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DEDICATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“We were six girls [after the attack], some ran but others remained. Even one 
of them has died. She died from the bush. She was shot by the gunship.” 
(female, formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“We walked together the seven of us for a long distance. Among us, four were 
very young so they agreed that they should kill the four. They killed them and 
told us that have you seen? They asked us if we wanted to go back home; one 
of the boys said he wanted to. They killed him because they said that he 
would be the one encouraging us to escape.” (male, formerly abducted child, 
Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“… they killed people. Those were the abductees who had swollen feet and 
could not move. They beat them on the head and kill them. They continued 
capturing people, killing and moving ahead. When you are tired of moving 
they kill you. They keep on killing and moving ahead.” (a child mother, 
GUSCO) 
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The quest to understand more about conflicts and their impact on human 
beings was ignited in me eight years ago through my experience of working at 
the Jesuit Refugee Services with Kampala’s urban refugees from Rwanda, 
DRC, Burundi, Sudan, Somalia and Ethiopia. I had seen and heard so much 
about wars that the best I can say of that experience is that during those nine 
months at the Jesuit Refugee Services; I felt like a refugee in my own country. 

Since that time when I moved to Uganda Martyrs University, Nkozi, 
with the long-term dream and aim of wanting to understand conflicts, I have 
encountered many life changing events and amazing people. They have shaped 
that dream which has materialized in this doctoral study of understanding 
specifically the social reintegration of formerly abducted children in the 
conflict in northern Uganda. The doctoral programme was funded by 
NUFFIC within a collaboration project between Uganda Martyrs University, 
Nkozi, and the University of Groningen. 

I would like to mention and acknowledge the events and people who 
have made the realization of the dream possible. First, I am extremely grateful 
to my promoters who accompanied me down the valleys and up the hills on 
this journey in the past years. All of you brought in different flavours. I 
heartily thank Prof. Max van der Kamp (RIP) for preparing me with the 
initial building blocks of this study. He promised to play music at my 
promotion. Max, wherever you are, I am sure you would be proud today. I 
profoundly thank Prof. Inge Hutter for graciously and seamlessly stepping in 
when Max passed on. I thank Prof. Jacques Zeelen for being the constant 
figure in the supervision team.  My gratitude to Prof. Peter Kanyandago for 
being an inspiration not only as a promoter but also as an academic role 
model since I joined Uganda Martyrs University. I also remember and 
appreciate the discussions with Dr Sami Faltas at the initial stages of this 
study. I would like to thank you all not only for being my academic mentors 
but also for being there for me during the social upheavals I had to undergo 
during the course of this study. I am deeply grateful to you all for believing in 
me and never allowing me to take my eyes off the prize even in the most 
difficult moments when I thought I would not make any more progress. I am 
lucky to have worked with you and you have all made a difference in my life. 

My appreciation also goes to the Institute of Ethics and Development 
Studies at Uganda Martyrs University for nurturing and shaping my initial 
dream. I thank Prof. Deirdre Carabine and Prof. Joseph Kisekka, the first two 
directors of the Institute who supported the initial opportunities that led to 
this doctoral programme. I also thank Dr. Maximiano Ngabirano for 
facilitating this study in his role as the NUFFIC project leader. My gratitude 



  
 

goes to them and to the many colleagues whom I have encountered since 
2002 when I joined the Institute and who have encouraged me in many useful 
ways in addition to standing in for me when I was away in Groningen or in 
the field. 

The first concrete steps for this study were taken during my time as an 
East African Visiting Scholar at the Centre of African Studies at the School 
of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of London. I appreciate 
that scholarship. Particularly I thank Dr. Tania Kaiser for being my mentor at 
the time and for the encouragement and friendship we have developed since 
then. From my time at SOAS, I would like to mention a special friendship 
with Jane Williams (RIP) for her  interest and support for my work then and 
in the following years even when I went to Groningen. Her belief that I 
would succeed was overwhelming. Jane had promised to be at my promotion 
and I know she would be very proud of my achievement. 

For the later stages of this study I would like to acknowledge my time as 
a Visiting Fellow at the Centre of African Studies, University of Cambridge, 
which provided me (and my colleagues Dr. Martha Cheo, Prof. Mwelwa 
Musambachime, Dr. Aderoju Oyefusi and Dr. Adebajo Adekeye) with the 
opportunity to reflect and do part of my writing in an academically 
stimulating environment. I had the opportunity to receive feedback on parts 
of my work. My gratitude also goes out to Dr. Derek Peterson, Prof. Meghan 
Vaughn, Dorian Addison and the Coordinator of the fellowship Dr. Devon 
Curtis all of whom made the experience at Cambridge one to cherish. 

Without the respondents to this study, this book would not have been 
possible. I thank the formerly abducted children who talked to us for 
courageously sharing their horrifying stories. For the sake of this study they 
re-lived their painful experiences once more. This book can in no way erase 
your bad experiences but I hope that by telling your story, the book can be 
your voice that speaks to those who will read it. I also thank the children’s 
parents and caregivers at the reception centres (GUSCO, KICWA and CPA) 
for allowing us to access the children. I say thank you to the parents, 
caregivers and elders in the community for sharing their experiences of the 
children with us. Thank you to the teachers of the learning centres 
(amalgamated schools) at Anaka, Kweyo, St Martin’s Lukome, Bungatira, and 
the vocational school at the Youth Education Pack in Gulu Municipality. 
Appreciation also goes to the children in those schools who were not 
abducted who also shared with us their views of their peers who had the 
misfortune of being victims of the LRA abductions. Moreover, I am grateful 
to GUSCO for the pictures drawn by the children portraying their 
experiences (book cover and posters in chapters 3, 5, 9). 

Also key to this research and its processes are the research assistants, Mr 
Terence Okot, Sr Lucy Dora Akello and Fr George Ogwal. I thank you all 



 

  
 

for the very hard work and mobilisations during the fieldwork. Thank you, 
Terrence, for the use of your motorbike for transport and Fr George, for 
providing accommodation at your place during the fieldwork in Apac district. 
And Sr Lucy, thank you, for the translations and help with the difficult 
transcriptions. Together with Mr Charles Uma, the research assistants also 
formed the feedback team. I thank each one of you for your insights during 
the feedback meetings that shaped this research in major ways. 

At the Department of Lifelong Learning, University of Groningen, 
several colleagues at different times created for me the social environment 
within which to work. On this note I thank Josje van Linden, Elke Plovie, 
Arlindo Sitoe, Albert Renkema, Maaike Smulders, Gideon de Jong and 
Cuthbert Tukundane. Thanks to all of you for being there and for sharing the 
joys and frustrations of a ‘PhDoing’ as Arlindo would say. The dinners at the 
‘Indian Restaurant’ and the ‘Globe’ and the recent ones at the ‘historic places’ 
discovered by Gideon were some of the nicest moments of sharing. Away 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.11.11.11.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
    
That children get caught up in wars is a fact not only in Africa but worldwide. 
In the contemporary world, children and young people have been part of wars 
in Angola, Sri Lanka, Sierra Leone, Colombia, Liberia, Afghanistan, Former 
Yugoslavia, among others (Van Gog, 2008; Krijn, 2007; Honwana, 2006; 
MacIntyre & Angela, 2005; Sendabo, 2004; Richards, 1996; Machel, 1996; 
Skinner, 1999). History bears testimony to the German and French children’s 
crusade of 1212 and more recently Hitler’s Germany whereby droves of 
young people who were induced to join youth organisations perished at the 
end of the Third Reich (Skinner, 1999).    

While African cultures are known to cherish the birth and raising of 
children and often have special ceremonies surrounding birth and its 
celebration, the brutal use of children by the contemporary African political-
military class in conflicts confusingly tells a different story. The ‘values’ of 
this military-political class in regard to use of under-privileged children and 
young people in wars do not reflect the general ‘African’ attitude about 
children and the need for their safety and security among Africans (see for 
instance, Honwana, 2006; MacIntyre and Angela, 2005). But unfortunately 
because this political-military class is a highly ‘visible’ group especially due to 
the role of the media, the use of children by the ruling class in war and 
conflict conditions is often portrayed to be something acceptable in Africa 
and or by Africans. This could be the reason why the story of ‘child soldiers’ 
in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Mozambique, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Sudan and Angola is well known while the daily struggles, pains, 
anxiety and successes of ordinary parents and families of war children are not 
as well known or simply neglected. It is not true that Africans in general do 
not care about the well-being and safety of their children. Africans do what is 
right for their children within the limits of their way of life and circumstances, 
like parents all over the world. It is disconcerting to come across statements 
such as the one made by Skinner (1999: 8) that ‘Why African societies 
mistreat their children raises troubling questions for the contemporary world.’ 
Growing up as an African child and as an adult watching other children grow, 
I find Skinner’s position high-handed. True, Africa’s socio-economic 
conditions are unfavourable, even distressing in many parts; there are strifes 
and conflicts of different nature but these anomalies should not and cannot 
be simply reduced to the mistreatment of children. Our point here is that the 
use of children in wars is not just an African problem and that in some case
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this might be due to socio-economic pressures and not necessarily due to the 
African culture.    

For instance, Uganda’s political-military class in the organisational form 
of Museveni’s National Resistance Army (NRA) of the 1980s and the 
present-day Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), but more brutally, 
the latter have used children in their wars. But this is not because of a 
Ugandan culture that promotes the use of children in wars. Nonetheless, the 
use of children in Ugandan wars needs to be confronted. This research is 
about the war experiences of the children of Acholi land that were abducted 
by the LRA. The research further explores the attempts by formal institutions 
and the Acholi community to socially reintegrate them as citizens of their 
own communities to which they return. 

At the time we initiated the undertaking of this research, the Acholi 
community was so ravaged by war (since the 2006 Juba Peace Process, the 
conflict has de-escalated) and thousands of children were being abducted with 
only hundreds returning home. It was therefore buffling for an outsider to 
understand how the Acholi community dealt with the loss through abduction 
and then for some to deal with the return of their children considering that 
the children would have experienced extreme violence. We wanted to 
contribute to the understanding of the children’s experiences of war and how 
the Acholi community was receiving them back home. 

 
1.1.1 The Acholi and the epicentre of the conflict 
This research was largely carried out among the Acholi people. According to 
Atkinson (1994) the Acholi are a Nilotic group of people living in the north 
of Uganda in Eastern Africa. They belong to a wider group of the Nilotics 
called the Luo.  Besides the Acholi, the Luo in Uganda include the Alur, 
Langi and Jopadhola peoples. Collectively, their language is referred to as Luo 
but they have their respective dialects. According to the 2002 Uganda 
Population and Housing Census, the Acholi constitute 4.8 per cent of the 
Ugandan population (UBOS, 2002). 

The conflict in the north has mainly taken place among the Acholi 
people although what has come to be referred to as the conflict area of 
northern Uganda is quite large. It covers the whole of the northern part, 
extending to the north-east and east of the country. The conflict-affected 
region covers the Acholi, Lango, Karamoja and Teso regions. However, the 
epicentre of the war was always the Acholi region encompassing the former 
districts of Gulu, Pader and Kitgum - new districts have since been curved out 
of these original ones. Our research area includes the old Acholi districts of 
Gulu, Kitgum and the neighbouring Apac district of the Lango people (see 
map and chapter 4). 
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1.1.2 Reintegration, citizenship and community 
In our focus on the social reintegration of formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda drawing on the understanding of reintegration by Kingma 
(2001) and Sendabo (2004), social reintegration is understood as the process 
by which formerly abducted children begin a new life with their families and 
in their community after the bitter experiences of war by creating positive 
economic and social relationships. The need for the (re)creation of positive 
relationships between the children and the community arises as a result of 
what we call the broken citizenship status of these children due to the war 
conditions they have had to endure. This study would consider the formerly 
abducted children reintegrated when and if they can rebuild, recreate or 
restore their citizenship. Therefore, this citizenship has to be positive and is 
defined as the ability of the formerly abducted children to positively engage in 
daily activities over a long period of time to sustain their day-to-day lives. A 
number of war-related compounding factors such as the general prevailing 
conditions of the war, but specifically for the children, the abductions of and 
by them, the long walks in the bush and the killings witnessed and committed 
corroded their citizenship status. Other factors such as the atrocities visited 
on their own families and communities and the generally difficult life in 
captivity could only result in further broken relationships and a crumbled 
citizenship status within their own survival niche. Clearly, this is a double 
brokenness of broken children and broken community where belonging and 
acceptance are compromised. The children’s return home and reintegration, 
therefore, became problematic because of these related experiences.  

For a proper social reintegration, it is important that the children’s status 
as members of a community, being accepted and feeling one with the 
community be established. During the conflict, the community membership 
and citizenship status of the children were negatively affected. As is basic for 
all relationships, the (re)-creation of the broken citizenships of the formerly 
abducted children is a two-way phenomenon based on and rooted in the 
experiences of the children with the communities to which they return. In a 
generic sense the community includes the formal (NGOs and government 
institutions) and the informal (families, immediate groups of neighbours, 
relatives and friends) entities. Nevertheless, in the narrow sense, the sense in 
which the word is used in this study, we draw from Laar (1996) and Bujo 
(2006) and refer to community as the basic, natural and informal set up of a 
group of people. It contains families, relations, neighbours, friends and 
relationships, norms, values and rules. This community exists in space and 
time, and caters for its members that are also its citizens and the members 
have a responsibility to ensure its continuity while adjusting to changes caused 
by new ideas but also violent shocks such as conflict. But such a community 



Chapter 1 

 4 

would also have some structure(s) in order to deal with the different aspects 
of its life. 

Conflict and war and especially its involvement of children in northern 
Uganda as victims and perpetrators have broken and disrupted the coherence 
and embeddedness of the community as described in northern Uganda. The 
community has become wounded in various ways and experienced guilt, 
trauma, distrust and hopelessness and what Dolan (2005) refers to as 
debilitation. Re-creating positive relationships for the common good of the 
formerly abducted children and the wounded community is thus justification 
for the social reintegration of the children. This ties in with the idea of 
positive peace (Galtung, 1969), where peace is not just the silence of the guns 
as is now the case in northern Uganda but positive experiences as members of 
a community and positive contributions towards the existence and sustenance 
of the community in which one is a member. 

 
1.1.3 Involvement of institutions 
Due to the woundedness of the Acholi community as already described, there 
is an influx of NGOs and humanitarian organizations in the region (see 
chapter 2). Most of them, however, are foreign international organizations 
including UN agencies. Gulu Support the Children Organisation (GUSCO), 
Kitgum Concerned Women’s Association (KICWA) and Concerned Parents 
Association (CPA), on the other hand started as community-based 
organizations specifically to address the problems related to abduction and 
return of children by the LRA. They therefore had ‘local’ touch. This 
research studies the pivotal role they played at the reception centres (chapter 
6). We refer to the three organizations interchangeably as reception centres or 
NGOs. Other institutions that equally got involved in the reintegration of 
formerly abducted children are the Child Protection Unit (CPU) of the 
Uganda People’s Defence Forces (UPDF) and the Amnesty Commission 
(AC). We also study their reintegration practices for the formerly abducted 
children (chapter 6). Collectively, we refer to the reception centres, the CPU 
and the AC, as formal institutions and their practices are institutional 
reintegration practices.  

 
 

1.21.21.21.2    RESEARCH QUESTIONSRESEARCH QUESTIONSRESEARCH QUESTIONSRESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

Thus this study builds on the general research question: 
What are the experiences of formerly abducted children and how could they 
be successfully reintegrated in their communities? 
 
The research also asked specific questions: 
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1. What are the war experiences of formerly abducted children 
from the moment of abduction by the LRA, captivity, and return 
home in northern Uganda? 

2. How are formal institutions (CPU, NGOs and the Amnesty 
Commission) reintegrating the formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda? 

3. How are endogenous methods being used by the Acholi 
community for reintegrating the formerly abducted children? 

4. How does citizenship interface with the war experiences of 
formerly abducted children and practices for their social 
reintegration in northern Uganda? 

5. What best intervention practices for reintegration can be 
identified based on reintegration activities taking place at 
institutions and communities for rebuilding citizenship? 

 
These research questions aim at understanding the complexities of 
reintegration that come with the traumatizing effects of abduction, violations 
and general war conditions of which children become a part. The relevance of 
the basic and subsequent research questions  is that the questions allow for  
the exploration of the reintegration experiences of not only the formerly 
abducted children at the reception centres, in the community including 
schools but also of NGO workers at the reception centres, parents, members 
of the entire community and teachers as well. In other words, this research is 
relevant in understanding a wide range of actors, methodologies and issues in 
a collaborative manner, in terms of reintegration. The central thesis/issue that 
runs through this research is that reintegration is fraught with difficulties and 
long-term in nature. All the actors and methodologies used add on to and are 
part of the long-term attention and efforts needed to re-establish citizenships 
of formerly abducted children after many years of conflict and general 
disintegration of society in northern Uganda. 

 
 

1.31.31.31.3    METMETMETMETHODOLOGYHODOLOGYHODOLOGYHODOLOGY 
 

To gain insights into the mentioned issues, an action research methodology 
was employed as an aspect of qualitative research. The use of a qualitative 
research approach was important in creating conversational space to 
understand the children’s experiences of war. Similarly, action research was 
important to understand the different levels of participation for reintegration 
practices. Furthermore, the choice of an action research methodology aimed at 
the need to contribute suggestions that could improve reintegration practices. 
The life histories, focus group discussions and interviews we used are in the 
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tradition of qualitative research. The cyclical nature of analysis and meaning 
making, participative involvement of the feedback team and the researched, 
the collaborative and experiential learning between the researcher and the 
other participants (chapter 4) defined the action research character of the 
study. Employing an action-oriented methodology is important because of the 
real time relevance of the issue of reintegration of formerly abducted children 
in northern Uganda. Conducting the fieldwork in an ongoing and difficult 
conflict situation and interviewing the returned children some of whom still 
had not only emotional scars but also the easier-to-heal physical scars gave a 
sense of agency and urgency for this research. Furthermore, the action 
research methodology allows for a participative, collaborative inquiry into 
children’s war experiences (chapter 5) including multiple abductions, military 
training, mothering under stress and experiences of death. The methodology 
further allows for an understanding of reintegration (chapters 6 & 7) and 
citizenship issues (chapter 8) in addition to contributing to a bottom-up, 
collaborative set of suggestions to improve social reintegration practices 
(chapter 9). This was possible by the use of what we refer to as the needs-
competencies-problems-opportunities (NCPO) analysis that we developed 
due to the participatory action research approach employed. 

By telling their own episodic life story about their abduction, the children 
related not only the conflict but also reintegration both at institutional and 
community levels and their difficulties and fears about reintegration. In this 
sense, the children’s own voices in letting us in on their experiences allow for 
a deeper understanding of their predicament. Through focus group 
discussions with the personnel at institutions, staff were engaged in explaining 
and assessing their own reintegration methodology. Further, focus group 
discussions and interviews with adults in the communities also helped to 
throw light on the contributions and challenges that the community faces in 
reintegrating its formerly abducted children into community citizenship. The 
research process and cycles of analysis drew heavily from the feedback team – 
a group of professionals (some of whom were research assistants) that I had 
formed for subjecting my reflections to scrutiny and thus gain feedback (see 
chapter 4). My earlier personal experiences of the war also added value to this 
research. Both the field and personal experiences were supplemented by 
secondary data. 

The contribution that this research makes also lies in its interdisciplinary 
nature. For instance, loosely, the context of the conflict, the children’s war 
experiences, and the institutional reintegration practices lean towards political 
science and human rights while the community-based reintegration practices 
closely relate to cultural anthropological research. Furthermore, the 
methodology resulting in the bottom-up, collaborative set of suggestions for 
improving reintegration practices can be placed in intervention studies. 
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Overall, peace and conflict issues run through the different themes. Related to 
this interdisciplinarity, the research brings together two concepts – 
reintegration and citizenship – through the war experiences of formerly 
abducted children and their social reintegration. 

 
 

1.41.41.41.4    CHAPTER SYNOPSISCHAPTER SYNOPSISCHAPTER SYNOPSISCHAPTER SYNOPSIS 
 

This book is organized in ten chapters. 
 
Chapter 2 gives a historical foundation for this research. It highlights some of 
the major historical events in the lead-up to the northern war. The highlights 
of the northern conflict itself and the lived experiences remembered as 
individuals and members of a community are presented. The chapter ends 
with a discussion in which the historical and lived war experiences are put in 
perspective in relation to the main concerns of this research.  

Chapter 3 addresses three themes that build up the theoretical framework. 
First, we discuss the theory on children in war. It draws from what war has 
done to children and the children’s experience of war across countries 
especially in Africa. The second theme discussed is on reintegration, its 
meaning, and approaches and elements. Thirdly, the theoretical framework 
explores the meaning of citizenship and its relationship with the community. 
Lastly, the interface between citizenship and reintegration is discussed. 

Chapter 4 discusses the details of how this research was done using the 
action research methodology, the appropriateness of the methodology for the 
issues under study and the intellectual foundations of two strands of action 
research are presented. The chapter further shows how elements of action 
research evolved and were used in the field. Underlying issues about research 
ethics, power relations, participation and validity are discussed before we 
finally look at the challenges of doing action research in a fluid conflict 
situation. 

In chapter 5, we begin the presentation of the empirical findings of the 
research. It details children’s war experience in northern Uganda. The actual 
experiences undergone by the children such as their abduction, captivity and 
escape or return home are shown. The chapter also depicts a complete life 
story and related excerpts of similar, yet, different personal experiences of 
formerly abducted children in captivity. Experiences depicting personal 
suffering, atrocities committed and watched, courage and heroism, among 
others make up parts of this chapter. 

When the formerly abducted children returned home in their different 
ways, and as the dilemma of receiving them back grips the Acholi society, out 
of that necessity, and unplanned initially, some distinct institutions emerged 
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to facilitate these children’s reception and reintegration. On the basis of our 
findings chapter 6 discusses the humanitarian, military and political 
institutional reintegration responses that emerged. The analyses of the 
findings also show challenges that the institutions face in reintegrating the 
formerly abducted children. 

In chapter 7 our findings show that most of the formerly abducted 
children stay in the care of institutions for a maximum of three months and 
others return directly home. Subsequently, there is reunification with family 
and the children eventually became part of the communities they once 
terrorized. The mutual fear and distrust between the children and the 
community notwithstanding, there are different reintegration initiatives in the 
community. Traditional rituals, accepted marriages, acceptance but also fear, 
stigmatization and difficult social adjustment problems become part of the 
community-based reintegration experiences.  

Chapter 8 presents two levels of analysis of the interface between 
children’s war experiences (chapter 5), and practices for their reintegration 
discussed in chapters 6 and 7 in light of citizenship. In general it sees 
children’s war experiences as broken or negative citizenship status and practice 
while reintegration practices are considered as citizenship re-creation and 
rebuilding. The second level of analysis takes up the issues that the first level 
of analysis does not address, i.e., the persisting problems facing reintegration 
in spite of the available practices. This results in the NCPO analysis which 
provides a basis for understanding the overall scenario for reintegration. 

In chapter 9, drawing from the NCPO analysis, we explain the bottom-
up collaborative process towards improving reintegration practices for 
citizenship. A set of suggestions with three elements for improving 
reintegration practices is presented. It is hoped that this set of suggestions can 
have an exemplary value for similar circumstances for reintegrating children of 
war as well as other ex-combatants into society. 

Lastly, chapter 10 presents the conclusions to our research. The 
conclusions answer our basic and specific research questions that guided this 
research. Our conclusions ending with the way forward mainly show how this 
research can be put to use. Possible collaborations and projects for the long-
term reintegration of the formerly abducted children are also discussed. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT OF 
THE CONFLICT IN NORTHERN UGANDA 

 
 
2.12.12.12.1    INTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIONNNN    
 
This chapter presents the historical background to and context of this 
research, beginning with a discussion of the development of the conflict in 
northern Uganda and the conflict itself, in addition to the intimate and lived 
experiences of the war. Finally, we will discuss the use and involvement of 
children in the northern Ugandan conflict, with the goal of showing how the 
involvement of children in conflicts makes their lives difficult, destroys their 
sense of citizenship and thus justifies the need for reintegration. 
 
 
2.22.22.22.2    BACKGROUND TO THE NORTHERN CONFLICTBACKGROUND TO THE NORTHERN CONFLICTBACKGROUND TO THE NORTHERN CONFLICTBACKGROUND TO THE NORTHERN CONFLICT    
 
2.2.1 The mythical and colonial conflicts  
The approximately two-decade long (1986 – 2006, though conflict and its 
impact cannot be neatly fitted into dates) conflict and unrest in northern 
Uganda is not the first of its kind in the region. According to Veale and 
Stavrou (2003: 9), ‘northern Ugandan history has witnessed endless wars and 
incursions’. As confirmation of this position, in an informal discussion with 
an elder in the community near Gulu town he referred to the mythical 
conflict between the Acholi and the Alur, who are believed to be descendants 
of two brothers, Labong and Gipir respectively. The brothers had to part 
ways because of a conflict over a spear and a bead. The elder also talked about 
the Acholi rebellion against the British colonization project, which he said is 
now known as the Lamogi rebellion, led by the Acholi chief, Awich. 
According to this elder, in the present conflict, history was merely repeating 
itself, because conditions such as internal displacement and encampment were 
also present during the Lamogi rebellion. Allen (2006) concurs with these 
ancient roots of conflict in northern Uganda, stating that ‘a point often 
overlooked in discussion of this region of Africa is that war and mass forced 
displacements are even older than they first appear to be’ (2006: 25). These 
revelations show that, amongst other events, modern day Acholi history has 
been significantly influenced by conflicts. We are aware, however, that Acholi 
society today is not purely a product of conflicts, even while sympathizing 
with the history of the Acholi people as involved in conflicts from mythical 
and colonial times. What is common to these conflicts and thus significant is 
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that whether mythical or not they had an apparent impact on the essential 
meaning of life for the Acholi people. 

The history of modern conflicts in the Acholi region is recorded from 
the 1850s, when the Arabs invaded the region looking for ivory and to engage 
in the slave trade (Allen, 2006; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Behrend; 1999). 
According to Allen (2006), Veale and Stavrou (2003) and Behrend (1999), 
the conflict brought about by the Arab slave and ivory trade, which continued 
for two decades into the 1870s, left the population devastated. According to 
Allen (2006), slaves were used to transport ivory and partly to cater for the 
sexual appetites of the slave drivers and their private armies, while the ivory 
was used by industrializing Western countries to make piano keys. 

This period of the slave and ivory trade was followed by the Anglo-
Egyptian colonization project (Allen, 2006; Lwanga-Lunyiigo, 1989) – 
euphemistically called exploration – led by the first British man to reach the 
area, Sir Samuel Baker, and later Emin Pasha and Charles Gordon (Lwanga-
Lunyiigo, 1989). Allen (2006) and Lwanga-Lunyiigo (1989) further show 
that this project was characterized by extreme violence and marked the 
introduction of the Nubian people into the Acholi region by the agents of 
colonialism. Affirming the violent introduction of the Nubian people, Veale 
and Stavrou (2003: 9) write that ‘the arrival of Nubian troops saw numerous 
atrocities committed against the Acholi’. However, this is not to say that they 
were masters of the Acholi in their own right. According to Lwanga-Lunyiigo 
(1989), although the Nubian people did not come to northern Uganda as 
slaves, they were ex-slaves of Arab slave drivers. This fact does not remove, in 
our view, the truth of the indelible mark they made on the Acholi people on 
behalf of the Arabs through extreme atrocities which they committed in the 
region. Pursuing the arrival of the Nubian people in this region, Allen (2006) 
posits that the British colonial government continued to use and abuse the 
Nubian people in the numerous resistance wars against colonization in East 
Africa. What would be the long-term cumulative effect of this long exposure 
to violence on how the Acholi perceived themselves and their society? The 
studies we have mentioned above merely describe the atrocities committed 
against the Acholi community during this period and do not relate any 
remedial activities which might have addressed the wounded population. 
 
2.2.2 Post-colonial conflicts and northern Uganda  
Uganda’s post-colonial history has been marked by several interlinking 
conflicts (Kasozi, 1994; Kumar, 1989). Northern Uganda has had a unique 
position in these conflicts due to what Allen (2006) describes as an almost 
stigmatizing identity of a whole group of people with a leader who comes 
from the region. The first two presidents of Uganda, General Idi Amin and 
Milton Obote both came from the northern districts of Uganda. Against this 
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background, the issues that are important in the post-colonial conflicts are 
British rule and the myth of the Acholi as a martial race, as well as the coups 
and counter coups. 
 
2.2.3 British colonial rule and the martial race myth 
According to several sources (Allen, 2006; International Crisis Group, 2004; 
Refugee Law Project, 2004; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Okot, 1989; 
Ginywera-Pinchwa, 1989; Nyadru, 1988), the divide and rule policy of the 
British pitted the economically and politically powerful southerners, especially 
the Baganda, against the economically and politically impoverished 
northerners, who then found consolation in joining the military. Pursuing this 
idea, Veale and Stavrou (2003) state that soldiering was a source of prestige, 
employment and identity for young males from the Acholi region and they 
were significantly represented in the military under British rule. The military 
became a replacement for economic opportunity. According to Kasozi 
(1994), on becoming the first president of independent Uganda, Obote 
capitalized on these differences and consolidated his government on the 
strength of an army whose personnel mainly came from the northern ethnic 
groups. Kasozi (1994) claims that there then developed a myth of the Acholi 
as a martial race and a war-like people. Dolan (2005: 71) confirms how this 
myth was reinforced in the post-independence period, stating that ‘the 
promotion of Acholi to major positions in the security establishment … was 
after independence, reframed as proving that they were militaristic, a notion 
which many Acholi themselves bought into’. Although it is quite unfortunate 
that the Acholi believed the notion, Mazrui (1976: 258), quoted in 
Finnström (2003: 114), called it the ‘militarised ethnicity’ of the Acholi. 
Could it be that such a myth was built around the traumatizing experiences of 
the Acholi people due to their violent contact with the Arabs and their agents, 
the Nubian people? 

