s experiences 
of abduction, captivity, war, escape and return home. The chapter shows that 
the moment of abduction is particularly clearly remembered as an event that 
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marked the start of the child’s war experiences. We have seen that while in the 
bush, the children had various types and levels of experiences, such as threats 
to life, initiation rites, military training and killing. The chapter further shows 
that the formerly abducted children did not resign themselves to their fate but 
actively sought their own escape and achieved this, finally arriving back in the 
community, each in their own way. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
“These kinds of children are of two categories – there are those who have been in the bush for long and 
were involved in destructive activities. Such groups need to be taken to rehabilitation centres like World 
Vision, GUSCO and Concerned Parents. If they are not taken they may surprise us by killing others. I 
think it is appropriate that these category of kids need some kind of counseling for some period to help 
them get to the normal trend. If they come home straight they would have missed the rehabilitation 

programmes that would help them re-orient themselves well.  

 
 

© Peace Beatrice (2006) 
 
 
 
 

The second category is of those who have been in the bush for a week or two. This group 
may not have got involved in committing havoc or may not even have been given guns. Such children could 
just be counseled to help them reintegrate in the community. The worst group is those who have stayed 
longer in the bush. They are to be taken to GUSCO for the rehabilitation or those who were in school 
should be given some work to do or advised to go back to school.” (From a focus group discussion)



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NGOs and international organizations in GULU  
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