Based on these sources, our view is that the martial race myth is 
questionable. We would like to think that it might have developed on the 
basis of skewed political-military facts. It also appears that the myth is limited 
to the stereotypes that often define people in a process of othering them. As 
Kasozi (1994) usefully points out, the myth of the Acholi as a martial race 
has since been laid bare, after Museveni’s Bantu-dominated rebellion took to 
the bush and defeated the so-called martial race. In addition, the branding of 
the Acholi as war-like is sometimes attributed to the atrocities committed in 
the Luweero Triangle during Museveni’s guerrilla war, allegedly by the 
Acholi-dominated UNLA, as expressed by Allen (2006: 29): 

 
Here the NRA was able to secure considerable local support, and the 
UNLA response was to treat most civilians as collaborators. They were 
herded into camps, and were frequently abused and killed. How many died 
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is still a matter of debate but it was certainly thousands. The killing went on 
in Luweero until Museveni seized power … 
  

Even from this it seems better not to draw any tentative conclusions about the 
character of the Acholi people. What is important, however, is that war 
killings and conflicts generally lead to painful experiences and raise the issue 
of people’s social security as well as reinforce brokenness wherever the war 
occurs.  
 
2.2.4 Coups and counter coups 
More than a decade earlier than the Luweero war, Idi Amin’s coup, which 
removed the independence government of President Obote, marked the 
beginning of a politically turbulent period in the history of Uganda. 
According to Allen (2006), the coup was a result of Obote’s dictatorial 
tendencies and increasing dependence on the army. The socio-economic result 
of the coup included the expulsion of the Asian population, an economic war 
and desperate socio-economic and socio-political conditions (Kasozi, 1994) 
for which Uganda became world famous. Further commenting on the 
aftermath of the coup, Kasozi (1994) relates that many prominent members 
of the Ugandan elite either fled the country or were killed. Consequently, 
with the help of the then Tanzanian president Mwalimu Julius Nyerere, they 
organized the overthrow of the Amin government in 1979. Following this, 
numerous short-lived governments, including a second stint for Obote, whose 
election in 1980 had been disputed, characterized the following years. This 
period from 1979 to 1986 saw coups and counter coups in Uganda, as 
different military groups vied to have their turn in governing the country. The 
last of the coups by the NRM/A, in January 1986, was led by Yoweri 
Museveni (Museveni, 1997; Kasozi, 1994).  

The general perspective of the writers cited is a concentration on the 
political development of the events which characterized the years of turmoil. 
What they fail to emphasize is the impact of the wars on ordinary people and 
that the period also saw people living in extremely difficult circumstances, 
with their livelihoods disrupted and a general breakdown of society.  
 
 
2.32.32.32.3    THE NORTHERN CONFLICTTHE NORTHERN CONFLICTTHE NORTHERN CONFLICTTHE NORTHERN CONFLICT    
 
2.3.1 Genesis of the conflict 
The year 1986 has generally been used by scholars of the northern conflict 
(for instance, Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 2003) as a unique date to start 
chronicling the conflict. Prior to the January 1986 coup by the NRM/A, 
Museveni had disregarded the December 1985 Nairobi Peace Agreement 
which had been initiated in particular by President Tito Okello Lutwa. 
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Finnström (2003: 101) states that ‘Museveni eventually signed a peace deal 
with Okello, but simultaneously decided to continue fighting’. Citing Ngoga 
(1998: 104), Finnström (2003: 101) adds that Museveni’s NRM/A ‘had 
little interest in peace negotiations for anything but tactical purposes…’. 

Since 1986, when President Museveni’s rebel movement took over 
government, Uganda has been considered to be a relatively peaceful country. 
According to Finnström (2003) and Allen (2006), writers such as Hansen 
and Twaddle (1994), Woodward (1991) and Bayart (1999) have propagated 
this relatively peaceful international image of Uganda. In contrast, Eichstaedt 
(2009), Allen (2006), Dolan (2005) and Veale and Stavrou (2003) show 
that there was in fact another wave of civil war that was on-going in the 
northern part of the country. Of further note, however, is that other conflicts 
also occurred, such as the West Nile Bank Front rebellion in the West Nile 
region and the Allied Democratic Forces rebellion in the Rwenzori region of 
Uganda, especially in the early years of the present government. However, the 
uniqueness of the conflict in northern Uganda lies in its very long lifespan. 
To qualify this, however, since 2006, when the Juba peace process started, up 
to the time of the writing of this report, the situation has been characterized 
as one of neither war nor peace. 

Apart from the government of Yoweri Museveni, the other immediate 
protagonist in the two-decade conflict in northern Uganda is Joseph Kony, 
the leader of the LRA. The LRA is, in our view, a long-term end product of 
the 1986 NRM/A coup against the Lutwa government. Feeling betrayed, the 
defeated national army, which at the time of the coup was dominated by the 
Acholi ethnic group, fled homewards to the north (Allen, 2006; Dolan, 2005; 
Finnström, 2003; Veale and Stavrou, 3002). Commenting on this period of 
Ugandan history and the resulting sentiments between the Acholi and 
Museveni, Allen (2006: 30) writes: 

 
Acholi soldiers seized power, and Tito Okello became president. He 
immediately started negotiations with Museveni and a peace agreement was 
signed in Nairobi. But the NRA proceeded to ignore it, and marched on 
Kampala – a source of deep-seated grievance among some Acholi who claim 
that it shows President Museveni cannot be trusted. 

 
Eventually, this defeated army – the Uganda National Liberation Army 
(UNLA) – organized itself into the rebel group, the Uganda People’s 
Democratic Army (UPDA). Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit Movement, which 
also arose at the time, in turn mobilized military support from the vanquished 
and fleeing UNLA soldiers of the Acholi-led Lutwa government. This then 
became the breeding ground for variously mutating rebellions in the north 
that fed into each other but ultimately coalesced around Kony’s LRA (see for 
instance, Eichstaedt, 2009; Allen, 2006; Finnström, 2003; Behrend, 1999). 
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2.3.2 Stolen cattle, destruction of foodstuff and sexual molestation 
Meanwhile, the NRA became the national army after the coup (and was later 
renamed the Uganda People’s Defence Force, UPDF). The NRA has 
generally been perceived to be a disciplined force (Allen, 2006). Nevertheless, 
most Acholi people remember the military activities of the NRA after the 
capture of Acholi land in 1986 as nothing less than a planned and 
premeditated strategy to devastate them (Finnström, 2003). People refer with 
particular bitterness to the stealing of their cattle by the newly arrived NRA 
in the course of 1987. According to Finnström (2003: 106), ‘people in the 
war-torn north saw the army’s looting of their cattle as a deliberate strategy’. 
As one old man put it, ‘they removed the cattle to make the Acholi poor, to 
be able to control the Acholi’. There are also some allegations of either 
looting or destruction of granaries in addition to sexual molestation of both 
men and women during the period (see for instance, Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 
2003; Veale and Stavrou, 2003).  

Of the literature referred to above, Allen’s (2006) work mainly focuses 
on the political developments in the conflict to set the stage for his interest in 
the LRA indictment by the International Criminal Court, while leaving aside 
crucial insight into how these conflicts influenced people’s daily lives. 
However, the research by Dolan (2005), Finnström (2003) and Veale and 
Stavrou (2003) show in different ways how the conflict in northern Uganda 
did influence daily lives. All of the studies compliment each other in 
exploring the historical development of the conflict, providing the context for 
our research on the social reintegration of formerly abducted children. As 
indicated earlier, this study aims to examine the experiences of children who 
were abducted by Kony’s LRA, seeing them as a product of this history and 
concerned with their social reintegration in northern Uganda. 

Thus far, we have seen that the conflict in northern Uganda relates to a 
false perception of a martial race, feelings of political betrayal and an 
immature political system, all leading to insecurity and painful experiences for 
the Acholi people. Stated differently, Veale and Stavrou (2003: 9) say that 
‘the causes of the conflict lie in political disenfranchisement, over-
representation of Acholi in the military and the existence of a war economy in 
which ongoing conflict meets the vested interests of specific groups’. These 
issues appear to be closely linked to different citizenship concerns. We 
therefore assume that the conflict has caused a citizenship crisis in the region 
(The Woodrow Wilson School, 2006). On the face of it, the perception of a 
martial race held by the general Ugandan population and feelings of political 
betrayal expressed by the Acholi appear to be the causes of the present 
conflict and the resulting social crisis in northern Uganda.  
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2.3.3 Mutations of the conflict and community support 
The genesis of the conflict might be complex and historical (Allen, 2003; 
Dolan, 2005; Refugee Law Project, 2004; International Crisis Group, 2004; 
Finnström, 2003; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Okot, 1989; Nyadru, 1988) but 
its development over the two decades in which it has continued has different, 
equally complex features. From the defeated and fleeing UNLA (later 
UPDA), through Alice Lakwena to Joseph Kony (Eichstaedt, 2009; Dolan, 
2005; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Finnström, 2003) it can be seen that the 
conflict has mutated several times. Even under Kony alone, one could hardly 
say the conflict has been characteristically constant. The period immediately 
after the NRM takeover in 1986 precipitated the formation of the UPDA, 
while Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit Movement and later the Lord’s Resistance 
Movement already saw displacement and looting by both the NRA and the 
different rebel groups (Allen, 2006; Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 2003; Veale 
and Stavrou, 2003). 

Living in the Catholic mission in Gulu at that time, I remember people 
coming to spend the night in some of the spare space we had. I also recollect 
one afternoon when our place was a battleground sandwiched between the 
NRA and the rebels on either side. On numerous occasions we had to 
surrender fuel, foodstuff, or other items on the demand of the rebels. The 
main mission hospital (St Mary’s Hospital, Lacor) which was not located far 
away was also forced to supply medicines to the rebels on many occasions. A 
few times medical personnel were taken to the bush, allegedly to treat the 
rebels. Although this was tantamount to a war taking place in the community 
where people lived, in comparison to later periods it appears that the rebels 
were more accepted by the general population during this period. 

While it might thus be tempting to say that during this period the 
rebellion received genuine support from the population, we are inclined to 
take Finnström’s (2003) view that this really points to a paradox in the 
relationship between the Acholi and the LRA. Finnström writes that ‘as a 
paradox of life many of the things that the LRM/A says make sense to 
people in northern Uganda but their violent practices do not’ (Finnström, 
2003: 314). Allen (2003: 49) agrees: ‘there was little enthusiasm for the LRA 
among the Ugandan Acholi population’. At the end of his study, Finnström 
(2003: 317) concludes that people in northern Uganda ‘do not actively 
support the rebels, only ... the rebels claim to be fighting for free basic 
primary healthcare for all …’ makes sense in the view of many people. What 
all this shows is that although there might have been no overt support for 
Kony, sympathy for the cause for which he purported to fight cannot be ruled 
out. In spite of this, what is of interest here is that this scenario of people 
living through a war in the midst of the community and in which their own 
were used against them is the unique element of this conflict. 
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In other words, what characterized the LRA is their meting out of 
violence against their own people and the extremely violent use of children to 
perpetrate this brutality (Eichstaedt, 2009; Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 2003; 
Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Human Rights Watch, 1997 and 2003), all the 
while making politically correct statements to the Acholi people (Finnström, 
2003). This unique character of the conflict also poses complex questions 
about internal Acholi social wellbeing – How can people live together again? 
Is there still a sense of ‘Acholiness’ among the Acholi people? It further 
reveals the broken condition of the Acholi community, therefore posing 
questions about how to deal with this brokenness in the later phases of the 
conflict when the need for social reintegration had become apparent.  
 
2.3.4 Mutilations  
In the early 1990s, the LRA started to mutilate and maim civilians (Dolan, 
2005). People’s noses, lips and arms were severed. Sometimes lips and 
women’s private parts were padlocked (Eichstaedt, 2009; Finnström, 2003). 
However, mutilations and extreme physical violence in war seems not to be 
specific to northern Uganda. Similar mutilations are reported in Mozambique 
(Honwana, 2006), the colonial Congo (Zaire) (Hochschild, 1998) and 
Rwanda (Gourevitch, 1999). Reports of mutilations in Sierra Leone and 
Liberia are also in the public arena thanks to the media. These early 
mutilations and maiming of civilians in northern Uganda could be considered 
as expressions of the lack of safety and security in the lives of the Acholi 
people. These kinds of experiences usually call for extensive psychosocial 
reintegration activities in order to recreate meaningful lives and livelihoods.  
 
2.3.5 Betty Bigombe peace talks and presidential ultimatum 
The mutilations and maiming of civilians were followed by a lull in the 
conflict from around the end of 1993 to the beginning of 1994 (Dolan, 
2005). This lull was mainly attributed to the efforts of Betty Bigombe, the 
then State Minister for the Pacification of the North, who attempted to 
negotiate a peaceful resolution to the conflict (Allen, 2006; Dolan, 2005). 
The Bigombe peace talks collapsed in 1994 after President Museveni gave an 
ultimatum of seven days for the rebels to surrender or be destroyed (Allen, 
2006; Finnström, 2003), which ushered in a new wave of violence, according 
to both Allen (2006) and Dolan (2005). Many deadlines announced by both 
President Museveni and senior military commanders during the course of the 
conflict, suggesting the defeat, termination or crushing of the rebels by a 
certain time, came and went. According to Allen (2006: 48), this was because 
‘President Museveni’s attitude to the talks was not very enthusiastic’. 

Additionally, many Acholi people see the 1994 ultimatum to the rebels 
as an act in bad faith. Allen (2006: 50) actually refers to it as a humiliation. 
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This was on top of Betty Bigombe’s ministerial appointment which, according 
to Allen (2006: 44 and 47), was ‘motivated by the desire to show the 
president’s power over Acholi masculinity and was deliberately provocative’. It 
is often talked about as evidence that Museveni could not be trusted and that 
his agenda was not to end the war (Dolan, 2005). Allen (2006) goes on to 
show, however, that far from the perceived motivations of Bigombe’s 
appointment, her initiation of and performance in the 1994 peace talks was 
commendable. Nonetheless, the idea here is that this kind of perception about 
the leadership further complicates relationships and expectations between 
local communities and the state or its leaders in conflict countries. It also 
raises the polarizing issue of the responsibility of the state to guarantee 
meaningful security to its citizens against the reality of providing that security 
in the face of rebellion.  
 
2.3.6 International dimensions of the conflict 
The mid to late 1990s thus saw major political-military activities; even 
introducing bold international dimensions to the conflict. Allegations of 
Uganda government support for the SPLA and Khartoum’s support of the 
LRA (Allen, 2006; Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 2003) became frequent and the 
reality apparent to the people of northern Uganda. Dolan (2000: 5), quoted 
in Finnström (2003: 120 -123), states that ‘when large numbers of Sudanese 
rebels assembled in Gulu army barracks and at the nearby airport for training, 
I have noticed the Ugandan army closes roads in the area. During certain 
periods, the Sudanese rebel leader, John Garang, has been a frequent visitor to 
Gulu town’. The presence of the SPLA in Gulu and the fact that the rebels 
were based in the Sudan, where those abducted were taken, therefore became 
public knowledge. Major escalations in violence by the LRA, such as the 
Atiak massacre (Allen, 2006), the ambushes on the Pakwach-Karuma road 
leading to the West Nile, and later the internationally publicized abduction 
of the Aboke girls (Eichstaedt, 2009; Allen, 2006; De Temmerman, 2002) 
became the hallmarks of the conflict.  

Since the late 1980s, people had been intermittently commuting to 
trading centres, towns and missions on a more or less voluntary basis (Dolan, 
2005; Veale and Stavrou, 2003). Commuting in the context of the conflict in 
northern Uganda means the daily mass movement of the population to safer 
places, such as towns, churches, large institutions such as hospitals and 
schools, to pass the night. According to Dolan (2005), the year 1996 marked 
the enactment of a government policy which created protected villages 
characterized by ‘a military presence (a “detach”) for the ostensible purposes 
of protection from the LRA’. By this time, the LRA had its bases in the 
Sudan (Allen, 2006; Dolan, 2005; Finnström, 2003) and could therefore 
visit violence on the population and retreat back to the Sudan. These 
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protected villages consisted of a conglomeration of people who moved from 
smaller villages into large settlements of thousands (Eichstaedt, 2009) – a 
quasi urbanism. Most of these events are communal experiences and readily 
remembered by people who lived through the conflict in northern Uganda, 
but for purposes of coherence, Dolan (2005), Allen (2006) and Eichstaedt 
(2009) as well as others, have documented them.  

Up to this point of mass displacement through policy, although the LRA 
bases were already in the Sudan, an international profiling of the conflict had 
generally been absent. Dolan (2005), however, presents important instances 
of international concern regarding the conflict, such as the 1997 founding of 
GUSCO with the financial support of DANIDA, a visit by the all-party 
International Development Committee of the British House of Commons 
and a UGSHS 44 million donation to GUSCO following this visit. Later, 
Mrs Clinton, former First Lady of the US and the Obama administration 
first Secretary of State, also announced direct financial support of USD 
500,000 for the Concerned Parents Association. Were these acts of 
international recognition of the conflict in the north also recognition that 
people were ‘Living in bad surroundings’ (Finnström, 2003)? Were they 
pointing to the need for reintegration? 

Worth noting is that international attention at this juncture did not 
concern high-level political engagement with the government of Uganda 
about the conflict, but rather entailed gestures of humanitarian solidarity, 
which were important and necessary at that point in time. However, relatively 
high-level political and diplomatic engagements to stop the war would have 
brought more relief to and had more meaning for the people of northern 
Uganda. As such, it is tempting to state that the main injury inflicted by the 
international community on the people of northern Uganda was its long 
silence, failing to engage the Museveni government on the war in northern 
Uganda for close to twenty years. Faced with indifference from the 
international community and a security quagmire involving government 
military actions and the violence meted by the LRA (Finnström, 2003; Veale 
and Stavrou, 2003), the Acholi population gradually began to lose its ability 
to sustain itself and came to have what Dolan (2005) calls a debilitating 
dependence on NGOs, both international and local. Dolan (2005), quoting 
UNOCHA, indicates that the number of agencies giving relief assistance 
increased from five in mid-1996 to over 60 by the end of 2000.  

Notwithstanding the above situation, according to Veale and Stavrou 
(2003: 12), an opportunity for relatively high-level political and diplomatic 
engagement with the Ugandan government and the LRA about the conflict in 
northern Uganda presented itself in 2001 through the Canadian government. 
It launched an initiative aimed at securing the release of abducted children as 
a result of the September 2000 International Conference on War-affected 
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Children held in Winnipeg. However, Veale and Stavrou (2003) demonstrate 
that very little happened in relation to actual negotiations for their release, 
even though a protocol had been signed.  
 
2.3.7 Recent international dimensions of the conflict 
At the turn of the twenty-first century, the terrorist attacks on 11 September 
2001 also affected northern Ugandans, already caught in a security nightmare, 
finding themselves dependent on others, and experiencing a general sense of 
hopelessness in profound ways according to Dolan (2005). He argues 
convincingly that the war on terror ‘translated into very concrete anti-LRA 
actions on the ground which previously would have been unthinkable’ 
(Dolan, 2005: 89). Allen (2006) explains that the LRA was listed as a 
terrorist organization. Veale and Stavrou (2003: 12) also note that in the 
aftermath of the terrorist attacks ‘Museveni successfully lobbied the United 
States to have the LRA officially labeled a terrorist organization’. Allen 
(2006) further points out that another impact of 11 September in the region 
was that Sudan under Bashir was blacklisted by the US as a country that 
supported terrorism and Osama Bin Laden. The 1998 US missile attack on 
Khartoum after the bombing of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania had 
left the country nervous. In the aftermath of 11 September, according to 
Allen (2006), Bashir was forced to build bridges and demonstrate he was 
making an effort to combat terrorism. Perhaps President Museveni, who had 
long been a US regional ally in the fight against Islamist tendencies, also felt 
he had to show continued support and good will towards US strategic 
interests in the region in relation to the war on terror. In this regard, both 
Allen (2006) and Dolan (2005) posit that their positions quickly resulted in 
Uganda and Sudan signing the protocol for Operation Iron Fist in 2002, 
which aimed to flush out and defeat Kony and terrorism once and for all 
(Dolan, 2005). Although it is true that the LRA was listed as a terrorist 
organization after the 11 September attacks, these accounts giving 11 
September as the reason for Operation Iron Fist do need to be qualified. 
However, our sustained interest here concerns the impact of the 
internationalization of the conflict on the real-life experiences of the Acholi 
people. 
 
2.3.8 Operation Iron Fist 
The impact of Operation Iron Fist on the population in northern Uganda 
was appalling, as is explained by Allen (2006), Dolan (2005) and Veale and 
Stavrou (2003). The operation did not succeed in killing or capturing Kony. 
Commenting on this, Allen (2006: 52) writes that if Operation Iron Fist ‘was 
aimed at resolving the situation once and for all, it has to be judged a failure’. 
According to Veale and Stavrou (2003), the LRA bases in Sudan were 



Chapter 2 

 22

destroyed and many of the children abducted over the years were killed. Many 
of the formerly abducted children in this study who had been taken to the 
Sudan experienced this period in which there were so many deaths and so 
much suffering (see chapter 5). Veale and Stavrou (2003) reveal that the 
operation also drove many of the abducted children back to Uganda, and a 
good number were given a chance to escape once across the border, the 
distances making this more plausible. 

However, in relation to the population in northern Uganda, Operation 
Iron Fist unleashed a new level of insecurity and saw an unprecedented 
number of abductions, as Allen (2006), Dolan (2005) and Veale and Stavrou 
(2003) show. An estimated 1.8 million people (80 percent) were displaced 
and moved into the IDP camps in the period (Dolan, 2005). Operation Iron 
Fist also resulted in the massacre of Barlonyo, allegedly by the LRA in 2004, 
as well as numerous other killings, ambushes and looting (Eichstaedt, 2009). 
Allen, who has been involved in research on northern Uganda for a long 
period, gives an insightful assessment of Operation Iron Fist, explaining the 
importance attached to this operation by the government of Uganda: 

 
President Museveni himself has directed some of the Iron Fist campaign 
from a base in the north. With US logistical support, and using helicopter 
gunships, an estimated 10,000 Ugandan troops have been involved. LRA 
bases in Sudan have been destroyed and hundreds of people killed. 
Understandably, the Ugandan government has called those who have died 
‘rebels’ but it is clear that many have been abducted people, including 
children. Kony and almost all his senior commanders, however, evaded 
capture. Some retreated deeper into Sudan while others divided into small 
units and moved south of the border. As fast as abducted people died or 
were captured/freed, more were taken. If Iron Fist of 2002 really was aimed 
at resolving the situation once and for all, it has to be judged a failure. … 
Given the apparent investment in Iron Fist, it is hard to avoid the suspicion 
that the Uganda government had other agendas. Doubtless the LRA 
capacities were underestimated, but also many of the troops used had 
recently returned from Uganda’s controversial intervention in the Congo. 
They were allegedly infected with diseases and ill disciplined. Some analysts 
have argued that President Museveni just wanted them out of the country. 
(Allen, 2006: 51-52) 

 
In 2000, there had been a mysterious outbreak of Ebola virus disease in Gulu. 
There were no official answers as to where it had originated from. Did the 
transfer of the soldiers who had been to the Congo, and who were alleged to 
have diseases, have anything to do with it? Was there an attempt by the 
government to cover up the facts in relation to allegations that the outbreak 
of Ebola hemorrhagic fever had been introduced by the bodies of dead 
soldiers that had been brought in from the Congo (Finnström, 2003)? 
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Finnström (2003) aptly presents the rumours that were circulating at the time 
and the discussions that were going on in northern Uganda as the Ebola fever 
took its toll on the population. What could have been the reasons for the 
government to send soldiers returning from war on to another war in another 
country, rather than resting them? 

The Ebola questions apart, capturing the sense of the cost of Iron Fist 
which officially began on 8 March 2002, in terms of soldiers’ lives, Dolan 
(2005: 89) pictures the scenario in dramatic terms. 

 
Although 10,000 Ugandan soldiers were deployed in south Sudan, and by 
the end of March claimed to have ‘captured’ all four main rebel camps, this 
was at the cost of many UPDF soldiers’ lives and an escalation of civilian 
suffering to new levels – seen from northern Uganda the only signs of 
military activity were trucks carrying live soldiers northwards and corpses 
southwards. 

 
2.3.9 A new international dimension 
Following Operation Iron Fist, the next major event in the conflict was the 
relocation of the LRA to the Garamba Forest of the DRC (Schomerus and 
Tumutegyereize, 2009; Eichstaedt, 2009) – thus giving this conflict a new 
international dimension. According to Schomerus and Tumutegyereize 
(2009), the conflict had changed from being located in two countries to 
becoming a truly regional conflict, covering northern Uganda, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the Sudan and the Central African Republic. In the 
context of this new dimension, 2006 saw the beginning of the Juba Peace 
Talks. This peace initiative, negotiated by the government of South Sudan, 
spanned two years. While formal discussions were concluded, Joseph Kony 
failed to present himself for the official signing of the agreement three times 
(Eichstaedt, 2009; Schomerus and Tumutegyereize, 2009). According to 
Schomerus and Tumutegyereize (2009), President Museveni had always 
preferred the military option to end the war, even when the peace process was 
going on. Perhaps Kony’s refusal to sign the peace agreement has indeed 
vindicated the president. 

According to Schomerus and Tumutegyereize (2009), on 14 December 
2008, the UPDF, the SPLA and the Congolese Army launched another 
military attack, code named Operation Lightning Thunder, ostensibly to 
defeat Kony and force him to sign the Juba Peace Agreement, or kill him, 
once more ending the war ‘once and for all’. The operation took about three 
months. Perhaps with the exception of covert action using small number of 
soldiers, officially the UPDF has since returned home without achieving any 
of the stated objectives to arrest, kill or force Kony to sign the agreement 
(Schomerus and Tumutegyereize 2009; Eichstaedt, 2009). With the formal 
‘end’ of the conflict in balance due to the non-signing of the peace agreement, 
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the security of the Acholi, and indeed people in other areas and countries now 
involved in the conflict, could also be assumed to be in the balance. 

 
 
2.42.42.42.4    INTIMATE AND LIVED INTIMATE AND LIVED INTIMATE AND LIVED INTIMATE AND LIVED EXPERIENCES OF THE WAREXPERIENCES OF THE WAREXPERIENCES OF THE WAREXPERIENCES OF THE WAR    
 
The above historical overview of the war outlines some of the major events 
that characterized the conflict and also explains the possible influences of the 
conflict on societal cohesion and tension in broad terms. However, these 
broad facts and history do not give a complete picture of how war affects 
people’s daily life experiences at an intimate level. In addition to broad factual 
outlines, a war is also lived through the experiences of individuals and 
communities. It affects individuals’ lives in terms of what they can or cannot 
do. This can create a painful social and personal situation. During the war it 
was actually the personal/individual and communal experiences that were 
more disturbing than the major historical events. For instance, during the 
period that I lived in the conflict region, the ‘rumours’ or stories about a 
village being attacked, people being abducted, vehicles being ambushed on 
certain roads resulting in a certain number of deaths, or a family, school or 
mission being looted, sent chills down one’s spine and brought a real sense of 
fear, insecurity and terror to the population. These stories spread so quickly 
through the community that everyone was on security alert. Often these 
personal, intimately lived experiences of war and conflict are ignored or not 
recorded in detail, in favour of the broader historical facts. Dolan (2005) has 
recorded some of the intimate and lived experiences of conflict by some 13 
women in Gulu. I reproduce them (sic) in order to show the kind of 
‘rumours’ or stories that drove the real sense of the war in the community at 
the height of the conflict. 
 

Table Table Table Table 1:1:1:1: Intimate experiences of conflict at family levelIntimate experiences of conflict at family levelIntimate experiences of conflict at family levelIntimate experiences of conflict at family level2    
 

1986 • 4 of my children were abducted by Lakwena. They returned after 4 months 
• 2 of my children died of a hand-grenade attack by the NRA 

• 2 brothers were killed by NRA (1 with a molten jerry-can, the other through beating) 
1987 • My cattle (20 head) were taken, I was beaten and four girls were taken by Lakwena 

• Karamajong took 38 cattle belonging to my grandfather 

• My husband was arrested by the NRA for two weeks, came back ill and died 3 years 
later 

• 2 of my brothers were killed by Lakwena 

• I was beaten, my son was abducted (returned after 1 year), and 5 goats were taken by 
Lakwena 

• My husband was killed, 28 cattle were taken, 4 huts and 6 granaries were burnt by 

                                                 
2 Source: Dolan (2005: 93-94). 
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NRA 
• My son, who was married with a daughter, was abducted and is still in captivity (LRA) 

• My brother drowned himself after NRA took 100 cattle 
1988 • I was abducted and lived in captivity for 3 months. Some of my property was taken, 

others destroyed, one child taken who returned after 6 months 
• 3 of my brothers were killed by Lakwena and household property robbed 

• 10 goats robbed by Lakwena, 50 cattle by cattle rustlers 

• My husband was killed 
• 8 sons of my brothers were killed by NRA, who also took 30 head of cattle 

• UPDA burnt one hut, 2 sacks of millet, 8 sacks of sunflower, household properties, 2 
granaries 

• 2 of my grandsons were abducted, one returned after 1.5 years, the other is still in 
captivity 

• My arm was shot by the NRA and had to be amputated 
• My brother was abducted by the UPDA 

1989 • 4 of my brothers were burnt alive in their huts by the NRA who accused them of being 
collaborators 

• NRA burnt property including 4 huts, 3 granaries, 40 iron sheets, because the rebels 
had camped in the area 

• I was hit by a mine and my leg was amputated 

• My brother’s son was killed by the LRA 
1990 • 6 children killed by Lakwena (Bobi) 

• 1 man was killed by the NRA 
1991 • My sister’s daughter was abducted by LRA and died in Agweng, Lira district 
1992 • NRA took our maize mill 

• NRA took my brother’s sons maize mill 

• NRA took my uncle’s maize mill 
• My brother’s house was used as an army office; to date there has been no rent payment 

made 
1993 • LRA abducted my brother-in law’s son from Sir Samuel Baker School, he returned 1 

year later 
1996 • I was hit by an anti-personnel mine and lost my lower leg 
1997 • I was hurt in the hip by a UPDF bomb 

• My brother-in-law’s son was shot dead in the market place by the UPDF 
1998 • LRA took 2 of my sons, they are still in captivity 

• LRA killed my father while he attended some funeral rites 
1999 • LRA abducted 7 children (1 girl, 6 boys), the girl returned after 2 weeks 

• LRA took 20 goats 

• UPDF burnt 5 huts 

• LRA abducted 2 of my sister’s children 
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Table 2: Memories of intimate experience of conflict at community levelTable 2: Memories of intimate experience of conflict at community levelTable 2: Memories of intimate experience of conflict at community levelTable 2: Memories of intimate experience of conflict at community level3    
    

Year  Incidents 
1987 • 9 women and children were killed by UPDA, left unburied and eaten by pigs 

• Children were massacred while dancing in Lawiyeadul village 
1988 • NRA killed 8 men and dumped their bodies in a stream 
1991 • LRA kill 6 

• Serious NRA operation with people taken forcefully to various places for screening 
1995 • Brutal killings (Atiak, Palaro, Alero, Pabo, Paicho, Patiko, Acoyo, Pawere, Awere) 
1996 • 10 boys (10-12 year olds) abducted by LRA, return after 2 weeks 

• 2 school girls abducted by LRA 

• 80 huts were burnt by the LRA 
• Neighbour’s shop was looted 3 times by LRA 

• 2 boys abducted but returned 

• Individuals were displaced in Gulu town 
1997 • 9 children abducted (1 girl, eight boys: seven boys return, one killed) 

• 3 men killed by LRA 
• UPDF shoot dead a man when he failed to give the money they demanded 

1998 • After the LRA had passed through, the UPDF destroyed tobacco being fire-cured as 
well as other properties 

• 7 boys were abducted, 2 returned (LRA) 

• Dispensary looted (LRA) 
• 2 boys shot but survived in hospital (LRA) 

• 8 UPDF soldiers raped a woman in Laliya 
1999 • February: 1 girl abducted and items looted by LRA 

• LRA shot dead a catechist and his wife 

 
 
These tables showing the incidences of acts of war recounted by 13 women 
represent the intimate and lived experience of war by the people of northern 
Uganda. The tables only record events up to 1999, a period which was much 
less violent than the Operation Iron Fist years. If such a record had been 
made in relation to the latter, it is possible that the stories would have been 
even more horrific. These experiences cause a thousand deaths for those who 
repeatedly go through them. They elicit deep fear, guilt, a sense of 
hopelessness and resignation, and they create deep-seated trauma that 
continues to have an effect years after the experience. For instance, knowing 
that the corpse of your neighbour or daughter was not buried but was eaten 
by pigs brings a sense of social guilt for failing to perform a duty to the dead, 
a sense of desecration, fear of cultural wrongdoing, abomination and 
psychological torture. These experiences break the fibre and backbone of the 
community – resulting in a broken community. They are the experiences that 
are likely to rob individuals and communities of the chance to live meaningful 
lives. Along with a broken community also comes the broken being of the 

                                                 
3 Source: Dolan (2005: 94-95). 
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individuals who constitute it. In general, people will remember and continue 
to live in a broken community long after peace agreements have been signed 
and even coalition governments formed. In the case of northern Uganda, this 
brokenness is further lived inter-generationally, due to the use of children, 
most of whom were forcefully abducted to fight in the war. 
 
 
2.52.52.52.5    THE NORTHERN CONFLICT AND THE USE OF THE NORTHERN CONFLICT AND THE USE OF THE NORTHERN CONFLICT AND THE USE OF THE NORTHERN CONFLICT AND THE USE OF 

CHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WAR    
 
We have thus far shown that the northern conflict, as a distinct phase of the 
turbulent history of Uganda, began in earnest in 1986. From 1986 to around 
1998, not much was known about this conflict outside the war zone itself. 
However, in 1997, before the rest of Uganda and the international 
community came to acknowledge the massive scale of abduction and abuse in 
northern Uganda, Human Rights Watch had already detailed these 
abductions and abuses by the LRA in The Scars of Death. This report 
included several accounts of abduction experiences by children in northern 
Uganda, the general impact of the conflict on the Acholi community, and the 
religious, economic and historical origins of the conflict. 

According to Human Rights Watch in Abducted and Abused (2003), 
six or seven years later the LRA had stepped up the level of abduction, killing, 
looting and general destruction, which were accompanied by massive 
displacement. The report also specifically states that from June 2002 to 
around July 2003 approximately 8,400 children were abducted. Abductions 
were always the gateway to despicable atrocities, committed to and by 
children. The report also reveals that the surge in LRA activities in general 
and the abduction of children in particular during this period had now come 
to be attributed to the ‘failed’ Operation Iron Fist, the UPDF campaign that 
was intended to wipe out the LRA from its bases in southern Sudan. 

The Scars of Death and Abducted and Abused explained the abduction 
and abuse of children as one of the general characteristics of the conflict. 
However, in Stolen Children the key issues explained are abduction, the 
brutality meted out to the children, life in captivity and how the children were 
trained as soldiers and used in battle. In addition, Stolen Children revealed 
the experiences of girls as sex slaves, ‘wives’ and mothers, and the children’s 
escape and/or release (Human Rights Watch, 2003). Significantly, the report 
also exposed the recruitment of children by the Ugandan forces, especially for 
Local Defence Units and the UPDF, as well as the recruitment of former 
LRA abductees into government forces. This revelation tells of the dual 
processes of recruitment of children in northern Uganda. It is significant 
because, when talking of children and war in northern Uganda, the usual 
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picture that comes to mind is one of children roaming the bush with the LRA 
in northern Uganda and southern Sudan against their will. This Human 
Rights Watch report exposes the two-sided use of children in the conflict in 
northern Uganda, although they experienced different degrees of brutalization 
from the two parties. 

World Vision (2004) asserts that what took place in northern Uganda 
was a mass hostage-taking involving over 20,000 children, where the 
protection of children was not a priority of the government despite national 
and international legal instruments guaranteeing children’s rights and 
protection. Children had become ‘pawns of politics’, being used for military 
and political purposes in the ongoing power struggle, argues World Vision 
(2004). Pawns of politics they were indeed, but the impact of the conflict on 
their personal lives appears to be more overwhelming. 

This twenty-first century use of children as pawns was not the first in the 
history of Uganda. Veale and Stavrou (2003) show that the first prominent 
use of children as soldiers in Uganda was during Museveni’s National 
Resistance Movement guerrilla war of 1981 to 1986 – Ugandans have since 
called Museveni’s child soldiers Kadogos (derived from Swahili, meaning 
small ones). The authors give an estimate of approximately 3,000 children 
recruited during that time, while acknowledging the difficulty of knowing 
how these children were treated due to lack of documentation and few oral 
accounts. However, an insight into that era of childhood with the NRA 
guerrillas, and later the government army, is given in the biography of China 
Keitetsi, entitled Child Soldier: Fighting for my Life. In one of the instances 
of sexual harassment and abuse of young girls it is explained that: 

 
We female soldiers had to offer sex to more than five officers in one unit…. 
It would have been a little easier on us if it had been one or two afandes, but 
everyday in the week we had to sleep with different afandes against our will. 
If we refused…the abuse would turn violent and we would get extra 
duties…. 

The NRA gave us weapons and made us fight their war. They made us 
hate, kill and torture and they forced us to sleep with them – we had no 
choice. Museveni had a choice – but it was to look the other way. (Keitetsi, 
2002: 128) 

 
Thus, life within military camps for Ugandan children had long existed. This 
time the location had changed from the jungles of the Luweero Triangle to 
the bush of northern Uganda and southern Sudan, and the armed group that 
recruited them had changed from the NRA to the LRA. However, as already 
noted, the brutality and abuse experienced by the children under the LRA was 
unprecedented. These experiences show that children have constantly been 
violated in Uganda’s history.  
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2.62.62.62.6    THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT IN THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT IN THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT IN THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT IN 
PERSPECTIVEPERSPECTIVEPERSPECTIVEPERSPECTIVE    

 
The purpose of this chapter has been to profile the northern Ugandan 
conflict as a grounding for our current research on the social reintegration of 
the children who have been affected by it through abduction. We have learnt 
about the history of a conflict that has affected or created problematic 
conditions for real-life experiences. 

In its unfolding, the chapter shows that real political issues lie at the 
heart of this conflict and the ensuing problems of the impact of war and 
painful experiences. For instance, although Uganda was led by presidents 
from northern Uganda in the early days of independence, the feeling of many 
elite northerners under the present government is that the north has not been 
economically or politically assimilated into Uganda. This perception has been 
exaggerated by the impact of the conflict, which has further alienated the 
region. Ginywera-Pinchwa (1989) calls this alienation ‘the northern question’, 
explaining that the political dominance of the north in the post-independence 
period had little real chance to develop the region due to the political, 
educational and economic disadvantages created during the colonial period. 
This same sentiment was expressed in an interview in The Daily Monitor (10 
March 2008) with Norbert Mao, former member of parliament and now 
leader of Gulu district and a respected politician: ‘I personally believe that the 
north is not adequately represented in national policy making (sic) bodies. Let 
me say it plainly, we are not there in the juicy positions’. It is easy to dismiss 
such expressions as politicking. 

However, when people perceive themselves to be politically marginalized 
in this way it has far-reaching economic consequences and implications for 
how people see themselves in relation to the country. Perhaps some of the 
socioeconomic reasons for which the people feel marginalized, especially 
during the war years, are observable in the marked differences in economic 
and social infrastructure between the north and the south. Richards would say 
this conflict is ‘a type of text – a violent attempt to “tell a story” or to “cut in 
on the conversation” of others [southerners in this case] from whose company 
the belligerents [northerners] feel excluded’ (Richards, 1996: xxiv). 

To summarize the main issues thus far, we have seen that the abduction 
of children became the hallmark of the conflict, the people had very difficult 
daily living conditions and in the Acholi community people had what Dolan 
(2005) describes as a debilitating existence due to insecurity in all its forms. 
These are issues closely related to citizenship – in this case a broken one. The 
issues further call for a candid consideration of the reintegration of children 
who have become part of a war that was fought to make a political statement 
concerning political recognition. 
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The historical-social context and the lived experiences of war discussed 
above show that the scale of the impact of the war on the community – which 
includes the massive internal displacement of the local population, human 
rights violations, insecurity in all its forms, and abductions (for instance, 
Eichstaedt, 2009; Allen, 2006; Human Rights Watch, 2003; Finnström, 
2003; Veale and Stavrou, 2003) – is unprecedented. This was a situation 
where members of the same ethnic community violated each other; an 
expression of what has come to be known in the post-cold war era as a ‘new 
war’ (for instance, Munkler, 2005). The notion of new war partly explains 
Richards’ (1996) concept of ‘new barbarism’. From this we learn that the 
conflict in northern Uganda is a unique conflict, where the Acholi people are 
negatively affected by the actions of members of their own community. Such 
a scenario has unique consequences for citizenship and unique demands with 
respect to reintegration. 

With knowledge of this history, we can further appreciate that the Acholi 
community and society, once well-knit (Finnström, 2003; Behrend, 1999), 
although always faced with its own challenges, no longer feels like a 
community. The cohesion of the Acholi community was built around its 
clans and its chiefs, homesteads and elders (Harlacher et al., 2006). However, 
the war has broken these bonds and thus the community’s cohesion, with 
displacement and abduction taking place on a massive scale. The importance 
of elders and traditional social structures as reference points for social 
cohesion faded when these elders and families were forced to leave their 
homesteads for IDP camps. Clan leaders and elders around which the 
community once thrived could no longer live among their people, and thus 
they are now no longer known or relevant to their people (Baines, 2005), 
especially to the members of the young generation who were abducted and 
have not known a life outside this conflict. The war conditions have curtailed 
the original responsibilities, roles and relevance of the elders in relation to 
teaching the younger generation communal values and maintaining a socially 
stable and peaceful community. 

In other words, this chapter reveals that the social conditions became very 
fluid during the war years. In such circumstances people do not have real 
social and economic structures to cling to, by which they can support their 
lives. Through the highs and lows of the conflict, there was nothing 
permanent enough on which to build a life. Livelihoods were destroyed, and 
livelihood strategies could no longer be passed on from one generation to the 
next, as insecurity and a disabling dependence on aid agencies became a way 
of life. Coupled with these problems are what Baines (2005) indicates as an 
increasing attraction to the money economy, social disorder and disharmony, 
over-consumption of alcohol, prostitution, child abuse and other forms of 
domestic violence. These conditions reveal the challenges facing citizenship. 
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This study sees this fluidity in the socio-economic conditions of the 
population as having a negative effect on the positive attributes of the citizen, 
and it reinforces the urgency of the need for the reintegration of formerly 
abducted children and the rehabilitation of the broken community from 
which the children were taken and to which they have now returned. 

In summary, here we have encountered issues such as the lived 
experiences of war, both communally and personally, the impact of war on 
people’s daily lives, the massive scale of abduction of children and the broken 
community. These issues are related to the concept of citizenship. We have 
also encountered the apparent lack of intervention in the face of such a 
crippling social problem, which in turn is closely related to the need for 
reintegration. We will therefore use these two concepts – reintegration and 
citizenship – in the next chapter as the bases of our theoretical framework 
which explains further the reintegration of formerly abducted children in the 
conflict in northern Uganda. 
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“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 … 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 traveling 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 order 

from above. It is a must for you to kill that person, even if she was related to you, in case you refuse to kill 
they will instead kill you.”  
(child mother, GUSCO) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CHILDREN IN WAR, REINTEGRATION AND 
CITIZENSHIP 

 
 

3.13.13.13.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
 
In this chapter, we present the theoretical framework that provides the 
analytical themes for our research. The framework is divided into three 
sections. First, we discuss children in war, how they become part of wars and 
their experiences both during and after war, in addition to the consequences 
of being involved in war. In the second section, we examine the meaning and 
necessity of reintegration, in addition to different types of approaches 
towards reintegration. This section also pays special attention to 
understanding the Acholi spiritual world-view in the process of explaining the 
foundations of community-based reintegration in northern Uganda. This 
study does not look at reintegration for its own sake but views it as a long-
term activity embedded in the life of the community into which social 
reintegration of war-affected children occurs. For this, the framework sees the 
concept of citizenship as a normative condition which the reintegration of 
formerly abducted children aims to ensure. We consider positive citizenship 
as a normative condition for reintegration because of our presupposition that 
children’s experiences of war affect their sense of being on a personal level as 
well as their relationship with and sense of being a member of their 
community. The concept is also seen as appropriate for interpreting the war 
experiences and the reintegration practices of formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda. Therefore, in the third part we will discuss reintegration on 
the basis of the concept of citizenship. 
 
 
3.23.23.23.2    CHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WARCHILDREN IN WAR    
 
In this section we explore the relationship between children and war. This is 
important for our research because the need for reintegration arises due to 
children’s involvement in war contexts. Here we discuss the widespread use of 
children, how children become part of wars and how they experience wars, in 
addition to the consequences of their involvement in active conflict. 
 
3.2.1 The widespread use of children in war 
In recent times, there has been a widespread use of children in conflicts even 
though they do not start wars nor understand their complex causes 
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(Macmillan, 2009; Van Gog, 2008; Honwana, 2006; McIntyre, 2005; 
UNICEF, 2004; Sendabo, 2004; World Vision, 2004; Human Rights 
Watch, 2003; Hill and Langholtz 2003; Skinner, 1999; Machel, 1996). 
According to UNICEF (2004), the widespread use of children in war occurs 
in locations such as Myanmar, where there are still many children in the 
armed forces. UNICEF (2004) also states that there has been an increase in 
the numbers of children used by armed groups and urban militia in Columbia 
in recent years to about 14,000. In addition, there was a deliberate policy of 
raping teenage girls and women to force them to bear their enemy’s children 
in Bosnia, Croatia and Herzegovina in the 1990s (Honwana, 2006; UNICEF, 
2004). 

After independence in 1975, Mozambique fell into civil war – the 
opposing parties being the FRELIMO government (Frente de Libertação de 
Moçambique – Liberation Front of Mozambique) and an armed opposition 
group RENAMO (Resistência Nacional Moçambicanan – Mozambican 
National Resistance). This conflict lasted for 16 years and cost thousands of 
lives, with many children and youths growing up knowing only the horrors of 
war (Honwana, 2006; Igreja, 2003; Maslen, 1997). It is also said that a great 
number of youths and children of both sexes joined either the government 
forces or the opposition armed group and became active participants in the 
conflict (Leão, 2005). 

During the Angolan 1994 Lusaka Peace process, which attempted to 
demobilize UNITA (União Nacional pela Independência Total de Angola – 
Union for the Total Independence of Angola), over 9,000 children were 
registered as being involved in the war (Human Rights Watch, 2003). In the 
1998–2002 phase of the same war, informally the numbers are said to have 
been between 10,000 and 11,000 (Parsons, 2005; Human Rights Watch, 
2003). Sendabo (2004) explains that child soldiers in Liberia came from 
both rural and urban areas and were involved with seven different warring 
factions, with the majority (74 percent) fighting for Charles Taylor’s 
National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL). All of these studies demonstrate 
that the involvement of children in the northern Ugandan conflict is part of a 
worldwide problem. The questions that arise in this respect are: How and 
why are children so widely involved in conflicts?, and; Do they choose to 
become involved or are there other factors that precipitate their involvement? 
 
3.2.2 How do children become part of wars? 
Children’s recruitment into armed groups is similar in most countries. The 
major reasons why children normally join armed groups include factors 
related to poverty, employment, protection, forceful recruitment, ideology 
and power (Honwana, 2006; McIntyre, 2005; Machel, 1996). For example, 
in Liberia’s war, the specific factors related to the recruitment of children 
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included pressure from anti-government forces, revenge, access to food and 
their forced abduction (Sendabo, 2004). 

In Angola, although UNITA officially denied having abducted children, 
claiming they only took those who wanted to join them or were without 
parents, a complicated manner of recruitment was implemented. UNITA 
used a ‘tax’ system in the areas that they controlled, whereby traditional 
authorities (sobas) provided young people who were drafted into service. 
Sometimes children were drafted when they reached a certain age, others 
through round-ups. Later there were outright abductions of children (Parsons, 
2005). In spite of these reports, some young ex-UNITA soldiers deny that 
they were forcibly conscripted and claim instead to have been motivated to 
join and fight for UNITA for political reasons (Parsons, 2005). This is a 
result of UNITA’s political education programmes, which were taught in 
areas under their control. However, were there intervening factors that 
accelerated the ‘decision’ to join the armed group? Had it been peace time, 
would the young people still have been motivated to join? Would they not 
find going to school, for example, more motivating? Similarly, in 
Mozambique, Maslen (1997) and Leão (2005) report that many youths and 
children joined the armed struggles willingly, while others were pressed into 
service either with a ‘gun to their head’, by ideological brainwashing or by 
economic conditions. Many other children, however, were abducted and 
forced to kill and torture both friends and family in order to ensure a total 
disconnection from the community – what Amone-P’Olak (2007) refers to as 
‘burning the bridge’. 

However, overall we can conclude that children were conscripted, 
kidnapped, pressured or duped into joining armed groups (Parsons, 2005; 
UNICEF, 2004; Human Rights Watch, 2003; Maslen, 1997). Thus far, the 
literature has shown that armed groups use children because they are easier to 
condition to become fearless killers with unquestioned obedience than adults 
(Honwana, 2006; UNICEF, 2005; Parsons, 2005; Aning and McIntyre, 
2005; Sendabo, 2004). In relation to young people joining armed groups, the 
motivations can come from a variety of economic, familial, personal and 
political influences on the children (Aning and McIntyre, 2005). When 
children join armed groups under this variety of war time influences writers 
such as Chelpi-den Hamer (2010) and Richards (2002, 1996) refer to it as 
agency. For example, Richards (1996: 88) points that the Sierra Leonean 
youth ‘freely admit that at the first news of the RUF insurgency they were 
tempted to join the rebels and live their dream.’ We would rather consider 
this type of agency with suspicion due to the circumstances under which such 
decisions are made. It could instead be argued that for younger children, 
joining armed groups occurs more or less through outright coercion and 
abduction, while for youths, joining armed groups might involve a semblance 
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of ‘decision-making’, as well as coercion through other intervening factors. 
Studies such as those by Veale and Stavrou (2003) and Human Rights 
Watch (1997 and 2003) show that most children who became involved in 
the LRA (Lord’s Resistance Army) war were forcefully abducted. The 
consequences of conflict on children are devastating enough (Hill and 
Langholtz 2003; Paardekooper, 2002), but the consequences of forceful 
recruitment in northern Uganda (Eichstaedt, 2009; MacMullin and Loughry, 
2004; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; De Temmerman, 2001) might have even 
more dire consequences. In our research, we aim to develop an understanding 
of the details and the peculiarities of the process of child abduction in 
northern Uganda. 
 
3.2.3 How do children experience war? 
Generally, children experience war at a very personal level. They become 
combatants and as such they not only become fighters on the frontline, but 
also play other roles such as those of spies, cooks, labourers and messengers, 
while girls also become sex slaves, child mothers and wives (Veale, 2005; 
UNICEF, 2005; Human Rights Watch, 2003; Machel, 1996). For example, 
in the Liberian conflict, having fought and carried out other duties normally 
assigned to them in the bush such as cooking or working as a guard, a porter 
or a courier, much of the children’s experience of war involves such events as 
seeing other children being killed, the loss of family members and their own 
mistreatment (Sendabo, 2004). However, in spite of this seemingly negative 
experience of war, some of the children (32 percent of Sendabo’s study 
sample) expressed pride about their role in war (Sendabo, 2004). Another 
example are children within the armed groups of Mozambique, who 
experienced a very rough life with severe discipline and punishment. Physical 
or sexual abuse, and the threat of death or injury constantly stared the 
children in the face (Maslen, 1997). 

Also, in Angola, children on the frontline acted as cooks, spies, porters, 
wives and couriers to and from the battle. They were in constant fear of death 
or being lost, especially in enemy territory. They were forced to carry heavy 
loads and experienced harsh punishment for breaking rules, being whipped 
for not following orders (Human Rights Watch, 2003). It is also reported 
that in order to elicit compliance and break their will to escape, newly 
captured young children were forced to accept their position through 
‘incarceration in a deep hole for days’ (Parsons, 2005: 54). These experiences, 
similar, sad and frightening, are instructive for the present study, which seeks 
to understand such experiences undergone by formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda. 
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3.2.4 Consequences of involvement in conflict for children 
When the nature of a conflict is a civil war in the sense of the new wars 
( Münkler, 2002), it is implied that the community will become the 
battleground (UNICEF, 2004). Fighting that takes place in the communities 
where people live has far-reaching consequences for children. These 
consequences, which are interdependent, include being orphaned, emotional 
scars, abduction, trauma, displacement and poverty (UNICEF, 2004; Hill 
and Langholtz 2003). As a result of the children’s experience of violence and 
through their identification with armed groups and the perpetration of 
violence, when they return to their community their identity has changed 
(Sendabo, 2004; Hill and Langholtz 2003; Veale and Stavrou, 2003). 
Children build an identity within their community during their childhood. 
During war, however, they develop a separate identity through various 
processes, such as experiencing and at times committing violence. According 
to Veale and Stavrou (2003: 18), ‘the identity of the returning individual may 
have charged and changed through the violence experienced and through 
being identified with the group perpetuating violence on the host community’. 
From this discussion, we can see that the identities of children change from 
one associated with childhood innocence within a community to one of being 
a victim through their experience of violence, or even to one of being a 
victimizer through identification with the group perpetrating violence. 
According to Sendabo (2004: 62), the experience of violence and 
identification with the group perpetuating violence ‘has made children 
disoriented with respect to the former way of life’. He adds that the process 
of being involved in war ‘transformed them into adults’ (Sendabo, 2004: 63) 
because the children ‘consider themselves as bosses who have fought against 
bandits and oppressors’ (Sendabo, 2004: 62). Hill and Langholtz (2003) also 
refer to this as exaggerated pride arising from their military identity. These 
explanations clearly show that the identity of such children changes from that 
of an innocent to that of a victim and victimiser, and their status changes 
from child to adult in a young body. 

Veale (2005: 106) further explains that ‘identification with a social 
category … provides individual members with a social identity that prescribes 
appropriate behaviour and ways of thinking and behaving characteristic of the 
collective group’. In light of this, the removal of children from a community 
to join an armed group can be said to confuse the sense of identity of children 
as they shift from a community considered as one social category, to another 
social category involving a different social identity, that of an armed group. 
As can be appreciated, the differences between the appropriate behaviour for a 
civilian in a community and that of a soldier in an armed group further 
compounds the identity crisis with which a child has to deal. It is likely that 
the ‘appropriate’ behaviour and ways of thinking and behaving acquired by 



Chapter 3 

 38

children while engaged with the fighting groups will not be acceptable to the 
communities to which they return. For example, women and girls who joined 
the Tigrean Peoples Liberation Front in Ethiopia: 

 
… adopted the symbols that represented a ‘fighter’ identity. They rejected 
the cultural markers of ‘femaleness’ and adopted more masculine ones … 
women fighters cut their hair short and wore this boyish, fighter style with 
pride, in opposition to traditional notions of femininity. Female fighters’ 
body language and social style followed more masculine models, which 
instantly communicate to civilians their status as fighter. (Veale, 2005: 106-
107) 

 
This signifies a change of identity, as also noted by Hill and Langholtz 
(2003). Do issues such as a change of identity involve more and actually 
reflect the larger social crisis that these young people find themselves in after 
personal experiences of conflict? 

Apart from changed identities, war-affected children and other ex-
combatants are found to suffer from nightmares, extreme aggression when 
provoked, lack of sleep, mental instability, and physical and mental 
disturbances leading to long-lasting trauma (Betancourt et al., 2008; De Jong, 
2002; Maslen, 1997). These are what Hodgkin and Radstone (2003) refer to 
as ‘traumatic memory’. These symptoms are said to often arise from the 
excessive use of alcohol and drugs, and the impact of committing and 
witnessing horror and atrocities such as killing, burning villages and violent 
robbery (Sendabo, 2004). However, Hodgkin and Radstone (2003) see it 
not as a result of external events, but as the workings of memory. 
Notwithstanding these dichotomous views in relation to the symptoms 
discussed, the memories that war-affected children have concerning their time 
in conflict are generally horrible and they feel guilty about their actions 
(Maslen, 1997; Sendabo, 2004). These conditions show that children 
continue to carry the burden of their experience, such that even though they 
may physically feel part of the community, mentally they may feel estranged 
due to their traumatic experiences and the fact that ‘children are turned into 
adults in a relatively short time’ (Sendabo, 2004: 60). According to Parsons 
(2005: 60), ‘Their experiences of war simply mark them out as different’. 
Wessels (1998: 638) also reveals this overwhelming impact of conflict on 
children: 

 
Conflicts create extensive emotional psychosocial stress associated with 
attack, loss of loved ones, separation from parents, and destruction of home 
and community. Many children develop problems such as flashbacks, 
nightmares, and social isolation, heightened aggression, depression and 
diminished future orientation. These problems of mental health and 
psychosocial functioning persist long after the fighting has ceased … 
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In previous studies undertaken in northern Uganda, Betancourt (2008) and 
MacMullin and Loughry (2004) found that exposure to threatening and 
traumatic situations had an enormous psychological impact on children, 
leading to significant increases in symptoms of depression, hostility and 
anxiety over time. Hill and Langholtz (2003) and De Jong (2002) further 
emphasize the general traumatic consequences of war on children. Related to 
this, Paardekooper (2002) shows similar traumatic consequences of war on 
Sudanese refugee children in northern Uganda. 

In another study, Derluyn et al. (2004) suggest that in such cases 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder were visible. Elaborating on this 
relationship between violence and the symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder, Yoder (2005: 10) argues that violence and trauma – ‘casually used 
to describe reactions to anything from a stressful day to a brutal murder’ – are 
integrally linked, and explains that violence leads to trauma and unhealed 
trauma leads to violence. Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004) describe this 
as violence giving birth to itself and alternatively refer to it as a spiral, chain 
and mirror but particularly as a continuum of violence. Moreover, the 
consequences of violence find their way into everyday life and practices, 
affecting moral sensibilities while influencing behaviour (Scheper-Hughes and 
Bourgois, 2004; De Jong, 2002). Yoder (2005) further usefully describes 
traumatic events as involving threats to life, as producing terror and feelings 
of helplessness, as overwhelming an individual’s or a group’s ability to cope or 
respond to threat, and as leading to loss of control. Closely related to this, 
Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004) show that violence includes an assault 
on the personhood, dignity and the sense of worth and value of the victim. 
Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004) add that survivors of violence become 
‘living-dead’, often remaining silent and shunned by kin and community. As 
Yoder (2005: 24) states: ‘Traumatic events shatter the world as we know it, 
leaving us disordered, disempowered and feeling disconnected from other 
people and from life’. However, a study of trauma is not the focus of this 
research, rather we intend to show that children who have been brutally 
involved in war in northern Uganda undergo ‘broken citizenship’ which calls 
for specific forms of reintegration. 
 
3.2.5 Children of war, after the war 
When children who have been involved in war return home, their citizenship 
status and their ability to live meaningfully and participate in their 
communities is compromised. Sendabo’s study reveals that after the Liberian 
war, 89 percent of the children who had been actively involved in it said they 
had problems in getting jobs and finding a place at school. Betancourt et al. 
(2008) found similar difficulties concerning their return to school among 



Chapter 3 

 40

children who had been involved in the Sierra Leonean war. Most of the 
children in Liberia felt rejected and dehumanized and had become beggars as 
there was nothing else they could do to support themselves (Sendabo, 2004). 
The study asked the children to make comments: most of them wanted to be 
reintegrated, needed help for themselves and their families, wanted to go back 
to school, and some wanted the war in their country and the use of children 
in war to be stopped (Sendabo, 2004). 

In the same line, after the long years of armed conflict, an unknown but 
substantial number of children in Mozambique today work rather than go to 
school. The types of work they engage in now differ from their traditional 
responsibilities of hunting and herding, and range from weeding and 
harvesting cotton, sesame, sunflower seeds and cashew nuts in rural areas. In 
the urban centres and especially Maputo, children now work as street vendors, 
watch boys who looked after parked cars, bus touts and domestic workers, 
among other jobs (Maslen, 1997). Interesting in the Mozambican case is the 
fact that many of these consequences of the long-drawn-out war have been 
observed well after the war ‘ended’ with the signing of the General Peace 
Accord in 1992. Is this a representation of the difficulty of re-integrating 
young people who have been to war? Is this testimony to the long-term nature 
of reintegration and citizenship re-creation? 

In Angola, after demobilization the ex-child soldiers went back to their 
families and relatives but lacked proper food and shelter there, as well as 
health care and opportunities for education, despite Angola’s commitment to 
provide for the care and recovery of victims of the conflict. Due to these 
conditions, some of the children expressed a preference to return to the armed 
forces, where at least their basic needs could be taken care of (Human Rights 
Watch, 2003).  
 
 
3.33.33.33.3    UNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATIONUNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATIONUNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATIONUNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATION    
    
When individuals, especially children, and their communities, experience war 
conditions that are likely to have negative consequences on the social, 
psychological and physiological status of those returning, what occurs when 
they actually return? Can they easily fit back into the community? In our view, 
re-establishing a connection with the community requires a process of 
reintegration. In this study, we use the concept of social reintegration to 
explain and understand the processes that must take place in order for a 
community to accept children who have been actively involved in armed 
conflict. Within this section we aim to understand the meaning of 
reintegration, including why it is necessary and the main approaches employed. 
As well, through a deeper understanding of Acholi culture, we develop the 
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notion of community-based reintegration in northern Uganda, and finally will 
attempt to capture the essence of reintegration.  
 
3.3.1 What is reintegration? 
To understand reintegration, we draw from the commonly used concept of 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR). In the aftermath of 
war or when young people who have participated in war return home, they 
usually undergo the DDR process. The UN DDR resource centre defines the 
first two components of the concept as: 
 

Disarmament is the collection, documentation, control and disposal of small 
arms, ammunitions, explosives and light and heavy weapons of combatants 
and often also of the civilian population. Disarmament also includes the 
development of responsible arms management programmes.  
 
Demobilization is the formal and controlled discharge of active combatants 
from armed forces or other armed groups. … (UN DDR Resource Centre, 
http://www.unddr.org/whatisddr.php#9) 

 
This study focuses on the reintegration process for formerly abducted 
children in northern Uganda, where thousands of children are returning home 
without guns and as escapees. Because of this, we have concentrated on the 
understanding of reintegration (R) in isolation from disarmament and 
demobilization (DD). Another reason for excluding these two components of 
DDR is that thus far the nature of the conflict in northern Uganda does not 
warrant the study of disarmament and demobilization. Due to the fact that 
the children we are studying in northern Uganda were exclusively forcefully 
abducted, most of those who came back home escaped on their own or were 
rescued by the Ugandan military. This means that either there were no guns 
to collect or that they willingly surrendered their arms on their arrival back in 
the community. This also means that on their decision to escape they had 
willingly become demobilized from the Lord’s Resistance Army rebel group. 

According to the UN, Reintegration, as included in DDR, is considered 
to have two phases: 
 

Reinsertion is the assistance offered to ex-combatants … prior to the long-
term process of reintegration. Reinsertion is a transitional assistance to help 
cover the basic needs of ex-combatants and their families and can include 
transitional safety allowances, food, clothes, shelter, medical services, short-
term education, training, employment and tools … 
 
Reintegration is the process by which ex-combatants acquire civilian status 
and gain sustainable employment and income. Reintegration is essentially a 
social and economic process with an open time-frame, primarily taking place 
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in communities at the local level. It is part of the general development of a 
country and a national responsibility, and often necessitates long-term 
external assistance. (UN DDR Resource Centre, 
http://www.unddr.org/whatisddr.php#9) 

 
However, according to Colleta, Kostner and Wiederhofer (1996: 1), 
‘reinsertion and reintegration are not distinct phases after demobilization. 
Rather, they form part of a seamless web of transition from military to a 
civilian life, without a clear beginning or end’. Although our study is not 
interested in disarmament and demobilization (DD), it is apparent that the 
UN definition of the entire DDR process is linear in outlook. It progresses 
from disarming ex-combatants through demobilizing to reintegrating them. 
Thus, the concept assumes that anyone who requires social reintegration 
needs to be disarmed and demobilized. It does not envisage a situation where, 
for example, forcefully abducted children escape from armed groups without 
their weapons and also effectively demobilize themselves through their escape. 
Understandably, DDR is security focused (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007), 
hence the assumption that all ex-combatants need to be disarmed and 
demobilized (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2007) before they can be 
reintegrated. 

To its credit, the concept takes note of the importance of communities in 
the social reintegration process. Clearly, this is important for long-term social 
reintegration. What is unfortunate, however, is that it has become known that 
most engagement with the reintegration phase of the DDR process, for 
various reasons, such as financial constraints, stops at the short-term 
reinsertion of people who have been involved in fighting (Specker, 2008). If, 
in practice, Specker’s claim that organizations can only commit to a short-
term engagement in reinsertion activities is true, then why is reintegration and 
not reinsertion the preferred nomenclature? Is the term reintegration, 
therefore, just window-dressing? 
 
Knight and Ozerdem (2004: 500) define reintegration as: 
 

The process whereby former combatants and their families are reintegrated 
into the social, economic, and political life of (civilian) communities. 

 
From the above definitions, it is apparent that reintegration concerns a new 
beginning for ex-combatants after the experiences of war. Kingma (2001: 407) 
clarifies this process: 
 

Social reintegration is the process through which the ex-combatant and his 
or her family feel part of, and are accepted by the community. 
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Furthermore, he emphasizes the importance of economic reintegration, which 
is: 
 

The process by which the households of ex-combatants re-establish their 
livelihood. (Kingma, 2001: 407) 

 
Kingma’s research mentions psychological adjustment as a process of 
changing attitudes and expectations, and sees coping with psychosocial 
problems arising from post-traumatic stress disorder as another aspect of 
reintegration. This definition of reintegration offers valuable themes for 
analysis in the context of the present study because of the broad base from 
which it addresses issues that affect children returning from war and the 
communities to which they return. Furthermore, the long-term view of 
reintegration presented by Kingma’s definition is useful to this study’s interest 
in the reintegration of formerly abducted children who have been reunited 
with their families within the community for a long period of time. The key 
issues that the definition mentions, such as re-establishing livelihoods, 
psychological adjustment and coping with psychosocial imbalances, are 
considered to be issues that need long-term attention. This point of view 
justifies the central assumption of this study that reintegration of war-affected 
children is a long-term activity. When only short-term attention is paid to the 
issue, the entire process of attempting to re-establish community citizenship 
can remain problematical.  

Kingma’s definitions (2001), however, pose challenges and problems. 
The notion of social reintegration considered as a process of feeling part of a 
community does not identify clear elements of how to feel part of the 
community. Similarly, Knight and Ozerdem’s (2004) process of reintegrating 
into social, economic and political life of communities appears to be oblivious 
to the fact that communities into which reintegration has to occur have also 
been wounded by conflict. In fact, such communities are often as wounded as 
those who are returning to them. The present study, though aware of the 
shortcomings of these definitions will also rely on the definitions provided by 
Kingma due to their advantages. On this basis we reconstruct the definition of 
reintegration as the process by which formerly abducted children begin a new 
life with their families and their community after the bitter experiences of war 
by creating positive economic and social relationships. 

 
Community perception of the meaning of reintegration 
In attempting to construct a grass-roots perception of the meaning of 
reintegration in his study of child soldiers in Liberia, Sendabo’s (2004) 
participants explained that reintegration means bringing ex-child soldiers back 
into the value system and creating a sense of normality such as existed before 
the civil war. This is required because the children’s positions have changed: 
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their relationship to their parents has changed and they are no longer children. 
Explaining this further: 
 

When you see someone coming from fighting you have certain prejudices …. 
When former child soldiers come back from the war front and roam around, 
the community does not accept them easily. People in the community have 
to see that these excombatants are making some changes. Therefore, 
reintegration is considered to have happened or [be] successful ‘when the 
former child soldiers start to settle in the community, get married and start 
farming, then gradually they become accepted’. Only when they engage in 
activities of their community, members of the community admit them 
readily for faster reintegration. Only then the community feels much more 
comfortable with the former child soldiers’ return and acceptance will be 
easy. When former child soldiers return to their families and are accepted, 
the change of attitude from war to normal life starts. The more the children 
are accepted and become part of the society, the more they will be 
rehabilitated and reintegrated. (Sendabo, 2004: 66) 

 
This quotation shows the two-sided nature of reintegration in the community 
setting, that is, the changed position and nature of the returning children and 
the prejudiced attitude towards and perception of the children in the 
community. The quotation also spells out that reintegration has to take place 
in the existing social framework of the community, involving such activities as 
farming and marrying, which involve a change of attitude from a war 
mentality to that of normal life. On this basis, elements of the reintegration 
process can therefore be seen to include involvement in such activities as 
farming, getting married and being seen to be settling into the community and 
making positive changes in attitude. On the part of the community, an 
attitude of acceptance is also considered to be important. Successful 
reintegration calls for a careful balancing and adjustment by the two parties to 
reach a new social equilibrium that takes into account the positions and 
histories of both the returning children and the community to which they 
return. According to Sendabo (2004: 67), the children should ‘respect the 
rights and freedoms of others’ while ‘those who are hurt and wounded accept 
those offenders and are able to coexist’. The above emphasizes the importance 
of the re-establishment of relationships in the reintegration process. 
Acceptance and non-acceptance within the community will depend on how a 
stable mutual relationship unfolds between the children and the community. 
This opens a critical window through which the present study can examine 
the dynamics of how formerly abducted children mutually build relationships 
with the community. What are the challenges that come with this rebuilding 
of relationships in the attempt to become co-citizens in a war-torn 
community? 
 



Children in war, reintegration and citizenship 

 45 

 
 

Institutionally based (formal) versus community-based (informal) 
reintegration 
On the basis of the above, we identify two recognizable paths for 
reintegration. The first is the institutionally based and UN-defined method 
of reintegration – often taken up and adopted by NGOs and other 
institutions. The UN definition of DDR in general and reinsertion and 
reintegration in particular emphasizes the offering of assistance to ex-
combatants. According to the definition, such assistance should be given 
within a particular timeframe. More specifically it emphasizes external 
financial assistance. The essence of these definitions in the context of the 
institution of the UN itself as the origin of this concept is the basis for what 
this study refers to as institutional approaches to reintegration. The UN 
Department of Peace Keeping Operations usually leads the planning of the 
(DD) Reintegration in collaboration with other agencies, thus furthering the 
institutionalization of reintegration in the context of formal peace-keeping 
operations. NGOs are also given a prominent role in these institutionalized 
reintegration processes. However, in different contexts, NGOs usually also 
provide expertise in different ways, including running childcare centres for 
demobilized children and the implementation of reintegration programmes 
(UN Resource Centre, http://unddr.org/whatisddr.php). Northern Uganda 
may not have had a formal peace-keeping operation, but this understanding of 
the institutionalization of reintegration comes close to the operations of many 
institutions assisting formerly abducted children in northern Uganda. This 
research examines the efforts that are being made by institutions and the 
activities that are being conducted in relation to reintegrating formerly 
abducted children. 

Goodhand (2006) found that NGOs have a high-tolerance risk in terms 
of their ability to manoeuvre their activities in active conflict and are able to 
conflict-proof themselves in live conflict conditions, underlining the 
importance of NGOs in particular (but also institutions in general) in armed 
conflicts. He further found NGO activities to be important in building 
community resilience, enabling households and people to manage risk and 
avoid bottom-up violence. Despite these positive aspects of NGO 
involvement in conflict situations, Goodhand’s research also points out that 
in the context of Sri Lanka and Afghanistan, NGO assistance was rarely 
central to people’s coping and survival strategies and that the role of 
community networks, among other aspects, was of greater importance than 
the more visible but transient NGO interventions. These findings caution us 
about the dangers of using exclusive pathways for reintegration. Do they 
point to the need for complementarity in relation to institutionalized NGO-
based interventions and community-based interventions? 
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More specifically, two factors explain why NGOs are heavily involved in 
the implementation of the so-called R phase of the DDR programmes. First, 
international agencies subcontract work to NGOs and, second, NGOs are in 
contact with communities and ex-combatants (Specker, 2008). We assume 
that this subcontracting provides the setting for establishing a hierarchy and 
for the institutionalization of not only the general humanitarian ‘industry’ but 
also reintegration practices. Specker (2008) refers to this as the top-down 
blueprint approach to reintegration and argues that such an approach makes it 
is easy to overlook some needy groups, such as children. 

The second path towards reintegration is the more informal community-
based process of reintegration. There are differences between these two 
processes. According to Paardekooper (2002: 73), ‘programmes carried out in 
war-stricken communities in developing countries sometimes offer material 
support such as income generating activities’. She adds that creative activities, 
games, recreational activities, amongst other means, are also used. Based on 
these activities, social reintegration as perceived and practised by the 
institutions (NGOs) is found to target the individual. It is expressed in the 
provision of material support and in the practical training in various trades 
that is provided. In contrast, community perceptions based on relationship-
building express the desire to see the war child develop the ability to belong 
to and espouse the values of the community (Sendabo, 2004). This discourse 
summarizes informal community-based reintegration as: 
 

… improved his or her life and behaviour not only materially but also 
relationshipwise. To better relate and do away with the language that 
separated them; to begin to speak peace language … community life … that 
made them proud … this takes time … it may be long. (Sendabo, 2004: 68) 

 
This model of reintegration as envisaged by Sendabo’s study also implicitly 
contains the ideas of forgiveness and restorative justice, as opposed to 
retributive justice. According to Zehr (2001), retributive justice is based on 
the Western legal system. Its strength lies in its encouragement of human 
rights. However, retributive justice tends to be punitive, conflictual, 
impersonal and state-centred. Furthermore, it excludes the victims by ignoring 
their needs. As a result, it is weak on healing the wounds resulting from 
certain action due to the separation of justice and healing. Restorative justice, 
however, places both the victim and offender on centre stage, as Zehr (2001) 
explains. For example, offenders are encouraged to understand and take 
responsibility for the harm they have done. Dialogue is encouraged and the 
community also plays a central role. This method relies on the central 
assumption that justice can and should promote healing. Zehr (2001) adds 
that restorative justice is the oldest form of justice and that it is not only 
dominant in African cultures, indigenous cultures of New Zealand and North 
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America, but indeed provides the basis for the justice system of the forebears 
of European cultures. In accordance with Zehr’s explanation of restorative 
and retributive justice, it appears to make sense that forgiveness and 
restorative justice are needed in rebuilding relationships, especially after a war 
that has involved children who have played a role in the atrocities committed. 

Notwithstanding the above, Sendabo’s understanding of community-
based reintegration should not be perceived as excluding the need for material 
support and assistance in gaining a relevant livelihood. In this study, we will 
examine how both institution-based and community-based approaches are 
used to reintegrate formerly abducted children in northern Uganda. We will 
ask whether the two-phased definition of reintegration provided by the UN 
DDR Resource Centre mentioned above points to the possibility of 
complementarity. We here posit that community-based reintegration 
represents the long-term phase, while institution-based reintegration addresses 
the notion of a short-term reinsertion. Moreover, that each community is 
unique implies that the measurement of long-term community-based 
reintegration in one post-conflict community may not be the same for 
another, although the underlying processes might be similar and transferable. 
    
3.3.2 The necessity for reintegration 
This subsection aims to understand why reintegration is necessary. It 
examines the reasons why, if any, social reintegration has to occur. Can the 
negative war experiences of the formerly abducted children, poverty and 
prevailing living conditions, uncertainty about the future and the specific 
contexts in which war children return explain why reintegration is necessary?  
 
Children’s negative experiences of war and wounded communities 
The need for reintegration derives from the experiences of children in war, as 
explained in the relevant subsection above. In addition, when war children 
return home they may find that the dynamics within the community – which 
may also have been involved in the war – have also changed. There might be 
large-scale societal disruption (Baines, 2005; Sendabo, 2004), some age-long 
traditions may have broken down. One example of these changing dynamics 
might be parents no longer having control over their children. The 
implication for the children is that their parents and communities, as part of 
their social support network, may not be able to help them readjust to the 
societal values of their community (Amone-P’Olak, 2007; Sendabo, 2004). 
Also, when the children return home, they may have little or no respect for 
their parents and existing traditional norms (Hill and Langholtz, 2003). 
According to Sendabo (2004), many consider themselves to be more 
important than their parents because they had fought rebels or oppressors. 
This discussion points to a two-pronged argument concerning children who 
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have changed due to their experience of war and who return to a wounded 
community that has also changed through the experience of war. Our 
argument here is that because both the children and the community have 
changed, social reintegration becomes even more necessary.  
 
Poverty and living in bad conditions 
The need for reintegration arises in some societies, such as Angola, where ex-
child soldiers seem to have been neglected. According to Parsons, (2005: 58), 
children who were involved in the conflict in Angola ‘have a lack of economic 
position’. The children are said to have related that there was a lack of 
assistance from the government. They were living in bad conditions; 
sometimes so bad that they considered returning to military service in order 
to gain access to decent meals and shelter (Parsons, 2005). According to 
Humphreys and Weinstein (2007), one reason for reintegration (and 
demobilization) is to discourage a return to service within armed military 
groups. Aggravating bad living conditions for the children returning from the 
conflict, families are often not able to provide proper care due to poverty 
(Human Rights Watch, 2003). In addition to a lack of counselling to help 
them face their troubled past, facing poverty is unlikely to assist children to 
become responsible and productive members of society. Living in bad 
conditions in addition to returning to a family that is so poor that it cannot 
even support a child returning from war is another reason that makes 
reintegration necessary. It is hoped that through appropriate social 
reintegration strategies, children returning from war can renegotiate their 
socioeconomic position within their community. 
 
Reintegration addresses uncertainty about the future 
Because of the poverty of the communities in question, there is a need for 
programmes that help war children, which at the same time should be tailored 
to the needs of the communities to which the children finally return (Human 
Rights Watch, 2003). Is this a call for inclusive programmes, without which 
there is a possibility that the future of the children and the community to 
which they return becomes uncertain? Could inclusive programmes provide 
for social rehabilitation, reintegration, community cohesion and the peaceful 
reintegration of former combatants in a bid to secure their future? According 
to Human Rights Watch (2003: 21), reintegration is necessary to alleviate 
‘uncertainty about the future’. We are inclined to agree with this position – 
that reintegration might be necessary to address the uncertainty that children 
and their communities feel in the aftermath of war. 
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Reintegration as context specific phenomenon 
From the above, it is clear that societies facing the problem of children who 
have been to war ought to develop methodologies and strategies for 
rehabilitation and reintegration based on specific contexts, taking into 
account such factors as the causes of the conflict and the principle actors 
involved. For example, Peters (2006) argues that rather than the popular 
explanation of the cause of the Sierra Leonean conflict as a disaffected youth 
culture, the real cause was an agrarian crisis. He thus suggests that a good 
reintegration strategy would need to make agricultural activities attractive to 
Sierra Leone’s ex-combatants. Within this broad central argument, Peters 
further demonstrates that there are different paths towards reintegration for 
ex-combatants who return to rural or urban settings. Even within differing 
rural settings to which ex-combatants returned, reintegration was related to 
the resources available, upon which ex-combatants could base their 
livelihoods (Peters, 2006: 135–166). 

Van Gog (2008) reveals another possible factor involved in reintegration 
in the human agency and personal drive of young women in Sierra Leone who 
had returned from the war. Learning from these different experiences may 
yield successful reintegration practices (best practices) for a particular country 
(Sendabo. 2004: 64). 

All of the above reasons for reintegration provide useful indications of 
the themes we need for analysis. For example, this research is interested in the 
war experiences of formerly abducted children and their reintegration into 
society. From chapter two, we know that the society into which these children 
return is wounded and broken and consequently has problems providing 
livelihoods in the aftermath of conflict. We will be examining how this 
wounded community is reintegrating its formerly abducted children. 
 
3.3.3 Approaches to reintegration 
In this subsection, we aim to understand the various approaches to 
reintegration. This will shed light on how reintegration occurs. First, we will 
examine the approaches to the psychosocial problems of war-affected children. 
Second, we will present the institutional reintegration initiatives undertaken 
by UNICEF, followed by an examination of traditional healing in the context 
of reintegration. Before examining whether reintegration efforts have been 
successful, we will also look at schooling as a contributing factor in 
reintegration. Through these different themes, we hope to show how 
reintegration is practised from different perspectives. 
 
Various approaches to the psychosocial problems of war-affected children 
Betancourt et al. (2008) and Maslen (1997) explain that approaches to the 
psychosocial problems of war-affected children vary. Both studies identify the 
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clinical approach, with Maslen (1997) pointing out that this approach adopts 
Western expertise in child psychology and psychiatry. It involves diagnosis 
and talking a patient through their problem. Such treatment addresses a 
child’s individual trauma history and targets the specific psychopathology. 

Writing about Mozambique, Maslen (1997) contrasts this clinical 
approach with healing mechanisms within the Mozambican communities 
involving religious rites and traditional healing rituals. He shows that 
Western notions of healing such as playing with toys in a room were less 
preferred to a family-based, unstructured, work-and-play-together-with-
family-members mechanism. Maslen’s (1997) study helps us to see how 
reintegration occurs using the two approaches we have identified above, the 
institutional and community-based approaches. 

Related to this, Betancourt et al. (2008) identify the psychosocial 
paradigm as another approach. They consider that psychosocial interventions 
aim at wider psychosocial needs rather than focusing on particular disorders. 
The focus is on helping children to interact with the outside world in a 
healthy manner. Furthermore, they state that psychosocial intervention is 
grounded in the view that community and family support will make 
reintegration successful. They explain that psychosocial responses emphasize 
local participation, restoring connections to families and communities, 
recreating social networks and providing children with the capacity to deal 
with the challenges they face during reintegration. 

In addition to the two major approaches we have discussed, Betancourt et 
al. (2008) identify two other approaches that marry the psychosocial and 
clinical approaches. These are the integrated approach and the ecological 
approach. They find the integrated approach to be a holistic method which 
treats the psychosocial and clinical approaches as complimentary in order to 
harness the synergy between them. The ecological approach views war 
children as being embedded within a social ecology, that is, an environment 
that nurtures physical and emotional needs. This social ecology includes the 
family, community, peers, school, cultural and political belief systems. 
According to Betancourt et al. (2008), following this approach, it is 
important to develop services that strengthen this social ecology, which is 
generally shattered by war. This conclusion by Betancourt et al. is relevant 
considering that a longitudinal study by Boothby (2006) on what happen to 
children who have been to war when they grow up in Mozambique found out 
that neither institutional reintegration nor traditional healing practices put a 
complete end to experiences of trauma. 

On the basis of these studies by Betancourt et al. (2008) and Maslen 
(1997), we can see that the clinical approach is individually oriented and 
closely relates to the institutional framework for reintegration, while the 
psychosocial approach (Betancourt et al., 2008), the traditional healing rituals 
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and the family-based activities (Maslen, 1997) are located within the 
community-based framework of reintegration identified above. These 
approaches assist the present study to develop its aim of understanding how 
family and community-based traditional healing rituals are helping in the 
reintegration of formerly abducted children. The ideas developed also help us 
to reflect upon the individually oriented reintegration practices mainly found 
within the institutionally based practices. 

In subsequent sections, we would like to further develop these ideas 
about institutional reintegration, community reintegration initiatives, 
traditional rituals, and schooling as reintegration. In addition, we will examine 
whether such reintegration practices have been successful, using examples 
from Angola and Mozambique. 
 
Institutional reintegration: UNICEF initiatives in Africa 
UNICEF is the world body for the welfare and enhancement of children’s 
rights. In response to the enormous challenges faced by children who have 
been involved in war, it has both implemented and supported reintegration 
initiatives in African countries (but also elsewhere) to help children caught up 
in war make the transition from combatants to civilians (UNICEF, 2004). 
For this reason, it is important to look at its activities related to the 
reintegration of war-affected children. According to its own report, 
‘Childhood under threat’, as of 2004 there were reintegration programmes 
running in Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Liberia, 
Somalia and Sudan. In Burundi, the programme included support for the 
families of children who had been involved in conflict, enrolling them in 
appropriate educational courses, setting up relevant projects and establishing 
small businesses for youth. In the DRC, the children received psychological 
and medical care, basic education and help in tracing their families, in 
addition to vocational training, shared accommodation, a food allowance and 
encouragement for older children to begin income-generating activities. In 
Liberia, there were awareness campaigns, not only to prepare the children for 
demobilization and reintegration but also to prepare their families and 
communities for their return. According to the same report, in Somalia, 
children benefited from vocational training in skills such as electrical 
installation, driving, computing and office management, as well as from 
counselling. They were also given courses in conflict resolution. All of these 
activities in Somalia were carried out over a six-month period (UNICEF, 
2004: 53). The components of these activities are interesting to note because 
of their similarity. Across the different countries they focus on what the 
children can do. Most of the activities, such as learning to drive and other 
forms of vocational training, as well as psychological and medical care, focus 
on the children as individuals. As is apparent, these types of activities are 
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attached to institutions of one form or another. In this respect, the questions 
that arise are: Were the problems similar or the same for all of the children 
who needed to be reintegrated regardless of their country of origin? Are these 
activities caught in an institutional framework of reintegration because 
UNICEF is part of the UN which originally defined the idea of DDR, as 
seen above? These issues regarding the institutional components of 
reintegration initiatives are important to our study, which aims to understand 
how institutional reintegration is undertaken in northern Uganda. 
 
Community reintegration initiatives 
Reintegration does not stop at formally structured activities for people in or 
by institutions, as we have seen in the preceding section. People who have 
been involved in conflict eventually return home to live in a normal society. 
They have to renegotiate and build a relationship with the community to 
which they return and are involved in various relational issues on a daily basis. 
There is therefore a need for reintegration initiatives to be located within the 
community. Sendabo’s (2004) study of the reintegration of child soldiers in 
Liberia gives us an idea of some of the elements involved in community-based 
reintegration practices. The study discusses such activities as speaking out or 
telling stories, sharing experiences, listening carefully and drama, as well as 
cultural activities, all of which are used for social reintegration and when 
contextually appropriate for trauma healing and reconciliation. Sendabo 
(2004) adds that some of the techniques used included traditional and 
religious healing and reconciliation rituals, some of which involved the 
children telling their story to a listening ear. The purpose of the storytelling 
and listening was firstly for the problem to be understood, and following this, 
for healing to be conducted, whether traditional or religious (through prayer). 
In addition to these different techniques, counselling was also provided. It 
was based on both Western and traditional notions. The latter form of 
counselling involved seeking advice from an elder to help resolve social and 
psychological problems. According to Sendabo (2004), if the process was 
done carefully, it would always reach a point where an offender confessed and 
the offended forgave them, becoming a reconciliation process. 

From West Africa to the Horn of Africa, according to Veale (2005), for 
the women and girls that fought with the Tigrean People’s Liberation Front 
in Ethiopia, being reintegrated meant becoming sociable, getting along with 
others and eliciting their support and help when needed. This meant they had 
to renegotiate their identity from that of ‘fighter girls’ to include sociability, 
economic responsibility and participation in education, as well as learning 
disciplines such as working hard to start your own business, or even joining 
some of the women’s associations (Veale, 2005: 117–118). This idea of 
renegotiating identities to achieve something that is acceptable to the 
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community raises the issue of what happens to the ‘acquired’ identity. Could 
the ‘acquired’ fighter girl identity be completely erased? Could some of the 
fighter girl skills be relevant for negotiating survival after conflict? The set of 
community-based skills that had to be developed by the ‘fighter girls’ and by 
extension all ex-combatants to be considered reintegrated – such as to be hard 
working, sociable, own a business and join associations – seem to be related 
to community citizenship which we will discuss later in this chapter. These 
insights are crucial for the present research as, in the following, we will 
consider active and responsible citizenship as a central norm and measure of 
successful reintegration. 

Related to the reintegration experiences in Liberia and Ethiopia, Corbin’s 
(2008) research on the return home of formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda found that elements such as family support, reconnection to 
culture and community acceptance were important community resources for 
social reintegration. We postulate that these societal resources do assist in 
making reconciliation and the renegotiation of identities possible, as occurred 
in Liberia (Sendabo, 2004) and Ethiopia (Veale, 2005). 
 
Traditional healing as reintegration 
The idea of traditional healing considered as a reintegration initiative flows 
from a certain philosophy and involves specific acts. It is premised on the 
availability of local resources, skills, knowledge and a specific world-view. 
According to Igreja (2003), studies from non-Western societies on local 
strategies and practices used to recover from the prolonged effects of war are 
underrepresented. However, he argues that ‘the availability, accessibility and 
quality of local resources play a vital role in the recovery process because they 
provide a rationale of suffering that fits with the explanatory models of the 
traumatized individuals and families’ (Igreja, 2003: 461). His own study, 
exploring the role of Gamba spirits and healers in Mozambique (2003), as 
well as Honwana’s (2006) study of traditional healing processes undergone 
by war-affected children in Angola and Mozambique, provide examples of 
how local resources, specifically traditional rituals, are used in community-
based reintegration activities. Another approach is taken in the study by Tol 
et al. (2005), which addresses the adaptation of Western-oriented 
psychosocial counselling in Nepal such that it becomes culturally relevant for 
torture victims. Related to this, De Jong’s (2002) work on trauma, war and 
violence also addresses mental-health issues in a sociocultural context, 
discussing countries and regions as far apart as Cambodia, Gaza, the Congo 
and Uganda. The study addresses different issues, ranging from the mental 
health of refugees to terrorism and the participation of traditional healers in 
improving mental health. These studies show the importance of community-
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based resources and the need for healing practices to be culturally relevant in 
the aftermath of prolonged conflict and its devastating effects. 

Honwana (2006), Igreja, (2003) and Tol et al. (2005) explain the 
philosophy behind and practices of traditional healing used in the context of 
killings and other forms of violence. For example, in Mozambique, N’Fukua 
and Gamba attack people in order to avenge innocent victims of violence 
(Igreja, 2003). Honwana explains that the spirits of those killed during war 
are a threat to those who were involved in combat (2006: 106). The restless 
spirits of those who were not properly buried are called Mpfhukwa and they 
are able to harm their killers, as well as the latter’s family and kin and those 
passing the places where they were killed (Honwana, 2006: 108). These 
beliefs about the causes of illness are not only found in Africa. Tol et al. 
(2005) show that in Nepal there is a belief that illness is caused by spirits 
who are hungry. They attack humans and cause illness when not appeased by 
food offerings, for example. These beliefs about illness in Mozambique and 
Nepal resemble the belief in spirit attacks, or cen, as it is called among the 
Acholi in northern Uganda. 

Ritual performance provides the remedy for illnesses caused by spirits 
(Honwana, 2006; Harlacher et al., 2006; Baines, 2005; Tol et al., 2005; 
Igreja, 2003; Behrend, 1999). Rituals are performed for the immediate 
cleansing and healing of victims or to undermine an intergenerational 
transmission of spirit attacks. For example, in Angola the ritual of stepping 
on an egg was performed by soldiers returning from war to symbolize a break 
with the past (Honwana, 2006). In Nepal, shamanic rituals are performed 
through spirit possession or trance to cure illnesses (Tol et. al., 2005). In 
addition, in Mozambique, Igreja (2003) shows an elaborate process that 
involves playing drums, singing, going into a trance and the use of herbs. In 
these cases, the rituals are either a treatment for an actual illnesses or a 
preventive measure to protect future generations. Igreja’s (2003) study in 
Mozambique revealed the trans-generational manifestation of the N’Fukua 
(referred to as Mpfhukwa by (Honwana, 2006) and Gamba spirits on 
families. Its victims experience extreme physical and psychological suffering. 
The present study examines the use of traditional rituals to help heal formerly 
abducted children in northern Uganda. 

In Honwana’s (2006) view, ritual purification, ritual separation from the 
past and ritual healing involving cleansing and protection are key to 
traditional processes of healing. Moreover, such rituals are aimed at seeking 
forgiveness, appeasing the dead and preventing further afflictions emanating 
from the dead. Following such rituals, the dead should no longer find reason 
to avenge their improper treatment. The unique perspective arising from these 
studies is the informal nature of reintegration that is embedded in local 
culture. The studies also take into account the long-term notion of 
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reintegration. The present study looks at how traditional rituals are used as 
part of community-based reintegration practices in northern Uganda. Can the 
use of traditional healing methods create the right space for recreating 
citizenship?  
 
Schooling as reintegration 
When children who have been actively involved in conflict return to their 
communities, many also return to school. Parents or caregivers encourage this, 
as well as it being a personal wish on the part of the children (Betancourt et 
al., 2008; The Woodrow Wilson School, 2006). This means that schooling 
becomes part of the community-based space of reintegration. A study by the 
Woodrow Wilson School (2006) concludes that schooling is important for 
reintegration because it is a meaningful activity. It found that ex-combatants 
in Mozambique mention education as an unfulfilled expectation in their 
reintegration process. The same study found that young black people who 
had joined the liberation movement in South Africa were later keen to pursue 
formal education. These findings emphasize that young people who have been 
participants in active conflicts generally find education important. 

According to Betancourt et al. (2008), education supports social 
reintegration in a number of ways. They posit that literacy and the learning of 
skills provide economic security for returning children, that attending school 
and undertaking training help them attain a sense of normality and safety in 
day-to-day life, in addition to building confidence and a sense of purpose as 
well as a new sense of identity other than that of the soldier. Furthermore, 
Betancourt et al. (2008) state that schools provide an important place for 
children of war to interact with their peers in the community. According to 
the Woodrow Wilson School (2006), in the short term, education and 
training help to achieve the goals of maintaining peace and security by 
keeping children who have returned from captivity engaged. Education and 
training on their own may not offer jobs in the long term but in the medium 
term they are the engines providing the knowledge and skills needed for 
meaningful participation in the community as a citizen. Education is also 
important because it counteracts the continued marginalization of returned 
children by increasing their capabilities and the opportunities available to 
them (The Woodrow Wilson School, 2006). 

Despite the importance of returning to school, for children who have 
been involved in war this entails some difficulties and is not always a 
comfortable experience (Betancourt et al., 2008; The Woodrow Wilson 
School, 2006). Sendabo’s research in Liberia shows some of the difficulties 
that children who return from active war face when they return to school:  

 
For many excombatants going back to school is a high priority. Yet, there 
are several problems to make this a reality. Schooling in Liberia is not free of 
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charge. There must be someone who is paying his or her school fee. Another 
problem is related to their past life as soldiers. … many former child 
soldiers are hesitant to go back to school. One reason is that they have lost 
many years without going to school, and they feel ashamed of going to back 
to school and sitting together with small children. Some are afraid of stigma. 
(Sendabo, 2004: 83) 

 
Similar difficulties concerning returning to schooling were found in northern 
Uganda by the Woodrow Wilson School (2006), which listed family and 
financial obligations, the children’s advanced age compared to their level of 
schooling and the school protocol and class structure, all of which were 
inhibiting social factors affecting the schooling of formerly abducted children. 
Many of them gave up and dropped out of school. Our study draws from 
these findings to understand how useful schooling is in the reintegration 
process. We ask the children about their experiences of schooling and schools 
as a space where reintegration might take place as a positive experience.  
 
Have reintegration efforts been successful?  
According to Humphreys and Weinstein (2007: 532), ‘despite the 
confidence of policy makers in the impact of DDR programmes, there have 
been few systematic efforts to evaluate the determinants of successful 
reintegration by ex-combatants after conflict’. However, Corbin (2008: 167) 
states that ‘two important indicators of reintegration include reunification 
with family and reinsertion into community’. Regardless of these different 
positions concerning the success or failure of reintegration, studies in Angola 
(Human Rights Watch, 2003) and Mozambique (Maslen, 1997) show that 
reintegration efforts in relation to war children have had differing degrees of 
success. In Angola, the demobilization and especially the reintegration of 
children who had been involved in the conflict appears to have been 
haphazard. Children who had been caught up in the war were neglected or 
ignored because the 2002 Memorandum of Understanding between UNITA 
and the government of Angola did not address the issue of these children 
(Human Rights Watch, 2003). Moreover, when they left for home ‘they were 
given a worn pair of trousers and a t-shirt’. An NGO worker noted that ‘this 
is not our idea of rehabilitation’ (Human Rights Watch, 2003: 18). However, 
by the time Human Rights Watch was writing this report in 2003, a 
community-based government programme promoting family and community 
rehabilitation as a means to the rehabilitation of children had been planned. 

In contrast to the Angolan scenario, in Mozambique an ILO study 
evaluating the reintegration programme indicated that most former war 
children seemed to have been reintegrated well and that it was difficult to 
distinguish between them and other members of the community. Furthermore, 
the study shows that in Maputo structural distinctions between households 
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with ex-combatants and those without did not exist. However, ex-soldiers 
themselves expressed reservations about the extent of the training programmes 
they were involved in. The training appeared to have targeted only a few, 
mainly men, and excluded women and children from both RENAMO and 
FRELIMO (Maslen, 1997: 9-11). In addition, people ‘were trained in 
unmarketable skills, and were sometimes given poor quality kits which they 
later had to sell’ (Maslen, 1997: 13). From this, we infer that the training 
provided did not relate to the employment market. The suggestion is that no 
real employment opportunities were gained in turn implying that no survey of 
the job market might have been done. One individual also raised concerns 
that the programme focused on material and not psychosocial issues. Also, 
because there were no opportunities to discuss experiences of war between 
returned soldiers and the community, reconciliation was not formally 
provided for, although it occurred informally, often supported by the Church 
(Maslen, 1997: 14). From the studies in Angola and Mozambique, one 
cannot simply categorize reintegration activities as successful or otherwise. 
We can also see that the categorization of social reintegration activities as 
successful or otherwise depends on who is asking or answering the question. 
This makes the question of the success or not of social reintegration 
programmes appear to be political. Nonetheless, the present study takes the 
Angolan and Mozambican experiences of social reintegration efforts into 
account. These experiences will inform our aim of understanding how 
formerly abducted children have undergone social reintegration at both the 
institutional and community levels in northern Uganda.  
 
3.3.4 A foundation for community-based reintegration in northern 

Uganda  
Thus far in this chapter we have explained the involvement of children in war, 
the impact of their involvement in war on them and the attempts to 
reintegrate them. We have also identified some approaches to reintegration. 
The institutional approach to reintegration seems to clearly originate from the 
UN, but thus far we have not established a clear origin for community-based 
reintegration initiatives. In this section, we attempt to determine the cultural 
elements supporting community-based reintegration in northern Uganda by 
exploring the cultural context in which community-based reintegration is 
taking place. To focus our study, we will consider whether there are culturally 
based, endogenous philosophies for reintegration in northern Uganda. 
Endogenous methods of reintegration are context and culture specific 
(Kanyandago, 2008). I do not refer to ‘context and culture specificity’ as a 
cultural ideal concerned with uncompromising indigenous traditions that 
pamper cultural sensitivities – that is, cultural relativism in the extreme 
(Afshari, 2001). Rather, the phrase ‘context and culture specificity’ is used to 
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refer to what we consider to be the importance of the historicity, preservation 
and willed adaptations of a particular culture. It is close to the idea of 
endogeneity that is resident in a community, explained by Kanyandago (2008) 
as: in whatever people do they have to build on who they are and what they 
have. In other words, each group has a knowledge system which evolves and 
develops over time in tandem with the cultural and physical environment. 
Kanyandago (2008) adds that this system offers a unique way of responding 
to the problems of a people and is made up of their beliefs, values, religion 
and science. He argues that an endogenous system is open to outside 
resources that are usually borrowed and appropriated in order to make them 
locally relevant. 

I borrow Kanyandago’s idea of endogeneity to explain that however 
changing and adapting a community might be, it has a resilient way of life, 
with values and practices that have developed over time. We reason that these 
values and practices can be relied upon during social shocks and 
disequilibrium such as occur in the context of involvement in large-scale 
armed conflicts. This study examines how the Acholi have drawn on, among 
other things, their endogenous knowledge, expressed in their time-tested 
values and practices, to cope with the social upheaval caused by the two-
decade long conflict. Specifically, we aim to understand how the Acholi have 
used their social and traditional knowledge and values to reintegrate the 
formerly abducted children for a long-term co-existence and to enable the 
meaningful participation of the children in the community as citizens. 

Furthermore, because the social reintegration of children of war aims to 
fit them back into the community (Kingma, 2001; UN Resource Centre), we 
consider it relevant to understand what kind of community the Acholi people 
are trying to fit the children back-into. In other words, what are the 
characteristics of the ‘acceptable’ and integrated Acholi community into 
which the children need to reintegrate? Notable here is that we prefer the 
notion of an ‘integrated’ community. Our reasoning for this is that, 
considering that the Acholi community has been wounded (chapter 2), the 
values they draw on for the social reintegration of formerly abducted children 
must come from the community as it was before it broke down during the 
conflict. In contrast to the war-torn community we find the pre-war 
community to be more integrated, whole and better.  

We appreciate that the answer to the question of the nature of the 
integrated Acholi community tends towards an idealization, but the 
consideration of this question is important for the grounding and 
understanding of reintegration practices at the community level. It points to 
the fact that reintegration into a community does not occur in a vacuum; 
there are specific values and ways of life that are important to and shape a 
community. This research investigates the fact that formerly abducted 
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children might have disassociated themselves from acceptable values and ways 
of life due to their horrific experiences of war, as both victims and 
perpetrators. They need to reacquire these cherished values and ways of life in 
order to be considered reintegrated. The process of reacquiring those values 
and ways of life, which is undergone by supposedly damaged children, 
considered as victims and perpetrators, demands certain activities and 
attitudes from both the formerly abducted children and members of the 
community. In the following, we will attempt to develop an understanding of 
the ideal – or what we have described above as the integrated – Acholi 
community, which embodies acceptable values and ways of life. 
 
The integrated Acholi community 
To talk about an ‘integrated’ Acholi community means discussing its history 
and ‘traditional’, pre-colonial character, at least up to the colonial period. 
After the Luo migrations from southern Sudan and intermingling with the 
Bunyoro Kitara Kingdom, by around the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries the Acholi had settled in their present-day homeland (Harlacher et 
al., 2006 and Atkinson, 1994). The Acholi chiefdoms were organized on the 
basis of chiefs and subjects, the latter paying tribute in both kind and service 
to the former. The chiefs in turn were expected to be generous to their 
subjects. The ruler was to have distinct leadership abilities and qualities, 
including generosity, intelligence, good listening skills and the ability to speak 
persuasively, in addition to an excellent sense of judgment and the ability to 
mediate and arbitrate inter and intra-clan conflicts (Harlacher et al., 2006; 
Atkinson, 1994). 

However, according to Atkinson (1994), the subjects belonging to 
different clans were in charge of their own affairs and livelihoods. They 
engaged in clan-based forms of production such as agriculture, cattle-keeping 
and hunting and also had their own clan-based religious beliefs and practices. 
Clan heads and elders had important roles regarding the settling of internal 
disputes and performing chiefdom-wide rituals pertaining to different aspects 
of life and the community. The regular performance of such rituals enhanced 
the cohesion of a particular clan and/or chiefdom. Examples of these rituals 
include sowing and harvesting rituals and rituals related to the spirit (jok) of 
the area and the ancestral shrines (Harlacher et al., 2006). This form of 
organization and arrangement ensured political, military and economic 
security. It further ensured the unquestionable citizenship of clan members 
(Atkinson, 1994) and thus a peaceful coexistence within Acholi society. In 
addition to the organization based around clans, the leadership qualities of 
chiefs and clan leaders, and chiefdom-wide rituals, the Acholi people were 
bound together by common activities, such as hunting, life at the ‘fire place’ 
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(wang oo) and ‘communal work’ (awak). Marriages also deepened the 
relationship between different clans (Harlacher et al., 2006). 

This description refers to the ‘glorious’ Acholi of the past, as indicated 
above, and many of these relationship-cementing activities and rituals have 
been adversely affected by contact with the outside world and the long years 
of conflict on Acholi land (Baines, 2005). Notwithstanding this, today, in the 
wake of the devastating impact of the two-decade war on the Acholi 
community, there is an attempt to reconstruct or think critically about the 
relevance of this ‘eroded’ Acholi culture in light of the reintegration of both 
the war-affected children and the wider community itself (Harlacher et al., 
2006; Baines, 2005). As Harlacher et al. (2006) suggest, in such a rethinking 
of the role of Acholi culture in the reintegration of members of a society itself 
broken by war, the fire place and Acholi traditional dances are considered two 
important cultural institutions. The fire place is seen as the ‘informal school 
of the Acholi’ (AVSI, 2002, quoted in Harlacher et al., 2006: 37), where 
central elements of the cultural heritage are taught and passed on from 
generation to generation. The fire place functions as both a centre of 
entertainment and education. It is here that young people would be taught 
their kinship relations within and outside the village. This was to ensure that 
sexual relationships did not occur between relatives and to enforce the taboo 
against incest (Harlacher et al., 2006). To what extent has this information 
about taboos, rituals and expected behaviour – transmitted at the fire place as 
social norms using stories and riddles – been negated by the bush experience 
of mass rape, forced marriages and other atrocious activities that the children 
have experienced? Here lies one of the complexities of the social reintegration 
exercise in northern Uganda: children who have experienced many negative 
events as a result of war are returning to wounded communities which no 
longer possess social structures such as the wang oo that could have been 
useful for the reintegration of the children. 

The Acholi cultural dances, considered as a cultural institution, seem to 
be organized around life’s major events and/or societal elements and 
structures that matter to the group. According to Harlacher et al. (2006), as 
Acholi society is organized around the clan chiefs, the bwola dance is to 
honour the chief. The myel awal wilyel is the funeral dance and larakaraka, 
traditionally performed by the youth, is a courtship dance. From informal 
conversation with the research assistants involved in this study about general 
Acholi culture in general, I learnt that the apiti is a women’s social dance. It is 
clear from the events and occasions for which these dances are performed that 
their function is to educate, entertain and act as a tool for social cohesion. 
Following these revelations, we hypothesize that as the Acholi danced, they 
experienced a common identity, entertained themselves and taught the 
younger generation their values and norms. It is these values that are now 
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being sought, with the Acholi seeking recourse to their traditional rituals, 
including dances, for reintegration purposes at reception centres and during 
traditional rituals. 

It can be inferred that the kind of social organization just described also 
had its own communal social service and welfare system embedded in it, 
assisting the disadvantaged such as orphans. Harlacher et al. (2006) state that 
families from the same homestead ate together and we add that this would 
have been a means of facilitating this welfare system. During the long years of 
conflict, it is this kind of integrated societal system that would have broken 
down, but nonetheless this is the situation into which the war-affected 
children return in order to be reintegrated (Baines, 2005). The dynamics 
between this broken society and its ability to reintegrate the war-affected 
children is of key importance to this study. 

The above has shown that younger generations were educated about 
acceptable behaviour, taboos and rituals, which are actually manifestations of 
the spiritual, at the wang oo. Therefore, to complete the picture of the 
integrated Acholi society and its importance to the reintegration of formerly 
abducted children, there is a need to understand the spiritual world-view of 
the Acholi. This is because the actual traditional rituals that the war-affected 
children go through for the purpose of reintegration are based on this 
spiritual world-view. 
 
The Acholi spiritual world-view4 
The justification for the use of traditional cultural methods in the 
reintegration process relies on the importance of a distinct spiritual world-
view of the Acholi. Acholi spirituality and the ensuing traditional cultural 
practices emanate from this world-view. As is apparent above, an Acholi 
individual is entirely rooted in the community and the clan. Following this, 
even spiritual wellbeing is based on harmony between the community or clan 
and the self. Thus, the ancestral spirits (the living-dead), as part of the 
community, and other spirits, guide the Acholi in the maintenance of 
harmony and wellbeing. If harmony and moral codes are broken, either by 
individuals or the community, the spirits become angry and can send 
misfortune, poor health and conflict to remind the community that 
something has gone wrong (Baines, 2005; Behrend, 1999). The spirits, 
collectively called joggi (plural), jok, (singular) reside and live in specific 
objects and places, such as rocks, rivers, forests and mountains and as such, 

                                                 
4 It has to be noted that although the spiritual world-view of the Acholi has been present in the 
community for as long as it has existed, much of it was not recorded; renewed interest has 
developed in this spiritual world-view in particular and the Acholi culture in general in the final 
days of the conflict, as culture has come to be seen as part of the remedy for the devastating 
social effects of the war. 
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these abodes of the spirits are respected and revered (Behrend, 1999). The 
Acholi also depend on joggi for agricultural success, hunting and victory in 
times of war. To prevent disasters and ask for favours, sacrifices are made 
(Harlacher et al., 2006). 

Joggi are not only invoked in relation to productive and life-enhancing 
activities. They are also responsible for righting wrongs, guiding societal 
morals and maintaining social order. When the moral and social order of a 
part of the Acholi community is disturbed, an individual or family may be 
attacked by a jok or joggi. Such an attack manifests itself in misfortunes or 
illnesses called cen, described by the elders as: 

 
… the entrance of an angry spirit into the physical body of a person or 
persons that seeks appeasement, usually in the form of a sacrifice or, in the 
case of a ‘wrongful death’, compensation and reconciliation between the clan 
of the offended and offender. … cen … will haunt the wrongdoers by 
entering their mind or body in form of visions and nightmares that may 
result in mental illness and sickness until the wrong is made right. Cen can 
also send nightmares and sickness to the rest of the family of the individual 
involved, so threatens not only the individual, but the family and community. 
(Baines, 2005: 12) 

 
There may be several reasons why cen occurs, but it is said to mainly become 
manifest or afflict for three reasons. The first is related to death and/or dying. 
When someone dies due to the neglect of the family or when driven away 
from home in anger, cen will afflict the wrongdoers in order to avenge the 
spirit of such a dead person. Related to this, cen may also afflict an individual 
who comes across the body of someone who has been killed violently or 
someone who passes through an area where killing has taken place. It is 
believed that the spirits of such dead people will haunt the area in order to 
avenge their death (Baines, 2005 and Harlacher et al, 2006). Secondly, cen 
manifests in someone who purposely commits murder and where this murder 
has not been atoned for. Not only the individual but also the family members 
of the murderer and clan elders have a duty to right the wrong. Thirdly, an 
individual may inherit cen from the wrongdoing of parents or earlier 
generations (Baines, 2005). This is because cen is said to sometimes become 
manifest or afflict over a long period of time, pending confession or the 
righting of the offence committed. Sometimes cen will not afflict the 
wrongdoer but become manifest in the second generation (Baines, 2005 and 
Harlacher et al., 2006) and thus target the family lineage. Our research 
explains that this world-view has been compromised by conflict generally, but 
in particular by the war experiences of formerly abducted children, resulting 
in undesirable consequences. 
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General Acholi traditional rituals 
When cen afflicts and/or becomes manifest due to a breakdown in societal or 
communal harmony, there are remedies to appease the spirits and make 
amends. The remedies take the form of rituals. The following section presents 
some of the prevalent Acholi traditional rituals. In Uganda, the Acholi are 
one of the ethnic groups with a very rich and vibrant culture, with many 
traditional rituals that have various purposes. Harlacher et al. (2006) and 
Baines (2005) have explained in detail some of those related to reintegration. 
Nyono tonggweno (stepping on the egg), a cleansing ceremony, for example, 
was traditionally performed at the entrance to the clan settlement or 
homestead when an individual had been away from home. It was related to 
the belief that while away from home one could come into contact with 
spirits that could bring bad luck to the individual and the whole community. 
The nyono tonggweno has been extremely widely used after the return of 
abducted children. Almost all returnees have had to be cleansed in this way in 
order to be welcomed and accepted back home. 

Other rituals that Harlacher et al. (2006) and Baines (2005) describe 
include Lwoko pik wang (washing away tears) – normally performed for an 
individual who had already been mourned for, being thought to be dead – 
moyo tipu (cleansing the spirit), tumu kir (cleansing for a taboo committed) 
and mato oput (drinking the oput – a bitter herb), a reconciliation ceremony 
held after someone has killed another. There are also rituals that focus on the 
individual, such as the moyo kom and kwero merok. Moyo kom is held to 
cleanse the individual from personal spiritual impurity, while kwero merok is 
undertaken to cleanse an individual who has killed during war. Most of these 
rituals involve a long process but they always start with an explicit expression 
by the individual or their family of a need for a particular ritual to either 
defend against cen or cure it, depending on individual circumstances. The 
processes for each of the rituals are different, with further variations in 
different places according to Harlacher et al. (2006). Our research aims to 
demonstrate the use of these rituals in the reintegration process. 
 
3.3.5 Recapturing children in war and reintegration  
Thus far we have learnt that there is widespread use of children in conflicts 
and their involvement in these conflicts has devastating consequences for the 
children, both during and after the conflict. Civil society – NGOs and 
multinational organizations – carry out reintegration activities at the more 
formal levels, often influenced by the UN process of DDR. They provide or 
at least arrange for psychosocial and vocational training programmes, almost 
universally teaching tailoring, carpentry, welding and motor vehicle mechanics, 
among other courses. Noting this heavy dependence on the private sector for 
both short-term reinsertion and long-term reintegration, Specker (2008) 
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points out that the private sector has a weak capacity to absorb their own 
trainees and that they do not have the capacity to provide adequate training. 

What we have termed the institutionally based, short-term activities 
originating with the UN are explicitly referred to as reintegration initiatives. 
In contrast, what we have identified as community-based, long-term and 
context and culture-specific reintegration practices are not explicitly or 
officially known as reintegration activities. As such, less attention has been 
paid to these processes in the reintegration literature. Van Gog (2008: 11) 
also arrived at the same conclusion, stating that ‘attention to reintegration 
appears to be focused predominantly on the moment of return to a 
community. What happens after reunification or sometime after the war 
remains underrepresented in the literature…’. This study addresses this gap 
by emphasizing that both institution-based and community-based 
reintegration practices are important. 

We have also learnt that in the informal community-based reintegration 
approaches described by Sendabo, Honwana and Igreja, families and 
communities have drawn on their own cultures. It appears that politicians use 
state resources to fight wars but when it comes to post-conflict redress 
through activities such as reintegration, the use of state resources is limited. 
We have further learnt from the above that most of the institutional/NGO-
based reintegration practices are heavily biased towards individual ex-
combatants – providing training and material assistance. This points to a gap 
in either the awareness of or action in relation to community-based 
reintegration practices. Most importantly, thus far we have identified two 
approaches to reintegration – the institution-based and the community-based 
approaches. In order to gain a deeper understanding of the cultural context of 
reintegration, we have also provided an insight into the appropriate Acholi 
culture. We will use the two approaches we have identified as themes with 
which to analyse data, and also examine how institutions and communities in 
northern Uganda are reintegrating formerly abducted children. Our research 
looks at what constitutes reintegration in an institutional context, as well as 
examining the daily community-based activities which formerly abducted 
children are involved in within their own environment, including school. For 
us the daily activities of children in their own environment relate to the idea 
of citizenship. For this reason, we understand an attempt to reintegrate war-
affected children after devastating war experiences as the attempt to re-create 
their citizenship. In the following section we will link reintegration to 
citizenship. 
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3.43.43.43.4    REINTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP RE----CREATIONCREATIONCREATIONCREATION    
    
In reflecting on the reintegration of formerly abducted children, this study 
finds citizenship re-creation to be the point at which an individual can be 
considered reintegrated. This therefore means that we see citizenship re-
creation as a normative condition for reintegration. Our assumption 
underlying this statement is that when children are abducted and forcefully 
conscripted to engage in violent and atrocious activities, they break their 
citizenship status within their community. Their forced conscription also 
halts their active participation in their community. Miraftab and Wills (2005) 
explain that the places and frameworks within which people live are their 
spaces for practising citizenship. What individuals do in such a space then 
become ‘situated practices of citizenship’ (Miraftab and Wills, 2005: 201). 
On this basis, we reason that the spaces in which children live out their 
citizenship are either distorted or violated due to their abduction. 
Consequently, we therefore define citizenship as the ability of the formerly 
abducted children to positively engage in daily activities over a long period of 
time to sustain their day-to-day lives. Hence, the aims of this study include 
understanding the link between reintegration and citizenship. To this end we 
will examine the definition of citizenship offered by Lister (1997), Aleinikoff 
(1986), Miraftab and Wills (2005) and Leonard (2007). We will also 
present five models of citizenship constructed by Lister et al. (2005), 
followed by the notion of communitarian citizenship which is drawn from 
the various definitions and models of citizenship. The aim of presenting the 
definitions and models of citizenship is to identify elements in the notion of 
citizenship that are useful in explaining reintegration in the context of our 
analysis. Thus, in the analysis of our findings in chapter 8, we will aim to 
explain reintegration in the light of the concept of citizenship. Below, in the 
final part of this section, we will discuss the link between the elements of 
citizenship and reintegration that are identified. 
 
3.4.1 The meaning of citizenship 
As concepts, ‘citizen’ or ‘citizenship’ usually evoke the relationship between 
an individual and a nation, such as Uganda. Leonard (2007: 487) refers to it 
as ‘national identity over and above divisive group identities’. Quoting Helve 
and Wallace (2001), Leonard (2007) further explains that citizenship is 
increasingly defined as involving membership of a nation-state. Clearly, this 
notion presupposes or anticipates a state. Viewing citizenship from this 
perspective, Lister (1997) explains that citizenship has as its lowest common 
denominator membership of a community. She adds that it is also about the 
relationship between individual citizens and the state, in addition to the 



Chapter 3 

 66

relationship between individuals within a community. Aleinikoff (1986: 1488) 
expresses a similar idea succinctly: 
 

Citizenship is not a right held against the state: it is a relationship with the 
state or, perhaps, a relationship among persons in the state. It is membership 
in a common venture. 

 
Such a nation-state based form of citizenship carries with it benefits such as 
the ability to travel with the country’s passport, a claim for protection and the 
right to vote and hold office. This type of citizenship is also loaded with the 
allegiance of the individual to the state (Aleinikoff, 1986). From this, we 
deduce that rights and obligations are important characteristics of such a 
relationship and/or membership. Lister (1997) emphasizes that the main 
debates about citizenship revolve around the balance between rights and 
obligations. The two approaches to understanding citizenship – rights (liberal) 
and obligations (republican) – see citizenship in terms of status and practice 
respectively (Lister, 1997). Citizenship as status prioritizes the rights of the 
individual, while as practice the concept prioritizes the interests of the wider 
society (Lister, 1997). These twin ideas of citizen rights and obligations are 
closely related to  the practice of service men in what Mjøset and Van Holde 
(2002) refer to as ‘citizen-soldiers’ where they show that in the late 
eighteenth century conscription into the military service in the US and France 
was linked to the acquisition and protection of citizenship rights. In the 
nineteenth century, however, this type of military conscription for citizenship 
protection was abandoned in European states to be largely replaced by 
politically motivated and human rights oriented conscription. For our study, 
what is important is how abduction has affected community membership and 
the rights of formerly abducted children in northern Uganda. How have their 
actions in captivity, as a situated practice of citizenship, (Miraftab and Wills, 
2005) affected their citizenship? 

Further exploration of the meaning of citizenship by Lister (1997) 
emphasizes the importance of human agency in the understanding of 
citizenship. She states ‘citizenship as participation represents an expression of 
human agency … citizenship as rights enables people to act as agents’ (Lister, 
1997: 36) of their social transformation. Essentially, human agency 
characterizes or defines individuals as autonomous, purposive actors who are 
capable of choice, and these actions and choices are processes of self-
development – a process of becoming the person one chooses to be (Lister, 
1997). She adds that human agency is a journey of self-definition and power, 
undertaken by human subjects who have the ability to exercise control over 
their lives by acting upon and potentially changing the world. 

Of importance is that human agency functions in a web of social 
relations because individual citizens are social beings. In addition, individual 
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self-development occurs in the context of social relations and necessarily 
involves engagement in collective activities directed towards collective as well 
as individual benefits. Because human agency concerns the personal power to 
make choices and transform social or other circumstances, it is a concept that 
cannot conceive of disadvantaged and or excluded groups or citizens as 
‘victims’, because their survival depends on the exercise of their personal 
power (Lister, 1997): ‘Thus agency is not simply about the capacity to 
choose and act but it is also about a conscious capacity which is important to 
the individual’s self-identity. The development of a conscious sense of 
agency … is crucial to breaking the chains of victimhood and [the] emergence 
of full and active citizens’ (Lister, 1997: 38). We consider Lister’s (1997) 
idea of active citizenship and agency to be related to the ideas of situated 
practices of citizenship and spaces for citizenship as explained above by 
Miraftab and Mills (2005). These ideas about active citizenship, agency and 
spaces for the practice of situated citizenship also seem to relate to what 
Young (2007) refers to as the social practices that individuals engage in 
beyond the state; as civic actions on different geographical levels (Young, 
2007: 414). Briefly stated, we consider these actions to be those daily 
activities that people undertake to sustain their day-to-day lives. Our study 
wishes to understand how the war experiences of formerly abducted children 
have affected their agency – their daily activities and day-to-day lives. We also 
aim to develop an understanding of how the children’s agency has helped 
their social reintegration, if at all. 
 
Five models of citizenship 
In view of the many characteristics that citizenship may have, in a study 
examining young British people’s understanding of what it means to be a 
citizen, Lister et al. (2005: 114-117) came up with five models of citizenship: 
 

1. Universal status model – being a person and belonging to a 
community 

2. Respectable economic independence model – working, owning a 
house, paying bills and taxes 

3. Constructive social participation model – abiding by the law, 
helping other people and generally having a positive impact in 
the community 

4. Social contractual model – referring to rights and one’s 
responsibilities to the community  

5. Right to voice model – the right and genuine opportunity to 
have a say and be heard 
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This classification succinctly states the elements that comprise the 
relationship between an individual and the nation-state and the relationship 
between individuals as members of the same community, as explained by 
Young (2007), Miraftab and Mills (2005), Lister (1997) and Aleinikoff 
(1986) above. Put simply, the five models also point to the fact that an 
individual is a ‘good’ citizen if they abide by the law, pay their taxes and fulfil 
their responsibilities to the community. Alternatively, the individual may also 
be a ‘bad’ citizen if they fail to fulfil those responsibilities to their community. 
Above all, individuals should have the chance to be themselves and belong. 
These five models, developed in a non-violent conflict situation, may appear 
irrelevant to the study of children in conflict conditions. It may also be too 
ambitious to use all of the elements to explain the lives of those abducted and 
their reintegration. However, we will use some of the elements provided, such 
as participation, being and belonging and the right to have a voice. These will 
act as reference points in our analysis of war experiences and reintegration 
practices in the light of the concept of citizenship (see also chapter 8).  
 
3.4.2 Communitarian citizenship 
The five models of citizenship (Lister et al., 2005), the notion that 
citizenship is as much about relationships between individuals within the state 
as with the state (Lister, 1997), and the notion that citizenship involves 
membership of a community with a common venture (Aleinikoff, 1986) are 
aspects of citizenship considered from a communitarian perspective. 
Aleinikoff’s (1986: 1494) explanation below helps us to understand the 
notion of communitarian citizenship: 
 

Community theory begins with individuals situated in a real society, not in a 
hypothetical state of nature or on the brink of contract … He is defined – 
or constituted – in part by his relationships, roles and allegiances. His 
relationship with the state is based on his identification with and immersion 
in the society’s history, traditions and core assumptions and purposes. … the 
bywords of communitarian theory are solidarity, responsibility and civic 
virtue … From the communitarian perspective, citizenship is seen as an 
organic relationship … 

 
Stressing the importance of communitarian citizenship, without negating the 
notion of nation-state citizenship, Ong (2006) shows that today citizenship 
claims are not based on territorialized notions concerning nation-states but 
situated in contexts, which ground resources, entitlements and protection. In 
other words, there are several different arenas, depending on the context, for 
the practice of citizenship as a means of improving the quality of human life 
(Ong, 2006). Furthermore, Miraftab and Wills (2005: 201) explain that the 
state is not the only legitimate source of citizenship, adding that: 
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This new drama of citizenship is performed not only in the high courts of 
justice and ministerial corridors of government institutions but also in the 
streets of the city, the squatter camps of hope and despair and the everyday 
life spaces of those excluded from the state’s citizenship project. … breeding 
grounds for emerging citizenship practices. 

 
From this, we suppose that these everyday life spaces are the communities in 
which people live their daily lives. 

According to Mamdani (2002), in countries such as Uganda, Rwanda 
and Congo, and indeed most of the colonized countries of Africa, people’s 
spaces and the practice of citizenship in daily life are solidly rooted in culture, 
ethnicity and ancestry. He adds that culture, ethnicity and ancestry, as 
grounds for practising citizenship, are, however, influenced by politics. This 
can lead to what Leonard, in the context of studying children’s citizenship in 
the politically sensitive society of Northern Ireland, refers to as ‘competing 
identities’ (Leonard, 2007: 488). In this study, we postulate that for formerly 
abducted children in northern Uganda the everyday spaces for practising 
citizenship were the LRA rebel camps, the internally displaced people’s camps 
and now the ‘new villages’ – the communities to which they have returned. 
This study will further examine the complex notion of communitarian 
citizenship because it has more potential to explain and support the notion 
that the need to re-create relationships with and by the formerly abducted 
children of northern Uganda within their own community is a priority. We 
will attempt to explain the community-based reintegration practices in which 
formerly abducted children are engaged in the light of the idea of 
communitarian citizenship. 

Because the reintegration practices take place within the community, we 
need an explanatory framework for ‘community’. Laar (1999: 6) points out 
that there are disagreements about the definition of community, but with 
reference to other scholars he identifies the feeling of membership, that of 
belonging, shared socio-emotional ties, a perception of similarity to others 
and a network of supportive relationships as elements of community. Bujo 
(2001) shows that the African community is a function of the palaver, 
communion, a relationship with the ancestors, and with the living and the 
dead. Bujo’s ideas concerning community also explain the basis of traditional 
reintegration practices among the Acholi. Citizenship re-creation for war-
affected children entails an assessment of these elements of community. The 
thesis here is that for the war-affected children to feel and act like citizens in 
their communities they should have a sense of community and re-establish 
their broken relationships with each other, their families, the dead (those they 
killed), the relatives of the dead and the spirit world. This reconnection, 
considered as a reintegration through a process of reconciliation with the 
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different categories described, could in turn guarantee the basis for a re-
created citizenship. Our research uses these categories of reintegration to 
explain the performance of traditional rituals for the purpose of the 
reintegration of formerly abducted children in northern Uganda.  
 
Community defined 
Thus, drawing on the ideas of Bujo (2001) and Laar (1999), this study 
defines community as the basic, natural and informal setup of a group of 
people. A community consists of families, relatives, neighbours and friends, as 
well as relationships, norms, values and rules. This community exists in space 
and time, and caters for its members, who are also its citizens, who have a 
responsibility to ensure its continuity while adjusting to changes that arise due 
to new ideas, but also violent shocks such as conflict. However, such a 
community would also require some structure or structures in order to deal 
with different aspects of life. In relation to the situation in northern Uganda, 
conflict, war and especially the children becoming both victims and 
perpetrators, have broken and disrupted the coherence and embeddedness of 
this community. The rationale behind the social reintegration of children is 
that it is imperative to re-create positive relationships for the common good 
of both the war-affected children and the community.  
 
3.4.3 The link between citizenship and reintegration 
Reintegration can draw on the virtues of citizenship, defined in the literature 
(Young, 2007; Miraftab and Wills, 2005; Lister, 1997; Aleinikoff, 1986) as 
membership of a group or community, with rights and obligations as well as 
status, and as a practice, in addition to human agency. Inclusion, social 
relationships and identities qualify these citizenship characteristics, with all 
being fuelled by participation aimed at collective activity (Lister, 2007; 
Leonard, 2007; Miraftab and Wills, 2005). This study will use some of these 
virtues of citizenship for analytical purposes. 

During conflict, community membership, as expressed in terms of 
belonging, is often lost through the violence meted out to individuals and 
communities. Indeed, in some conflicts, being a member of a certain 
community makes one a target of violence – consider, for example, the 
Rwandan genocide (Mamdani, 2002; Gourevitch, 1999). Reintegration can 
borrow from citizenship by invoking the need to belong and be part of a 
community through reconciliation and reparation. Our assumption here is 
that community membership during an active conflict is also often reflected 
in either skewed or distorted rights and obligations. In the case of war-
affected children, the need to focus on rights and obligations in the 
community is made urgent due to their considerably distorted identity – 
being both soldiers and civilians (Sendabo, 2004; Hill and Langholtz, 2003). 
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During the period of active conflict in northern Uganda, formerly abducted 
children brutalized communities and engaged in numerous atrocities in their 
role as unwilling soldiers (see, for example, Betancourt et al., 2008; Amone-
P’Olak, 2004; Veale and Stavrou, 2003; Human Rights Watch, 2003). 
There is a need for them to understand that in a post-conflict situation they 
have obligations towards the community to be socially more productive and 
acceptable. Perhaps social acceptance by the community might also be the 
gateway to full rights as members of the community. 

Reintegration may further draw on citizenship considered as social 
participation (Miraftab and Wills, 2005; Lister et al., 2005; Lister, 1997). 
Skills concerned with participation in the community following conflict are 
important because of the possibilities they create for ex-combatants, who 
might be treated as victims. Participation, however, puts a premium on the 
capacities and the survival skills acquired while in captivity that might be 
relevant to their social reintegration. The identity and skills acquired as a 
result of involvement in combat (Veale, 2005) might be used as stepping-
stones for various community-building activities. As shown by Sendabo 
(2004) and Veale (2005), in Liberia and Ethiopia, to be seen to be 
participating in community activities is important for reintegration and 
benefits all members of the community. 

At a local level a sense of identity helps the individual to engage in 
community affairs. After the traumatic experiences, abducted children, whose 
actions may have driven a wedge between them and their communities, need 
to begin to participate in community activities (Laar, 1999; Bujo, 2001) as a 
gesture of reparation to the community to which they have returned. Indeed, 
participation is meaningless if people in a neighbourhood and/or community 
do not identify with each other and with the community. The concept of 
‘participating with’ is important in the context of a post-conflict community 
and the reintegration process, with community-based reintegration being 
about investing in social relationships using indigenous culture and value 
systems (Kanyandago, 2008) to re-create a society (Bujo, 2001). 

The inclusive participation of individuals in a post-conflict community 
may in turn lead to the creation of spaces for citizenship as status and as a 
practice (Miraftab and Mills, 2005). Inclusive participation also guarantees 
agency (Lister, 1997) for reintegration. In this regard, awareness and the 
practice of situated citizenship becomes an important element.  
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The conceptual model presents children’s experience of war conditions and a 
long-running war, the adverse affects of which mainly target children 
(UNICEF, 2005). The appropriate reintegration of these war-affected 
children is a critical step towards citizenship re-creation. Reintegration of 
war-affected children ought to extend beyond formal, institutionally based 
short-term counselling, skills training and provision of basic needs, as most of 
the literature on reintegration shows, including Maslen (1997), UNICEF 
(2005; 2003) and Parsons (2005). We borrow from Honwana (2006), 
Sendabo (2004) and Igreja (2003) to include appropriate mechanisms such 
as culturally specific, community-based approaches for reintegration in the 
communities to which the children finally return to live. The positive 
experiences of reintegration in both the community and institutions by 
children of war are part of the processes of citizenship re-creation. 
Citizenship, considered as membership, status, practice, agency and 
participation (Lister, 2005; Lister et al., 1997; Aleinikoff, 1986) in the 
community, can be considered equivalent to reintegration. 

On the basis of the above we assume that the failure to involve the 
community in the reintegration process or use appropriate methods may at 
best place the war-affected children and the community at a crossroads and in 
the worst-case scenario in a situation of conflict and societal insecurity. In 
addition, the failure to properly accept and reintegrate the children back into 
society and give them the opportunity to have an efficacious livelihood as well 
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as confidence in the community they once terrorized, spells doom in a post-
war region. A reintegration process that is both formal and informal, 
institutionally based and community-based, translates into a citizenship re-
creation process that develops positive experiences and relationships. This 
ensures a mutual learning experience for the children and the community, 
which can then, through feedback, be translated into good practices of 
citizenship. 

 
 

3.53.53.53.5    CONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKS    
 
The theoretical framework presented here in three parts will provide the basis 
for our data presentation and analytical framework in subsequent chapters. 
The first part presented the difficult experiences undergone by children 
during the war, thus justifying the need for a reintegration process. This is 
important for our study in framing the presentation and analysis of our 
findings on children’s war experiences in northern Uganda. The second part 
aimed to explain reintegration, tracing and identifying two approaches to 
reintegration – the formal, short-term institutional approach and the informal, 
long-term, community-based approach. We will use these to present our 
findings concerning the institutional approaches and the community-based 
approaches to reintegration in northern Uganda. The third part of the 
framework sought to find a link between reintegration and citizenship, and 
explained that to be considered reintegrated is to have become a citizen. For 
example, to develop one’s sense of being, a degree of participation and having 
agency within one’s community is part of the process of reintegration. These 
elements of citizenship will be used as reference points in our analysis of our 
findings. 
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“We the feedback team … make the work very original, actual and critical of what has been happening … 
somebody who has not been here, who reads the text, may wonder … is this true? … the experience of 

these children … but because I am confirming, he is confirming, [Lucy and other research assistants] were 
in the field during the interview, there are voice recordings … 

[G]oing to the field, to the community to collect data [coming] back to present [the findings] that process 
is a moment of clarifying …” 
(Feedback team members) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY 
    
    
4.14.14.14.1    INTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIOINTRODUCTIONNNN    
 
This chapter presents the methodology used in this research into the social 
reintegration of formerly abducted children for the purpose of re-creating 
their citizenship in northern Uganda. It presents an approach based on the 
foundations and characteristics of action research, providing the guiding 
principles for the entire project. Furthermore, the arguments in favour of 
action research and how it evolved in practice in the field will be presented. 
The remainder of the chapter will discuss some of the practical experiences 
and challenges of undertaking action research in a conflict area. I will begin by 
describing the area in which the research was done. 
 
 
4.24.24.24.2    RESEARCH AREARESEARCH AREARESEARCH AREARESEARCH AREA    
 
This research was carried out between March 2006 and September 2008 in 
three phases. The first fieldwork was carried out between March and June 
2006. The second phase followed in April through to July 2007. The 
shortest and last phase was in September 2008, where we conducted a 
workshop for validation and the collaborative formulation of strategies and 
suggestions to improve reintegration practices. The initial stages of the 
research (March–June 2006) mostly focused on listening to the life histories 
of the formerly abducted children, and included a few focus group discussions 
and some interviews with parents. These covered the then Gulu, Kitgum and 
Apac districts. We also conducted some group interviews with the staff of 
KICWA in Kitgum district and the Concerned Parents Association in Lira, 
whose area of operation also covered Apac district. For logistical, security and 
content reasons, the second phase (March–July 2007) of the fieldwork, which 
concentrated on community-based reintegration practices and involved 
interviews with some elders and focus groups in schools, was carried out in 
Gulu district. We felt we could restrict ourselves to Gulu district in this 
second phase of the fieldwork because of our previous experience, which had 
shown that much of the information about the experiences of war-affected 
children and the community-based reintegration practices were similar across 
the districts affected. We were therefore still able to reach saturation point in 
terms of data collection without having to unnecessarily put ourselves at risk 
by travelling to more remote areas. In any case, grounded in qualitative 
research, what was important was information depth rather than information 



Chapter 4 

 76

breadth. In addition, due to the legacy of the two decades of conflict, most 
properly functioning schools, from which we needed to collect data to 
understand schooling experience as reintegration, were still largely 
concentrated around Gulu. This made for easy reach and accessibility.  
    
    
4.34.34.34.3    RESEARCH APPROACH: ACTION RESEARCHRESEARCH APPROACH: ACTION RESEARCHRESEARCH APPROACH: ACTION RESEARCHRESEARCH APPROACH: ACTION RESEARCH    
 
In its methodological orientation, the research was conducted using action 
research, and was primarily exploratory. The approach was preferred because 
of the complex issues involved in the specific topic of citizenship re-creation 
as a process of reintegration of war-affected children in northern Uganda. As 
indicated in the previous chapters, the underlying concerns with respect to 
this social problem include loss of relationships, trust, dignity and confidence, 
and a legacy of individual and collective guilt, trauma and painful memories, 
both among the children and within the community. In addition to these 
complex issues, the need for the community to receive and accept the 
returnees also became apparent. The responsibility of the community to do 
this, its dilemma in regard to accepting these disoriented children and the 
approach involved justified the use of action research as a tool to gain insight 
into how the community dealt with social reintegration. We assumed that the 
use of action research would enhance the collective learning process and 
contribute towards possible solutions for the difficulties involved in the social 
reintegration of formerly abducted children in northern Uganda. Before we go 
on to discuss the action research design in this study, we must understand 
some foundational issues related to the strands of action research used here. 
We will do this by discussing two perspectives of action research. 
    
    
4.44.44.44.4    TWO PERSPECTIVES OF ACTION RESEARCH: TWO PERSPECTIVES OF ACTION RESEARCH: TWO PERSPECTIVES OF ACTION RESEARCH: TWO PERSPECTIVES OF ACTION RESEARCH: 

INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONSINTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONSINTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONSINTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONS    
 
There are various strands of action-oriented research approaches, which 
include but are not limited to participatory action research, action learning 
and appreciative inquiry (see for example Boog et al., 2008; Reason & 
Bradbury, 2001; Bray et al., 2000). This research, however, is based on the 
general characteristics of action research derived from the collaborative 
learning and participatory approaches. The two approaches are presented as 
partly complementary perspectives of action research, which differ in terms of 
their emphasis on certain aspects. The first is a collaborative inquiry 
perspective that is based on human experience (Bray et al., 2000), and the 
second is a more intervention-oriented exemplary participatory approach 
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(Boog, Coenen and Keune, 2001). The experience-based approach is used in 
an attempt to gain knowledge of the experiences of abduction and captivity 
by war-affected children and the reintegration experiences of the formerly 
abducted children and other members of the communities to which they have 
returned in northern Uganda. The intervention-oriented participatory 
approach is used not only to generate knowledge in response to the research 
questions but also to foster perspectives on how to improve intervention 
practices used for reintegration. 
 
4.4.1 Experience as a basis for learning and knowledge 
According to Bray et al. (2000), action research has its roots in John Dewey’s 
pragmatism – itself an extension of historical empiricism – and Edmund 
Husserl’s hermeneutic phenomenology. Bray et al. (2000) further state that 
these intellectual positions converge in terms of the importance given to 
experience as an element of learning, knowledge and interpretation, which 
also give way to new meanings, change and the solving of problems. The 
theme of experience as an element of learning, knowledge and interpretation 
is important to reintegration and citizenship in a post-conflict situation 
because an inquiry addressing such issues can be strengthened by focusing on 
people’s experience. An understanding of the conditions and consequences of 
abduction, captivity and the eventual reintegration of war children is only 
possible by listening and thus partaking in their experience. Again, the 
community’s fears as well as their attempts to receive and reintegrate the 
children can also be understood by sharing experiences of these events. This 
was the approach we took with the Acholi community to co-generate 
knowledge and to search for options for improving interventions aimed at 
reintegration. Heron (1985) (quoted in Bray et al., 2000: 26) posits that 
‘cooperative inquiry [is] a way of systematically deriving learning from 
individual and shared experience as people engage in a refined experiential 
learning cycle’. They also argue that collaborative inquiry is a way of 
conducting research into human experience, and we add, of conflict and 
conflict situations. 

Bray et al. (2000: 30), citing Brooks and Watkins (1994), identify four 
characteristics of action research. First, the intended result of action research 
is ‘the construction of new knowledge on which new action can be based’. 
Second, people comprising the research ‘should be central to the research 
process’. Third, ‘the data used in the research process are systematically 
collected and come from the experience of the participants’. Fourth there is 
focus on generating change in the form of ‘improvements in professional 
practice, organizational outcomes, or social democracy’. We use these 
characteristics to guide our attempt to understand the war experiences of 
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formerly abducted children and those of the people they interacted with after 
their return. 
 
4.4.2 Participatory characteristics of action research 
According to Boog, Coenen and Keune (2001), considered as a form of social 
science research, action research is participatory and practice-oriented. It 
empowers those involved and finds solutions to social problems. Action 
research is a reciprocal learning process, as the researcher and the researched 
are partners. This reciprocal learning process requires all partners to be open, 
truthful and satisfied with the communication of facts – this is reciprocal 
adequacy. Reciprocal adequacy in action research provides the measure of 
validity and reliability because it allows for information to be crosschecked 
and answers agreed upon by the actors involved. According to Boog, Coenen 
and Keune (2001) this democratic ethos flows from the work of John Dewey 
(1910) and Kurt Lewin (1946). It is based on the notion of a shared 
ontology of progressive human development as social learning, emancipation 
and empowerment towards a socially just and sustainable world community. 

Boog, Coenen and Keune (2001) discern six characteristics of action 
research. These are that researchers and actors in action research have a 
subject-subject relationship; the action research process is a continuing 
dialogue based on the rules of participatory democracy; it is practice-oriented 
research; it entails a cyclical-spiral process of researching and learning; it is 
exemplary, that is, research subjects and other actors can use the experience 
from the small-scale tests in comparable situations (exemplary value); and 
finally, action research uses multiple methods and techniques of social 
research. In practice therefore, action research means the organization of a 
network for research and learning, which consists of the researcher, the 
primary research subjects and other actors (Boog, Coenen and Keune, 2001). 
Additionally, action research also produces new action scripts derived from 
the inquiry and which flow into social action (Boog, Slagter and Zeelen, 
2008). 

Reflecting on both action research approaches, it should be added that 
using action research as a tool for generating knowledge and improvements in 
intervention practices does not imply that the main tenets of action research 
will always be applicable to every situation or problem studied (Zeelen, 2004). 
Often the reality is that due to difficulties in entering the field, logistical 
obstacles and time constraints, only certain elements of action research can be 
used (Van der Linden & Zeelen, 2008). This also occurred in our case, with 
the use of only some elements of action research being possible (see below) 
because we did not have a complete action research cycle. 
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4.54.54.54.5    ARGUMENTS FOR ACTION RESEARCH AS ARGUMENTS FOR ACTION RESEARCH AS ARGUMENTS FOR ACTION RESEARCH AS ARGUMENTS FOR ACTION RESEARCH AS 
METHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGY    

 
This section explains the importance of action research in the social sciences 
generally and for understanding the reintegration practices of war children in 
particular. First, as a method of inquiry, action research aims to create a link 
between social science research and the resolution of pressing social problems 
(Boog, Coenen and Keune, 2001; Bray et al., 2000). As indicated in earlier 
chapters, the disintegration of society and the effect of this on children, 
through conflict and abduction in particular, had become the hallmark of the 
conflict of northern Uganda, and therefore a huge social problem. A society 
that has disintegrated due to conflict is socially unstable, wounded, feels 
guilty and sees its way of life shattered. In other words, this society has 
experienced broken citizenship. Therefore, the need for reintegration in 
northern Uganda and the research into the phenomenon would pose 
enormous challenges even without involving the people themselves in one way 
or the other. We used various aspects of action research (Bray et al., 200) as a 
methodology to understand formerly abducted children’s own experiences of 
war and their reintegration into a disintegrated society. Possible suggestions 
for improving practices used in their reintegration would also arise from their 
participation in this research. 

Second, a researcher cannot easily succeed in studying the experiences of 
conflict and abduction and the resulting need for reintegration with what Bray 
et al. (2000) refer to as an elitist attitude. Our understanding suggests that 
the phrase ‘elitist attitude’, as used by Bray et al. (2000), is similar to a 
positivist approach and that by avoiding such an attitude towards research it 
is possible to ensure the empathy of the researcher and a non-judgmental 
attitude towards the victims of the social issue concerned. Such an approach 
looks at the social problem from the position of those being researched. 
Often the experiences of the victims or subjects of a social crisis such as war 
are so personal, intricate and intimate that it is not possible for a researcher to 
‘control’ the research process, as though it were occurring in a laboratory, as is 
the tendency of those who adopt an ‘elitist’ approach or what Eikeland calls a 
‘condescending ethics’ (Eikeland, 2006: 37). For Bray et al. (2000: 35): 

 
Participatory Action Research has been adopted … to more clearly set it 
apart from the elitist assumptions of the traditional, laboratory model of 
experimental research. 

 
Clearly, the rejection of the elitist approach involves a negation of positivist 
research. Whyte (1991b), in Bray et al. (2000: 35), explains: 
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The standard model of social science research is an elitist or top-down 
model. It is commonly assumed that, in order to meet the exacting standards 
of science, the professional researcher should exercise maximum control over 
the research process, from the initial design to the conclusions and 
recommendations emerging from the study. … Participatory action research 
challenges this model. 

 
In relation to our research, without going into the existing debates on the 
scientific method, we accept that we cannot control or experiment with the 
impact of the experience of conflict on the formerly abducted children or the 
community. The events have already been experienced and to understand 
them one can only defer to such individuals or the community and see their 
experiences from their perspective in attempting to research them. 

Third, we could draw on the participatory nature of action research 
insofar as this involves the people being studied as co-researchers (Boog, 
Coenen and Keune, 2001). Ideally, the research would benefit from the 
people’s courage and will to express, manage and solve their problems. A 
conflict-ridden community such as that of northern Uganda is a demoralized 
one and lives in debilitating conditions (Dolan, 2005), or even as the living 
dead (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004). The aim of undertaking research 
together with the community in relation to how they attempt to achieve 
reintegration was two-fold. For us it was a learning process based on an 
attempt to understand how the community engages in reintegration. At the 
same time, we hoped that sharing their experiences during the study would 
affirm the community to ‘become more self-determining’ (Bray et al., 2000) 
in reintegrating their formerly abducted children in spite of the prevailing 
debilitating conditions. The study assumes that the community was aware of 
the adverse consequences of the conflict on the children and the need for their 
long-term reintegration. However, the Acholi community still lives in 
debilitating circumstances, such as an uncertain security situation, living in 
IDP camps, and a general state of social, economic and political 
demoralization. This makes it difficult to interact with the children. 
Furthermore, the community is still searching for solutions to the problems 
faced by their formerly abducted children. For these reasons this study put the 
community, the children, and their experiences of war at its core, with the aim 
of creating a subject-subject relationship as a means to developing an 
understanding of the problems involved in this process. 

Fourth, as the end result of action research should be social change, this 
method of inquiry was also aimed at developing a set of suggestions arrived at 
in collaboration with the members of the community and the formerly 
abducted children in order to improve reintegration practices for formerly 
abducted children in northern Uganda. As indicated above, the suggestions 
for improving reintegration practices are only elements of the action research 
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cycle. For example, the actual implementation of the suggestions was not part 
of this project. 
 
 
4.64.64.64.6    RESEARCH DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS: DATA RESEARCH DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS: DATA RESEARCH DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS: DATA RESEARCH DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS: DATA 

COLLECTIONCOLLECTIONCOLLECTIONCOLLECTION    
 
There were different participant categories that were key to the field research. 
In total about 255 people formally participated in this study either by telling 
their life story, being involved in focus group discussions and interviews, or 
through feedback meetings. Our participants were also categorised according 
to whether they were formerly abducted children, elders and/or parents, 
teachers, non-formerly abducted children, institutional personnel or feedback 
members. In relation to the latter categorisation, our sample distribution was 
as follows: In all there were 97 participant formerly abducted children. 27 of 
these narrated their life history, the remaining 26 young adults living in the 
community and 44 school-going formerly abducted children participated 
mainly in focus group discussions. 

The study also benefited from 52 elders in the community who 
participated in focus group discussions and (in-depth) interviews. In addition 
we also interviewed 8 parents of formerly abducted children. 16 institutional 
personnel, 25 teachers, 38 non-formerly abducted children were participants 
mainly in focus groups discussions and interviews. Finally, the study benefited 
from 4 feedback members (see appendix III). Other interactions were not 
exactly formal but nonetheless useful. For example, unexpected moments in 
which ideas concerning the project were shared and suddenly opened my 
mind to new ideas or ways of looking at issues, as well as the many 
encouragements received, also had their place in this study. The more formal 
participants in the context of the research design are discussed in the 
following section. 

Although our findings in chapter 5 show some additional experiences for 
girls while in captivity, this study did not focus on differential experiences or 
even views for boys and girls. Therefore, in terms of gender, the participants 
were not segregated.  What was of importance was the fact that an individual 
had been abducted.  Nonetheless, we sought a balanced participation, for 
example, by seeking to talk with 3 boys and girls in a reception centre. In the 
case of focus group discussions with elders, for example, we would normally 
ask for more or less an equal mix of women and men. We did not do this to 
ascertain if women and men had different views about the reintegration of 
formerly abducted children but just to have a ‘normal’ discussion group. 
What mattered was that an adult was living in the community and had an 
experience with the children. 
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4.6.1 The research assistants 
For organizational purposes and practical reasons, this study greatly benefited 
from the work of three research assistants, all of whom were Luo and 
therefore could speak the local language. The competence of the research 
assistants in Luo was important as my spoken Luo is hesitant and my 
understanding is compromised when deeper meaning expressions are used. In 
such cases, to maintain clear communication with the research participants, 
the research assistants were asked to bridge this linguistic gap. 

The first research assistant, Terrence, was a teacher and social worker 
employed by People’s Voice for Peace. A teacher who taught with him at the 
same school recommended him for recruitment on the basis of Terence’s 
involvement as a social worker with civil society. Terrence mainly contributed 
by making contact with participants in remote IDP camps and schools. His 
background as a social worker and teacher in the region had created many 
networks that were valuable to our research. In cases where only the two of us 
went into the field, Terrence would conduct the sessions we had scheduled as 
well as translate between the participants and the main researcher when the 
need arose. He also helped with logistical arrangements, especially during the 
workshop (see details below). 

The other two research assistants, Lucy and George, were Master’s 
students at the beginning of the project, but by its completion they had gone 
on to become an assistant lecturer at university and a parish priest respectively. 
Lucy is also a teacher by profession and I had known her for a long time 
before the study commenced. I could therefore approach her directly to see if 
she was willing to be involved in the research, as I considered that the project 
would benefit from her people and language skills. In addition, she was 
studying the importance of Acholi (as a mother tongue) and English (as a 
second language) for learners. This knowledge helped in her role as the main 
interviewer and in conducting focus group and life history sessions (see details 
below). She also transcribed all of the recordings from Luo into English. This 
took her a lot of time and dedication considering that she was doing this as 
well as her regular duties. For the workshop, Lucy had to translate our 
preliminary findings into Luo and present them to the workshop participants. 
Through all of these tasks, she has come to internalize much of this research. 

As mentioned, George was a Master’s student at the beginning of the 
project, doing his own research on the role of women in conflict resolution in 
northern Uganda. He could speak Lango, another Luo dialect. His interest in 
women and conflict resolution closely matched the focus of this research in 
the social reintegration of formerly abducted children in the same region. On 
the basis of this similarity of interest, we could start this research on an equal 
footing. His knowledge of the Lango dialect would also be important for our 
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initial decision to include the Apac district where Lango is spoken. Because of 
these skills, I also approached him directly to request his participation in this 
study. During the fieldwork in Minakulu (Apac district) he made all the 
initial contacts with participants and also conducted the life histories and 
focus group discussions, in addition to translating between the participants 
and the main researcher. He also undertook the ground work needed to send 
a participant from Minakulu for the workshop. 

All of the three research assistants were helpful in informal discussions, 
especially after some of the field sessions, or in sharing their impressions and 
raising issues from the field. These are what I describe below as ‘evaluation of 
the day’ sessions. While not presuming to know what participating in this 
research may have meant to them, their dedication and commitment while we 
worked together was clear, and Lucy in particular was personally empowered. 
This was most apparent during the workshop in the way she could relate to 
the participants on the issues raised after her presentation of the preliminary 
findings.  
 
4.6.2 The feedback team and the feedback meetings 
This research was also designed to benefit from feedback meetings of a 
critical group of participants who I called the feedback team. This group, in 
addition to being knowledgeable, also had experiences of abduction, captivity 
and reintegration practices at family or community levels. The feedback team 
was made up of a group of people who I requested to become involved in this 
research. The team was composed of the three research assistants and the 
Gulu District Assistant Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) who doubles as 
the chairman of the District committee of disaster preparedness. The assistant 
CAO was in charge of coordinating all of the humanitarian activities in the 
district. He was thus vastly experienced with reintegration practices. Apart 
from their professional positions described above, the team members were all 
Luo and had a clear understanding of the cultural aspects of reintegration, 
which was particularly important. This study involved a process of action 
research, there was a need to have a team that would be available to assess and 
guide the research activities, affirm or reject interpretations and suggest areas 
which needed to be treated in more depth. Several meetings were held with all 
or the majority of the members but informally all of them were frequently 
consulted. The feedback team crosschecked that the data recorded and 
analysed was faithfully presented, and thus they became part of the meaning-
making process. They also identified gaps and weaknesses in the research that 
needed to be filled and strengthened. 
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4.6.3 Life histories and formerly abducted children 
Being the central elements in this study, formerly abducted children were the 
primary category of participants. Twenty-seven former abductees now aged 
between 12 and 32 participated by telling us their life histories from the 
moment of abduction. For this research, we disregarded the normal 
internationally acceptable 18 years as the upper limit for childhood. We 
talked to people who had been abducted as children even if at the time of our 
research they were already over 18 years of age, reasoning that despite their 
age when they participated in this study, they nevertheless had lost their 
childhood. In fact, the formerly abducted children who were now over 18 had 
spent a very long time with the LRA and the extent of their loss was the 
reason we considered them for this research. The life histories were recorded 
in order to understand their experiences from the moment of their abduction 
to the point at which we interviewed them. All of the histories were taken in 
private either in a room we were offered or under a tree far from earshot. This 
was done because of the nature of the stories that needed to be told. Privacy 
would protect their dignity but at the same time give them space to open up 
as much as possible. The life histories provided crucial information relating to 
the research question: What are the war experiences of formerly abducted 
children? 

We usually introduced our research and ourselves first and asked if the 
participants were willing to be interviewed. At the time we already knew that 
they were former abductees based on information from community leaders, 
caregivers in the centres or teachers. We asked their permission to record the 
session and assured them that all of the information we received would be 
used exclusively for the purposes of research. All of them accepted the 
recording, although one participant said he would not agree to the interview if 
we also wanted to take pictures. Usually, the research assistant would first ask 
a single general question from our prepared guide. Our standard question was: 
Could you tell us your experiences from the moment you were abducted up to 
now? Usually, there was a positive response. The children would then tell 
their story, often beginning with ‘I was abducted from …’ (or something 
equivalent to it). Although we had a checklist prepared to achieve the detail 
we required, often the children told their experiences to the point of 
saturation. We often found ourselves asking for details of their personal 
experiences rather than using our checklist, underlining the particularity and 
importance of personal experience. These personal experiences of the formerly 
abducted children are described and discussed in chapter 5. 
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4.6.4 Focus group discussions: school-going formerly abducted children, 

formerly abducted children in the community, elders, teachers, 
institutional staff and non-abducted school-going children 

In total, 19 focus group discussions were held. Those who participated in the 
focus groups included formerly abducted children in the community, school-
going formerly abducted and non-abducted children, elders from different 
internal displacement camps, teachers from different primary and secondary 
schools and the staff of organizations such as GUSCO, KICWA and CPA. 
Involving the staff from these organizations was important to this research 
because of the pivotal role they played at the reception centres. They were the 
first group of people who became involved with children who came home by 
way of the reception centres. They were therefore selected because of their 
involvement with the formerly abducted children and the social reintegration 
process. The data from this category of participants helped to shed light on 
the research question: What are the institutionally based reintegration 
practices? 

 The formerly abducted children living in the community had mainly 
become young adults and were engaging in different socioeconomic activities 
in the community having either received some skills training from the NGOs 
or having settled in the community. Others were married. Their participation 
in focus group discussions was relevant to understand the community-based 
social reintegration in the mid-term. 

Elders in the camps were of critical importance to the research. Upon the 
reunification of formerly abducted children with families and into the 
community, the elders carried the ‘burden’ of maintaining social equilibrium, 
taking into account the disturbing traits that the children had returned with 
from the bush. They would have to assess the psychosocial condition of the 
children and recommend them for culturally appropriate interventions to 
allow for their reintegration. Their opinions about these children provided 
useful insights into the reintegration process. 

Teachers were also relevant to the focus groups because of their central 
role in schools to which many of the younger formerly abducted children 
returned. The teachers had the responsibility to guide, protect and inspire 
these children. They were also points of contact between children who had 
been in captivity and those who had not. The teachers were agents of 
reintegration and citizenship re-creation; their participation and opinion 
about the formerly abducted children was therefore critical. Along with 
teachers, the participation of non-abducted, school-going children also 
offered insights into how the formerly abducted children interacted with 
peers, as a measure of social reintegration and a precondition for citizenship. 
The non-abducted school-going children interacted with the former 
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abductees on a daily basis during school time. Their opinions could provide 
ideas about the possibilities for and difficulties of the reintegration process at 
the school level. The data obtained from the elders, teachers and non-
abducted school-going children was useful in empirically understanding the 
research question: What are the community-based reintegration practices of 
the Acholi people? 

Generally, we moved to the camps or the schools for these discussions. 
The discussions usually took place in the open – under the trees. In a few 
cases, especially with the staff of organizations and some teachers, the 
discussions would take place in a hall or a classroom. We had prepared a 
focus group discussion guide to direct the discussions with the different 
categories of participants just described. The discussions were normally led by 
a research assistant while I recorded the proceedings. We would both probe 
further on issues we felt needed to be clarified. Unlike the life histories, it 
took some time before we felt that the information on community 
involvement in the reintegration process was saturated. This could have been 
the result of the fact that, initially, the community felt at a loss about what to 
do with the returning children. It was their first experience of such a 
widespread social problem. Eventually, in the second phase of the fieldwork 
(March–June/July 2007), it became clearer what the community was doing 
with the formerly abducted children. It was also a more ‘peaceful’ period of 
the conflict, described in chapter 2 as the recent international dimension of 
the conflict, with the Juba peace talks just beginning. 
 
4.6.5 In-depth interviews: parents and elders 
The research design also included the use of interviews which were intended 
to be held with the parents of formerly abducted children and some elders. In 
the field it was not always possible to find parents at home. Therefore, we did 
not talk to all of the parents of the children who had told us their life 
histories. The participation of parents and/or guardians in this research is an 
obvious requirement as they bear primary responsibility for their returned 
children. It was therefore important to understand how they considered their 
children and how they related to them or what they felt they could do for the 
children. Interviews were also held with some elders who could not attend 
focus groups. They provided valuable information on the relationships 
between the community and the children and cultural reintegration practices. 
In-depth interviews were preferred to questionnaires because they allowed a 
deeper level of understanding of their views and insights. The in-depth 
interviews also provided the opportunity to question the participants in more 
depth. Data collected from the in-depth interviews were also used to answer 
questions relating to community-based reintegration practices. This data was 
also used specifically to answer the following: How do the Acholi use their 
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endogenous systems to reintegrate the formerly abducted children? To answer 
this question, participant observation would also have been useful. However, 
we did not have an opportunity to witness any of the traditional rituals, which 
are either performed on the child’s arrival back from the bush or much later, 
after their return into the community (see chapter 7). Therefore, due to a 
problem of timing we did not have an opportunity for participant observation 
in relation to this issue.  
 
4.6.6 The workshop: all participant categories 
After the preliminary analysis of the data collected using the above techniques, 
there was a need to validate our findings. In addition, our fourth research 
question was about how to strategize for deeper level reintegration, to extend 
the existing community-based and institutional-based practices. Thus, the 
need to validate findings and the search for improved reintegration practices 
led to the organization of a workshop where strategies for reintegration were 
discussed with several stakeholders. In addition to validation, the workshop 
was our strategy for collecting data that could be used as a basis for 
improvements to reintegration practices related to formerly abducted children 
becoming citizens of their community. The proceedings were therefore used 
as data. 

An earlier version of my field report revealed that there was a need to 
make improvements to the validation process and to arrive at suggestions for 
improving social reintegration practices in a collaborative manner with the 
stakeholders involved in northern Uganda. This would further be essential to 
the action research methodology. On this basis, I then prepared a script on 
the NCPO analysis (see later in Chapter 8) to be presented to the 
stakeholders, which would in turn be the basis for suggestions for the 
improvement of social reintegration practices. 
 
4.6.7 Preparation for the workshop 
Organizing a workshop takes a lot of time and good imagination for it to be a 
success. Logistically, it requires a great deal of coordination. I had planned the 
content of the workshop sessions on the basis of the findings of the research. 
Lucy, who had transcribed all of the previous interviews and group 
discussions, translating them into English, this time had to translate the 
findings into Acholi for the presentation. In addition, she would also present 
our preliminary findings from the NCPO analysis to the participants in the 
workshop due to my very hesitant and accented Luo. Moreover, she would 
take notes when discussions were in Acholi. Lucy’s deep level of involvement 
in the research was once again helpful in the workshop. After the presentation, 
she could comfortably relate to the questions and comments made by the 
participants without having to refer to me. 
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Looking at this in retrospect, this was a demonstration of the 
collaborative search for knowledge and its empowering capacity, not only in 
the case of Lucy but in fact for everyone involved this research process. 
Charles, the other member of the feedback team, aptly summarized the 
collaborative and empowering character of this research. At the end of our 
last feedback meeting, in what was an attempt to evaluate the research method 
and process, we had asked the team members about the relevance of the 
exercise: 

 
“… the way issues are raised, we benefit a lot. It may look ordinary but on 
the other side very technical, highly academic; me I just enjoy. I feel I am 
acquiring new knowledge that I can use either now or tomorrow because of 
an idea from you, idea from him, ideas from what I read. I am refreshed. 
From the old discussions we did I am going through like I am also a student 
and I am not. I get the insight of what PhD issues are and I feel encouraged. 
I feel like writing this thing myself … but I only don’t have the 
opportunity.” 

 
In fact, Charles had to chair the workshop sessions because he could easily 
switch between English and Acholi – a useful skill considering the mixture of 
participants. 

A week before the scheduled day of the workshop, Terrence, the main 
person involved in the mobilization of the expected participants in the 
workshop, was busy. He travelled to Anaka and Coo-pe IDP camps on his 
motorbike to invite the groups we had previously met during the major 
fieldwork phases. Each group had a leader who would make travel 
arrangements on the day of the workshop; their transport costs would be 
refunded. 

Anaka was about 30 km from Gulu town, the location of the workshop, 
and transport to and from the camp is very difficult. Therefore, the group 
from Anaka was to arrive the evening before – spending the night in a local 
hotel. Lodging near the venue of the workshop would allow us to begin on 
time and end early enough for everybody to travel home. While public 
transport was available to Coo-pe until late in the evening, the last vehicles to 
Anaka left at around 4.30 p.m. 

Terrence’s organizational and people skills paid off! On the day of the 
workshop, we were able to start and finish on time. Meanwhile, I had 
organized the transportation of the much smaller group from Minakulu and 
around Gulu town, mostly by phone, although George still had to do the 
groundwork in Minakulu. 

On the eve of the workshop, we (the supervisors, the feedback team, 
including research assistants, and I) scheduled a feedback team discussion for 
the evening. The meeting was intended to discuss the findings of the research 
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thus far and to prepare for the workshop the next day. I received valuable 
comments from the feedback group helping to clarify my ideas for the 
workshop. Later these ideas also assisted in my writing. The meeting also 
helped to bring all members on board, ensuring they were part of the 
facilitation during the workshop. The workshop would bring together the 
feedback group and the other participants in the research for the first time. 
 
4.6.8 The validation process 
As mentioned above, the participants in the workshop included 
representatives of the participant categories in the main fieldwork, i.e., the 
formerly abducted children (now youth), elders, teachers and NGO workers, 
the feedback team and my supervisors. In the first session of the workshop, 
the findings of the research were presented. This session was purposely 
designed for validation of the research findings. As mentioned above, the 
presentation was in Luo so that all of the participants who had come from the 
camps would understand what was being said. After the presentation, there 
was a ‘reactions’ session. The responses were the core of the validation 
exercise (see chapter 8). 

After the presentation of the findings, four work groups, of teachers, the 
formerly abducted children, NGO representatives and the elders were formed. 
The feedback team members assigned themselves to the various groups to 
animate the discussion. Note that the workshop participants and work groups 
not only reflect some of the actors involved in the various social reintegration 
processes but also the arenas of reintegration in northern Uganda. For 
example, the NGO representatives reflect actors involved in institutionally-
based reintegration, while the teachers and the elders are actors in community-
based reintegration practices. A set of questions (see Table 4, chapter 9) were 
given to the work groups for discussion. We derived the questions from our 
NCPO analysis (see chapter 8), our reflections on existing practices and the 
social fluidity of the problem under study. The questions aimed to determine 
how the existing practices of reintegration could be improved, what additional 
problems would need to be addressed, and how and who would take 
responsibility for such action. The main ideas discussed by the various work 
groups are presented in Table 4 in particular and in chapter 9 generally. 

 
4.6.9 The unplanned elements of the study: experience, seeing and 

perception of the environment  
Apart from these carefully planned activities there was also unplanned 
observation and perception of the social conditions. It was particularly 
interesting to observe the children in the settings and environment in which 
we encountered them. Various traits such as depression, alertness and 
withdrawal were observed. Other non-verbal communication was also 
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observed. Apart from the explicit data collection methods, the perception of 
the researcher was more sensitive to the environment due to her having been 
in the situation and experiencing first-hand a number of events in the conflict. 
This perception was thus an important tool, assisting in the interpretation of 
unspoken communication, especially in situations where the children 
explained their experience indirectly. For example, most children would not 
say that they were soldiers but would talk of being given a ‘gun and a 
gumboot’. From other interviews it is known that only those who had been 
formally trained and qualified were given guns. Newly abducted children, 
commonly referred to as recruits among the LRA, were not given guns, nor 
did they qualify to put on gumboots, even for the purpose of protecting their 
feet from the overgrown grass through which they walked eternally. 

The researcher both guided and led the research in order to systematize 
the knowledge gained from the largely qualitative data collected. The 
systematization of knowledge was based on the themes that emerged during 
the discussions and the researcher’s experience and knowledge of the research 
area and issues. To qualify this knowledge of the research area and issues, it 
should be mentioned that prior to the research, I lived and worked in Gulu 
from 1987 to 1993 and afterwards intermittently, up to the beginning of the 
research project in 2006. I experienced some of the worst moments of this 
long conflict, as described in chapter 2. Although this could be an asset in the 
process of doing this research, sometimes I have had to struggle to be 
objective, especially in discussing the impact of the conflict on the local 
population. Sometimes in the writing process, I could feel the tension 
between the collective social knowledge and memory of the conflict, of which 
I am part, and my attempt to be scientific. Fortunately, to mitigate this 
subjectivity, other studies have validated some of the social knowledge and 
memory.  
 
 
4.74.74.74.7    EMPIRICAL APPLICATION OF ACTION RESEARCHEMPIRICAL APPLICATION OF ACTION RESEARCHEMPIRICAL APPLICATION OF ACTION RESEARCHEMPIRICAL APPLICATION OF ACTION RESEARCH    

(COLLABORATIVE (COLLABORATIVE (COLLABORATIVE (COLLABORATIVE     INQUIRY) IN A COMPLEX INQUIRY) IN A COMPLEX INQUIRY) IN A COMPLEX INQUIRY) IN A COMPLEX 
CONFLICT SITUATIONCONFLICT SITUATIONCONFLICT SITUATIONCONFLICT SITUATION    

 
This subsection explains how some of the key concepts in action research 
were applied and used to guide the data collection and the overall design of 
the research process. The section presents the key practical processes that we 
undertook in the field. The key tenets of action research that were applied 
and are consequently discussed below are borrowed from Van der Meer and 
Polstra (2001).  
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4.7.1 Subject-subject relationship 
The idea of a subject-subject relationship in action research touches on the 
issue of power relations, control and ethics in the research process (Bray et al., 
2000). Ideally, each participant is a co-inquirer, shapes the question, makes 
and communicates meaning (Bray et al., 2000). The topic of reintegration 
touches on the day-to-day activities of the war-affected children and their 
interactions with their caregivers, family members and members of their 
communities. Clearly, the children, their family members, caregivers and other 
community members are subjects for the researcher. However, the researcher 
also became a subject of these different categories. The researcher can speak 
and understand some Luo, and led the research, yet she had to be a subject to 
the research subjects. She was aware of her need to gain knowledge from the 
formerly abducted children, their family members, caregivers and other 
community members about their experiences of war and what reintegration 
practices were being used in their society. As Tromp (2008) puts it, they were 
‘experts’ on the conditions of their life. Mutual dependence was therefore 
necessary for the success of the ‘mutual learning’ (Tromp, 2008) process. 

This kind of scenario demanded a relationship of trust, openness and 
mutual agreement, in both the procedure and content of the research. This 
relationship entailed more than the usual building of ‘rapport’ in qualitative 
research. It was more a mix of empathy, sympathy and an expression of 
‘being’ with and among the participants. Thus, the other participants in this 
research were consulted on times for appointments, if they were comfortable 
or uncomfortable with the questions they were being asked and if they wanted 
to remain anonymous. In much qualitative research, anonymity is key to 
research ethics. However, for some of the participants in this research, openly 
speaking about their experience and mentioning their contribution to this 
research appeared to give them some satisfaction. It could be said that to 
them this represented a sense of agency – a way of contributing to resolving 
their problems. This was to ensure that the participants had control and 
power over the research process in this subject-subject framework.  
 
4.7.2 Continuous dialogue 
Park (2001: 81) asserts that dialogue is an important methodological link in 
participatory research and that ‘it is an expression of the human condition 
that impels people to come together as thinking and feeling beings’. To 
realize the importance of this dialogue, the researcher engaged various social 
actors, such as formerly abducted children, parents and NGO workers, as well 
as government institutions such as the Amnesty Commission and the UPDF’s 
Child Protection Unit and community leaders, to contribute to this collective 
research. The feedback team was the link in this chain of dialogues in the 
meaning-making processes. While the dialogue between the researcher and the 
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participants was clear in relation to all of the different data collection 
methods, an inter-participant dialogue, which had been difficult to set up, was 
made possible in the workshop at the end of the fieldwork. The mix of 
participants has ensured a web of dialogues to crosscheck information 
acquired during the research, which in turn ensured that the information 
gathered was valid and reliable. Thus, the participatory action research has 
helped to generate exclusive knowledge and understanding of the experiences 
of formerly abducted children, as well as the practice of using existing 
traditional methods for social reintegration within Acholi society. The sharing 
of the opinions and insights of various social actors has ultimately led to a 
critical look at the reintegration processes. Our analysis could only be built on 
the opinions of these different actors in a dialogue that led to suggestions for 
alternative reintegration practices and change. This is what Tromp (2008) 
refers to as ‘double hermeneutics’. The objectives of participatory research, as 
outlined by Park (2001: 81), ‘gathering and analyzing necessary information, 
strengthening community ties and sharpening the ability to think and act 
critically’, are realized in continuous dialogue alongside this double 
hermeneutics. 
 
4.7.3 Practice (action-) oriented research 
All participatory research practices develop knowledge from the field as a 
catalyst for change. Such change might be personal, organizational or large-
scale social change (Bray et al., 2000). For Wadsworth, all research in itself 
acts on an existing situation and is therefore an intervention and always has 
consequences. Some things will change as a result of particular research – for 
example, the involvement of participants who answer questions on a particular 
research problem is a form of intervention that is considered to bring about 
changes in those involved in the research (Wadsworth, 1998).  

In the case of research on the reintegration of formerly abducted children 
in northern Uganda, personal change was observed in terms of the expression 
of relief on the faces of former abductees after they had told their story. For 
many it was an opportunity to express their grief, pain, frustration and loss – 
it was a healing process. At an institutional level, teachers from some schools 
(such as in Lokome) were able to see that there was a need for them to do 
more for the formerly abducted children in terms of follow-up and 
counselling. Elders could point out that the community needed to raise its 
profile in the reintegration of the war children, as NGOs would not be with 
them forever. This was as a result of a realization that most reintegration 
activities, including the facilitation of the traditional ceremonies, were 
instituted by the NGOs. 

However, it has to be noted that the opportunity to implement these 
suggested improvements to community-wide action was beyond the scope of 
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this research. We aimed to understand the war experiences of formerly 
abducted children and their social reintegration. Furthermore, we aimed to 
make a set of suggestions which were arrived at collaboratively to re-create the 
children’s citizenship (chapters 8, 9). It is our hope that the suggestions are of 
exemplary value to practitioners both in northern Uganda and elsewhere. 
While this discussion tends to focus on the existing debate on theory and 
practice, it can be argued that academic research of this nature already entails 
involvement in the community, which is in itself a form of intervention, and 
that good academic research is also action of a kind, as stated by Wadsworth 
(1998) above. The involvement of the formerly abducted children, the 
institutional actors and community-based participants in the research was at 
once inviting them to reflect on existing reintegration practices, which in itself 
was a form of action.  
 
4.7.4 Exemplary generalization 
The phenomenon of war-affected children is widespread in Africa in general 
and in the Great Lakes Region in particular (see chapter 3). The findings and 
lessons learnt from this study, for example the role of the community in 
reintegrating the formerly abducted children, could be informative with 
respect to many similar situations, such as in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Rwanda, Burundi and the Sudan, and elsewhere. However, our lessons 
and findings do not have the status of generalizations, statistical or otherwise. 
According to Tromp (2008: 12), generalizations can be made, but: 
 

… general statements can only be put forward with certain modesty and 
only with roughly formulated implications since the starting points are 
always the more or less reflexive actions of human beings in their own 
specific environment. Every generalization outside the specific context 
necessarily will have a tentative character. 

 
Following this discussion, and drawing on Boog, Coenen and Keune (2001), 
generalizations, therefore, have rather an exemplary value, due to the necessity 
to always be open to the characteristics of a local situation. Moreover, the 
value of certain practices found in this research, such as the community-based 
approach to reintegration, could influence policymakers, such that they create 
policies for reintegration that are compatible with people’s immediate realities. 
Policies could also be influenced by adopting best practices from the northern 
Ugandan experiences, as well as trajectories of reintegration as a way of 
learning from each other. 
 
4.7.5 Multiple methods and techniques of social research 
As in any other social science research, various qualitative data collection 
methods were used in this inquiry as described in the section on design and 
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participants above. The use of several methods and techniques (this chapter) 
helped to corroborate findings and reveal the gaps to be covered by further 
research. The multiple methods also complimented each other. Multiple 
methods led to method triangulation as a way of validating the information 
and knowledge obtained in the theory and practice of social reintegration.  
 
4.7.6 Reflection (meaning-making) and creation of knowledge – Analysis 
As a branch of qualitative research, the data collected during this action 
research was usually recorded on tape. The researcher had an open attitude 
towards the data transcribed, that is, meaning- making was approached 
inductively based on the grounded theory through the development of codes 
and abstract themes from the transcribed data. This was done with the help 
of the computer data analysis package, ATLAS.ti. Codes were developed 
from the transcribed empirical text material. Flick (1998: 179) describes 
coding as a process by which ‘concepts or codes are attached to the empirical 
material’. It is to be noted that coding is normally a difficult, tedious and slow 
exercise. Our case was helped by the fact that we had been close to the 
transcribed data for a long time, having read the transcripts over and over 
before embarking on the coding process. In addition, we had used some of 
the transcripts for an initial analysis of data collected at specific moments of 
the research process to produce drafts in preparation for further data 
collection. This initial analysis based on themes further helped us to 
familiarize ourselves with the text. 

At a more abstract level, families were developed on the basis of the 
codes. In total, 115 codes and 14 families were developed. At a further level, 
the families became the themes upon which the final write-up was based. 
Field notes, field experience and reflection, however, enriched the writing. 
Themes were then networked to look for patterns and develop mid-level 
theories of experiences of war and reintegration practices in northern Uganda. 
The practical coding skills were learnt through the online ATLAS.ti5-Quick 
Tour for Beginners and we had some additional guidance from a colleague 
who had previously used the package. 
 
4.7.7 Analysis as continuous meaning-making 
As is apparent from the research process described above, meaning-making 
and knowledge-creation were continuous throughout this project. Meaning 
and knowledge did not come only after the recorded data had been 
transcribed and subjected to the qualitative data analysis package, ATLAS.ti. 
Rather, the data collection process, through the use of focus group 
discussions and the telling of personal experiences of war, abduction and 
reintegration by the children, with additional probing in between by the 
researcher, was already part of the meaning-making and knowledge-creation 



Methodology 

 95 

 
 

process. There were also ‘evaluation of the day’ sessions with the research 
assistants, which was really a way of trying to make sense of the events and 
especially the field discussions of the day. The ‘evaluation of the day’ sessions 
did not have any particular formula. They could occur while travelling back 
from the field or in the evening over a drink or even the next morning while 
on the way to another field destination. They sometimes entailed the recall of 
an intense emotion witnessed during field interactions. At other times I 
needed the help of research assistants to understand the meaning of a 
particular Luo expression, or we evaluated the degree of participation of the 
respondents. In the latter case, sometimes we might have a mutual feeling that 
a participant had not been honest or was exaggerating certain events. We 
found some of these discussions to be key moments in understanding some of 
the expressions used and attitudes observed as well as offering a deeper 
reflection on some of the content of the stories told. The ‘evaluation of the 
day’ sessions were actually the beginning of deeper reflection on and analysis 
of the data collected.  

Further to this, a draft of the initial analysis of the data collected was 
discussed with and probed by supervisors and the feedback team. This 
probing was an important part of the meaning-making process because the 
more explanation that was required for some of the ideas in the draft the 
clearer the meanings became to us. Thus probing on the part of others 
(including supervisors, feedback team members and ‘strangers’) and the 
sharing and explanation on my part was an important aspect of the meaning-
making and knowledge-creation process. Thus, the analysis was continuous, 
multifaceted and embedded in the whole research process. I can therefore not 
lay any individual claim to the knowledge created here although I will take 
responsibility for any errors in the information, meaning or knowledge 
presented. 
 
 
4.84.84.84.8    ISSUES OF PARTICIPATION, POWER, ETHICS AND ISSUES OF PARTICIPATION, POWER, ETHICS AND ISSUES OF PARTICIPATION, POWER, ETHICS AND ISSUES OF PARTICIPATION, POWER, ETHICS AND 

VALIDITY: A SUMMARY OF EXPERIENCES OF ACTVALIDITY: A SUMMARY OF EXPERIENCES OF ACTVALIDITY: A SUMMARY OF EXPERIENCES OF ACTVALIDITY: A SUMMARY OF EXPERIENCES OF ACTION ION ION ION 
RESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATION    

    
In this section, as indicated by the subheading, we summarize our experiences 
of action research in view of issues pertaining to participation, power, ethics 
and validity, which are central to all research. These issues, if clearly 
articulated and addressed, validate the research design and process chosen. 
Here I have recounted our field experiences with action research both to bring 
out and explain the issues under discussion and to validate the research. I will 
begin by explaining the entry into the field as a negotiation of several power 
centres, in other words, the initial contacts.    
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4.8.1 Initial contacts 
The first contacts were made through the Chief Administrative Officers 
(CAO) to whom I presented an introductory letter from my supervisors. The 
CAO in turn identified the organizations working with the formerly abducted 
children in the districts, and the internally displaced people’s camps that 
could be reached without major security hurdles. They also wrote an 
introductory letter to be presented to the organizations approached and at the 
IDP camps to be visited. In the camps we were to look for the Local Council 
chairpersons who would then identify the formerly abducted children. 
Furthermore, the local council chairpersons helped to organize and select the 
participants for the focus group discussions. 

In the reception centres, we first approached those in charge to whom we 
showed the introductory letter from the CAO. These then connected us to 
the rest of the staff who were in direct contact with the children on a day-to-
day basis. This category of staff in their turn made the children available for 
discussion. A similar process was followed for focus group discussions in the 
schools. These processes were tedious and very time-consuming but following 
them was important for ethical reasons – we did not wish to impose ourselves 
on the community. The process was also democratic, recognizing all the 
important power centres before finally reaching the intended respondents.  
 
4.8.2 Creating conversational space 
The discussion of the experiences of abduction, captivity and return were 
quite delicate, at least between a former captive and a stranger such as the 
researcher who had not been in captivity. Because of this delicacy, apart from 
the focus group discussions, the interviews with parents and the account of 
life histories during captivity were done in private. This allowed a fairly high 
degree of honesty in the telling of a story. Nevertheless, it might be asked 
how we could recognize honesty in such circumstances. Perhaps we cannot 
answer this ‘objectively’ but we could tell when a child was ‘pouring their 
heart out’ as they recounted their experiences. Again, these were their personal 
experiences and how could we doubt that what they were telling us was their 
experience? Even if there might have been some exaggeration here and there, 
there was a similarity between all the stories, although they were all different 
in their own way. Thus, a degree of honesty could be gauged from the body 
language exhibited, the fact that these were personal experiences and we could 
not dispute them and the generic similarities that characterized the stories. In 
fact, there were no stories that were considered to be outliers. 

To further create conversational space (Zeelen, 2004), it was necessary to 
have an understanding attitude – we could not afford to be judgmental about 
and recriminatory towards the children on the basis of their horrific stories. 
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This helped them feel at ease, gain some trust in us and thus to entrust us 
with some of their extremely overburdening experiences in captivity. 

The involvement of the research assistants who spoke Luo, the local 
language, also created conversational space. It was difficult to imagine the 
formerly abducted children telling their stories entirely in English, and most 
experiences seem to need to be recounted in one’s mother tongue to feel that 
one is giving an adequate account. In particular, the most painful and intense 
experiences are best communicated in one’s mother tongue. Some of the 
formerly abducted children who are now in secondary school attempted to 
tell their stories in English, but always reverted to Luo at the most sensitive 
moments. 

We also had to be patient and empathetic, especially when participants 
broke down as they recalled and recounted their experiences. This was the 
most difficult. We were tempted to stop the conversation at these moments 
but knew that it was better to allow them to finish their story, both for the 
purpose of the research and for ‘the healing’ process to take place – it was 
better to speak out than bottle up. Moreover, there was always some visible 
relief and a smile at the end of the conversation – an unintended result of the 
action research process. 
 
4.8.3 Participation 
As already discussed above, the methodology for this research is based on the 
action research tradition but emphasizes what Bray et al. (2000: 3) refer to as 
‘an evolving paradigm of enquiry that celebrates participation and democracy 
in the research process’ for the sake of knowledge creation. As action research, 
the methodology evolved throughout the research process. Apart from the 
very general decisions we made at the very beginning of the fieldwork which 
were necessary to gain entry into the field, most of the field decisions 
thereafter were either influenced by suggestions generated by the information 
obtained or suggested outright by the research assistants and feedback team 
members. Thus, the nature of participation in this study was both ‘practical’ 
and ‘indirect’. Practical participation was realized by the actual involvement of 
individual war children who told their stories of abduction and related their 
experiences of captivity and return home and of reintegration. Active 
participation in knowledge creation was also fostered through the focus group 
discussions that were held in schools with various groups, including elders, 
school teachers, formerly abducted children who are now attending school 
and non-abducted children. The research assistants and the feedback team 
participated in a number of ways. In addition to helping with the facilitation 
and practical, sometimes logistical organization of the research, they critically 
participated in the meaning-making processes. This was a multi-faceted 
participatory process. All of these different participation groups contributed 
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knowledge and experience about abduction, captivity and reintegration 
practices, either through first-hand or second-hand experience. 

The various participants described above also engaged in what we call 
‘indirect’ participation. Through their practical participation, revelations and 
sharing, the participants directed the research process and the process took on 
a life of its own. The researcher made decisions on the direction the research 
should take on the basis of the comments and information obtained. For 
example, originally the research had not conceived of the participation and 
recording of the experiences of formerly abducted children in the school 
setting, nor of the participation of teachers and non-abducted children who 
could also relate their experiences with formerly abducted children. However, 
initial contact with the elders, the formerly abducted children and institutions 
pointed towards education and the school as part of the reintegration system. 
Consequently, the participants virtually determined the direction of the 
research process along that line. 

This indirect participation also introduced the twin ideas of democracy 
and power into the research process. This meant that decisions relating to the 
process of knowledge creation were not made arbitrarily by the researcher but 
were influenced by the ideas of the majority of participants. It also 
demonstrates the power of participants in the research process. The issue of 
the importance of power-sharing and relationships in this research was a 
practical one. Apart from the broad decisions about who would be a 
participant at the meso or institutional level most decisions at the micro or 
particular level, for example which schools to visit, which elders to meet and 
who should organize individual elders for the meetings, were made by the 
research assistants, who had better knowledge of these issues. In becoming 
part of the feedback team, the research assistants were also able to scrutinize 
the knowledge created and presented as well as give a critique of the 
methodology and research process. 

For their part, the research assistants left the selection of individuals who 
would participate in the actual focus group discussions to the community 
leaders, who had better knowledge of their community. The positive 
acknowledgement of these power relations, where each ‘significant actor’ was 
left to utilize their status and knowledge to the full, made the research process 
smooth and also democratic and participant-based. The participants were not 
only objects but also the subjects of the research. Under this arrangement, the 
researcher, as an outsider, took responsibility for considering and 
implementing the implicit and explicit suggestions that were made, feeding 
them into the design of the research when appropriate. The researcher also 
had the responsibility for critical reflection on the research issues and process, 
enough to own the research and direct it at an intellectual level. This includes 
being accountable in relation to the academic community’s expectation of 
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rigorous research. We also hope to be accountable to the participants by 
giving back to them, in particular, the suggestions for improving reintegration 
practices in northern Uganda. 
 
4.8.4 Issues of validity 
As this research process and methodology evolved, issues of validity were 
built in. Our triangulation of data collection methods such as focus group 
discussions and in-depth interviews were one way of ensuring validity. Focus 
group discussions, for example, allowed for on the spot crosschecking of 
information. With the possibility for further investigation in the in-depth 
interviews, the likelihood of obtaining valid information was fairly high. 
Furthermore, what is described above as a continuous dialogue (a web of 
dialogues or triangulation) ensured validity. The cycles of reflection and 
action in the research process had the ability to purge information that was 
either weak or stood out as an outlier. It is important to note that there was 
triangulation at various levels. At one level there was methodological 
triangulation, where life histories, focus group discussions, in-depth interviews 
and the feedback group discussions were used to collect and verify data. At 
another level there was participant triangulation, where, as already indicated, 
various participants were part of the study, and finally there was institutional 
triangulation, where different institutions were used to gather information on 
the reintegration practices found in northern Uganda. 

A third way in which the concerns about validity were addressed involved 
the meaning-making process. Again, the researcher’s reflections were always 
subject to the scrutiny of the feedback team. This was also supported by other 
literature that has highlighted similar concerns. Of importance here was also 
the final fieldwork in the form of the workshop that involved all categories of 
participants. Its whole purpose was to validate the research findings thus far 
and to collaboratively reflect on intervention strategies. According to Tromp 
(2008), this transparency about the functions of the various research 
participants and the transparency of the research methods used and processes 
undertaken is a criteria for internal validity. The relevance and importance of 
the subject of our research – the reintegration of the formerly abducted 
children – to the people of northern Uganda cannot be overstated. The 
practicability of our strategies for intervention, being a result of the 
consultative stakeholder workshop, again speaks for itself. Moreover, the 
involvement of knowledgeable elders and teachers, NGO staff and the district 
official in charge of humanitarian assistance gives a high level of reliability to 
our research processes and results. According to Tromp (2008), these issues 
are criteria for external validity. 
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4.8.5 The involvement of institutions as a means for action research 
The involvement of institutions as major actors in this research was invaluable. 
The social and political setting in which the fieldwork was done was very 
fluid. The whole population in the region was mobile. For example, one 
could meet a child in a reception centre, after which the centre would reunite 
the child with their family, but from that point onwards keeping track of the 
whereabouts of the child would be difficult. The family could move to 
another camp, the child might go and live with another relative or, in the later 
stages, when the government introduced the idea of satellite camps, people 
would try to move to the camps nearest to their original village. Thus, it was 
not always possible to maintain the involvement of the formerly abducted 
children who were interviewed and their parents/family if they were no 
longer part of the community to which we returned for verification of the 
data. Given this fluid social situation, the institutions became embodied as the 
constant actors who had accumulated experience of reintegration practices. 
These actors had in some way stored the collective experience of the 
community and would be there for further consultation if the need arose. 
Such institutions included the NGOs, the Amnesty Commission, the UPDF’s 
Child Protection Unit, schools and the ‘Ker Kal Kwaro’.5 

In addition, institutions had almost completely taken over the lives of the 
Acholi people. There were different NGOs dealing with different aspects of 
life. For example, provision of food was the preserve of the World Food 
Programme, others such as AVSI concentrated on health issues, the Acholi 
Religious Leaders Peace Initiative focused on education and War Child 
Holland specialized in children’s play. Thus, in a situation where conflict had 
made a once vibrant society dysfunctional, the community became highly 
‘NGOnized’. The needs of an individual’s life were segmented according to 
what NGOs could offer. This in itself is a phenomenon which needs to be 
reflected upon, especially regarding the power that institutions have over 
individuals and communities in humanitarian emergencies. 

Then there was the creation of our own ‘institution’ – the feedback team. 
The experiences and knowledge of the members of this team cut across the 
formal institutions just enumerated. While people in the formal institutions 
were only able to be critical of their own particular practices, the feedback 
team had the ability, independence and objectivity to take a critical stance 
towards the reintegration practices of the various institutions and the entire 
research process. 
 

                                                 
5 Ker Kal Kwaro is the traditional Acholi institution headed by the Acholi Paramount Chief. 
This is a fairly ‘modern’ institution, although founded on the known traditions and the culture 
of the Acholi. 



Methodology 

 101 

 
 

 
4.94.94.94.9    CHALLENGES AND CONTRADICTIONS OF ACTICHALLENGES AND CONTRADICTIONS OF ACTICHALLENGES AND CONTRADICTIONS OF ACTICHALLENGES AND CONTRADICTIONS OF ACTION ON ON ON 

RESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATIONRESEARCH IN A COMPLEX CONFLICT SITUATION    
 
4.9.1 Field hiccups 
Problems were envisaged at three levels. The first concerned the difficulties of 
organizing and actually meeting the respondents, which usually took a long 
time. Having gone through the district authorities, the next step was to go 
and make appointments with the Local Council officials to also ask their 
permission to do research in their community. The appointments with the 
Local Council officials also aimed at requesting them to make appointments 
with the respondents on our behalf. This time-consuming process was also 
exacerbated by the fact that sometimes the appointments were not honoured. 

The second field hiccup was related to children in focus group 
discussions. Although focus group discussions were originally planned with 
formerly abducted children and non-abducted children in schools, the reality 
was that we could not sustain a group discussion with the children. Our 
discussions with them ended up being more or less group interviews because 
the children could not express themselves well enough to engage at a group 
level. It was, however, easier for children to express themselves while telling 
their episodic histories, as these were conducted in private. 

Another hiccup was the ‘loss of data’. Some of the recorded case histories 
of formerly abducted children, in-depth interviews with the parents and the 
focus group discussions with the different groups could not be replayed. In 
some cases the circumstances might not have been conducive for recording 
and we ended up with blank or croaky tapes. Thus, while in total 27 histories 
were narrated, we could only successfully transcribe 16. Thus among the text 
data that was subjected to the ATLAS.ti for analysis, there were only 16 sets 
in the category of episodic histories. This, however, does not mean that all of 
the focus group discussions, interviews and histories that were ‘lost’ did not 
influence the knowledge generated.  
 
4.9.2 The reality and existence of power relations and power centres 
The field experience exposed the helplessness of action research in complex 
emergency situations where people know what they want but are hampered by 
human insecurity and a disabling environment. At the time of the research, 
the power to change living conditions in northern Uganda and therefore 
reintegration was in the hands of three groups: the government, who created 
the IDP camps; international and local NGOs, who provided basic necessities; 
and the rebels, who were a source of constant fear. For example, while parents 
wanted to have control over their children and teach them traditional 
community values such as being responsive and responsible (issues of 
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community citizenship), this was practically impossible in a displaced peoples’ 
camp, where each family was almost anonymous and institutions had begun 
to take over the roles of the parents: 
 

“Many of the parents would wish to receive their children with lots of 
feasting but there is fear that there may be the agents of the rebels here who 
may report that we are rejoicing over the return of a child from the bush. 
Later on they may come back and cause havoc. There is fear, otherwise what 
can stop us from feasting when we have got our child back alive.” (From a 
focus group discussion) 

 
4.9.3 Ethics in action research in a complex emergency 
According to Pålshaugen (2008), questions such as what is the right thing to 
do in a particular situation and how to behave towards others express ethical 
concerns. He argues that, in practice, real behaviour will go beyond what is 
expressed or contained in some ethical rule or theory. In research of this 
nature, there are a number of ethical issues: Is it right to ask formerly 
abducted children to talk about their experiences of abduction and war? 
When they re-live their war experiences by telling the story, what should the 
researcher do? How anonymous and confidential can a life history told to a 
researcher be? These are somehow standard issues that science would require a 
researcher to relate to. However, in doing research with people in sensitive 
situations, as is the case for our research, Pålshaugen’s (2008) argument about 
real behaviour going beyond the ethical rules seems to make sense. For 
example, in our situation, where people were willing to share their story and 
perhaps re-live their experience in a context where there was no ‘culture of 
counselling’, what should a researcher do? In the first place, one cannot refer 
the interviewed children to a non-existent counsellor. In the circumstances, we 
believed in the social support networks to which the children belonged 
(chapter 7). In line with this, we had access to the children either through 
their parents, caregivers, teachers or community leaders (this chapter). In this 
way, we did not isolate the children and their war experiences from the 
community that cushioned them. 

Our research experience also questions the concept of research ethics in 
relation to ‘buying information’. Is it more ethical to abide by ‘research rules’ 
or to promote human coexistence? In practical terms, is one ‘allowed’ to give a 
token to a visibly hungry child who has narrated their harrowing experience in 
captivity? Or in the name of research ethics should we just walk away from 
the child who during the interview said they had been sent away from school 
for lack of school uniform or did not go to school at all because they did not 
have exercise books to write in? How removed should one be in the name of 
being objective from a 15-year-old who amidst wailing has just retold the 
story of how she was forced to kill her own father? Having no answers to 
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these questions, it felt more ethically correct to follow one’s heart and give 
some token to the participants where needed; not to ‘buy’ information (the 
tokens were always given after the discussions) but to share what we could 
with them in their moment of need. It felt more ethical to share in the 
participant’s condition, buying the exercise books they needed or providing a 
little money to a mother to be able to buy some food for her hungry family. 
Thus, to the researcher, ethics was about sharing or celebrating our common 
humanity in a conflict situation. 

In summary, from these examples, our experience in undertaking this 
research showed us that it is overly ambitious to follow generalized ethical 
rules concerning acting dispassionately when doing social research in sensitive 
circumstances. Different societies might have different notions of ‘acceptable’ 
behaviour expected from the researcher in this regard. Societies might even 
have differing societal resources to deal with such ethical problems arising in 
the course of research. Therefore, knowledge of the society might be a 
starting point for an appropriate ethical point of view. We propose that it is 
important to have an ethical attitude towards the people who are the subjects 
of research, such that no intentional harm is caused in relation to those being 
studied and the issues being researched. Importantly, this ethical attitude 
cannot be determined by others; the researcher has to make her own judgment. 
To us this might be a higher ‘ethical rule’ than any provided by an ethical 
theory. 
 
4.9.4 The need for a dependable physical space 
I use the term dependable physical space to describe the personal, social and 
economic stability of the environment, which should enable people to make 
social changes in their life situations. A dependable physical space is the 
positive sum total of the personal, social and economic conditions of an 
individual or group of people. In a conflict-ridden society like that of 
northern Uganda, the people’s personal, social and economic environment is 
shattered and cannot sustain their aspirations. If action research is to be 
effective in practice, there is a need for a dependable physical space, i.e., a 
stable environment that enables people to predict the future and have 
knowledge about and trust in their social system. Life-changing acts are only 
possible if actors have dependable physical space, unlike in emergency 
situations where nobody can predict what will happen next. In this study, 
small structures such as the feedback team, networks and several field trips 
made a dependable physical space possible to a certain extent. 
 
4.9.5 Action research as a contribution to political change 
In essence, fully fledged action research contributes to empowerment and 
encourages communities to either organize or demand changes to address 
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their social problem. When this problem concerns reintegration of war 
children as a result of a political conflict as is the case in northern Uganda, 
then action research becomes a political tool for transformation. For example, 
our findings can be used to demand reintegration services from the 
government. If this occurs, the research findings would have played a part in 
the political empowerment of the people. 
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“I was abducted from our home in Awach, then we traveled to Kitgum and Palabek. It took us only two 

weeks to reach Sudan. They started training us in military skills. Afterwards we attacked a certain village in 
Sudan and killed people. We took off to a village, Jebelen where we settled and started farming for a short 

time. We moved to another place called Rubanga-tek 7 miles from Juba town and settled there. In 
Rubanga-tek there were very few battles that took place. It is where we stayed peaceful and started farming 
again. Then in the year 2001, the UPDF army came and attacked us. We moved to another area near the 
hill. At times we would enter into their ambush and they fire at us and that is how we survived. We went 
back to Sudan where we stayed for about a year. Then in the year 2003, we came back to Uganda, we were 

taken to Koch and by then I had two children already. We stayed there and in 2004 my children were 
stolen.”  

(Child mother, GUSCO) 
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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  
 
 

 
© Kennedy Amone-P’Olak (2010)



 

 



 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL APPROACHES TO 
REINTEGRATION 

    
    
6.16.16.16.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
 
In chapter 3, we traced and identified two approaches to reintegration – a 
community-based approach and an institutional approach. In this chapter we 
discuss the latter, which has its origins in the UN. Many non-UN 
organizations have taken to using the model for reintegrating ex-combatants 
generally and children who have been involved in combat in particular. While 
the conflict in northern Uganda did not attract a formal UN peace-keeping 
operation, as occurred elsewhere, numerous UN agencies, international 
agencies and a host of local NGOs became commonplace in the region during 
the conflict (chapters 1 and 2). These agencies largely institutionalized not 
only reintegration practices but the whole humanitarian ‘industry’ in northern 
Uganda. 

In the context of the proliferation of NGOs, considered as typifying the 
institutions involved in humanitarian assistance in northern Uganda, and in 
relation to the children’s war experiences (chapter 5), the second research 
question of this study sought to understand how these formal 
organizations/institutions reintegrate the formerly abducted children. We 
focused on the UPDF’s Child Protection Unit (CPU), the Amnesty 
Commission and three local NGOs that created reception centres for the 
returning children. The CPU and the Amnesty Commission cannot strictly be 
considered NGOs, although they more or less function in tandem with the 
NGOs dealing with returned children. The CPU is a part of the national 
army and the Amnesty Commission was created by an act of parliament. 
These differences thus justify this study’s preference to refer to these 
organizations collectively as formal institutions assisting formerly abducted 
children. 

The data we used to arrive at the findings in this chapter were collected 
through interviews with officials at the CPU and the Amnesty Commission, 
focus group discussions with the staff at GUSCO and CPA, and the life 
histories of some of the formerly abducted children, as well as secondary data 
from the Amnesty Commission (see chapter 4). The chapter presents the 
various reintegration initiatives, distinguishing them in terms of military, 
humanitarian and political institutions. Finally, to provide a general picture of 
formal institutional reintegration, we end with a section on institutional 
reintegration in perspective.  
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6.26.26.26.2    FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL REINTEGRATIOFORMAL INSTITUTIONAL REINTEGRATIOFORMAL INSTITUTIONAL REINTEGRATIOFORMAL INSTITUTIONAL REINTEGRATION N N N 
INITIATIVESINITIATIVESINITIATIVESINITIATIVES    

 
The reintegration initiatives identified from the various institutions are the 
basis of this chapter – the formal institutional approaches to reintegration. 
We define humanitarian reintegration as the activities carried out by non-
governmental organizations to help the formerly abducted children to fit back 
into society. We postulate that their main concern in helping the children is 
the enhancement of the children’s human rights and wellbeing. Military 
reintegration, however, relates to the activities of the CPU on behalf of the 
army. Our understanding is that its activities are militarily motivated. Finally, 
political reintegration consists of the activities carried out by the Amnesty 
Commission on behalf of the government of Uganda. Due to the nature of 
the process leading to the creation of the Amnesty Act and the Amnesty 
Commission, we consider the activities of the Commission relating to the 
formerly abducted children to be politically motivated. In this study, all three 
types represent the formal institutional approaches to reintegration. 

In chapter 3 we saw that institutional reintegration is mainly based on the 
UN definition of reintegration (UN Resource Centre, 
http://unddr.org/whatisddr.php). Based on this we also saw that there were 
UNICEF initiatives for the reintegration of children involved in war in 
African countries such as Burundi, Liberia, Somalia and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (UNICEF, 2004). What was not clear was whether there 
were different types of initiatives involved in institutional reintegration. 
Goodhand (2006) and Specker (2008) respectively, revealed the involvement 
of NGOs in conflict areas in general and in reintegration, covering the 
equivalent of what we refer to as humanitarian initiatives. Our identification 
of military and political efforts as part of reintegration initiatives attempts to 
contribute to an understanding of the reintegration of formerly abducted 
children from the military and political perspectives. With their different 
initiatives and orientations, it becomes obvious that the components of 
reintegration within these classifications would also vary. We will distinguish 
and discuss these various components in relation to the time that the children 
were ideally expected to benefit from them. 
 
 
6.36.36.36.3    MILITARY REINTEGRATIONMILITARY REINTEGRATIONMILITARY REINTEGRATIONMILITARY REINTEGRATION    
 
Military initiatives to reintegrate children who had been involved in the 
conflict in northern Uganda started because of the experiences of the army in 
battle. According to the commander in charge of the UPDF’s Child 
Protection Unit, whom we interviewed, the interaction of the UPDF with the 
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children involved in warfare in northern Uganda goes back to 1994 – thus, 
more than a decade. According to this commander, this was initially the result 
of the battles of Palotaka and Parajong in the Sudan, when children abducted 
by the rebels were first captured by the army. During this initial period the 
children were interviewed and their name, age, sex, parents’ name, in addition 
to date of abduction and rescue/reception, were registered. The handover of 
the children to their parents involved them being ‘displayed’ and paraded with 
their details in a market and/or town square for parents and/or relatives to 
identify. For our interviewee, this was a less than desirable and a 
disrespectable method of dealing with abducted children. 

Later in 1997, UPDF officers were trained by GUSCO and Save the 
Children Denmark in the areas of children’s rights and child protection. This 
culminated in the creation of the army child desk in Gulu and the transfer of 
responsibility for handing over children to their parents to GUSCO. By 1999 
the child desk had been upgraded to the Child Protection Unit. It became 
operational on 22 May 2000 and has offices in Kitgum, Pader and Lira. It 
has been supported by Save the Children Denmark with non-food items. 

According to our interviewee, today all children who escape or are 
rescued are expected to first present themselves to the CPU. They have been 
reported to arrive at the unit in different and varying states of health. After 
their registration, they are given some basic health care. Those with minor 
illnesses are treated at the centre on arrival, while major health cases are 
referred either to the military hospital or to Lacor hospital – mainly after 
their handover to the humanitarian organizations. During their time at the 
centre, normally a few days, the children are accommodated and fed by the 
army. They are encouraged to interact freely with the army, share their 
experiences and are not treated as prisoners of war. They are referred to as 
‘rescuees’ and formerly abducted persons but not captives. They are also not 
charged with any offence, despite the awareness that most of them fought on 
the frontline with the LRA. 
 
6.3.1 The objective of military reintegration 
Our respondent at the CPU explained that the main objective of this period 
at the facility is to give the children confidence upon their return to society 
and to demystify the UPDF. This confidence-building is important against 
the backdrop of their indoctrination while in captivity, where they were told 
that the UPDF was the enemy and that those who escaped would be killed by 
the UPDF. It was also realized that children who came home but did not pass 
through the CPU are not confident about their security and feared the army, 
according to the respondent. Children and their families or communities are 
thus encouraged to allow them to pass through the CPU in order to gain 
confidence. What the CPU does is to always announce the presence of 
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children at their premises upon their arrival and reception. They do not trace 
families because after a very few days at the CPU, a referral letter is sent to a 
reception centre such as World Vision, GUSCO or the CPA asking them to 
take the children in for further psychosocial support, as discussed above. 

As it was a military facility, we did not have access to the children within 
the CPU. However, from the children’s narratives some of them acknowledge 
passing through or having contact with the army on arrival, although they did 
not dwell on the details of their experiences within the unit. For instance: 

 
“They were instructed to bring me to the LC. The LC then took me to the 
barracks of the UPDF. I spent the night with the UPDF in Ongako. The 
next day at 8 o’clock they rang to Gulu. They came and picked me …” 
(Child mother at GUSCO) 
 
“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.” (Formerly abducted girl at Lacor camp) 

 
As we can see, the main aim of the activities at the CPU as stated by our 
respondent is building confidence in the returning children. As mentioned, 
the CPU does not trace family but refers the children to the humanitarian 
NGOs. 
 
6.3.2 Prospects of military reintegration 
From the components of the CPU-based activities mentioned we can see that 
the official objective of the activities is to build confidence in the returning 
children. However, we believe that being a military facility and knowing that 
the children were militarily trained, one of the possible unstated objectives 
might be to debrief the children in relation to their military activities. We 
would like to suggest that the CPU activities were a way of demilitarizing the 
children since some of them did escape with their weapons – perhaps to 
provide a measure of security during their escape – and surrendered them to 
the army on arrival. It is also true that many of the children were ‘rescued’, 
although some would say captured, during UPDF bombardments of LRA 
positions and as the children fought for the LRA. This makes it hard to 
believe that they were only brought to the CPU for ‘confidence building’, and 
this was sometimes reflected in the language used by the army after battles 
with the LRA. Normally, those who were killed (including children, since up 
to 80 percent of the LRA were children) would be referred to as rebels but 
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those who survived the battles and surrendered would be referred to as 
rescued children and mothers. For example: 
 

Some children are ‘rescued’ by the UPDF during military operations. These 
are often children who surrender or who are wounded in battle and left 
behind. Local NGOs are critical of the UPDF for the way it reports on 
military operations during Operation Iron Fist. Those killed are called 
terrorists or rebels, and those who survive are ‘rescued children’. (Human 
Rights Watch, 2003: 16) 

 
Our findings further show that returned children were used by the UPDF as 
sources of intelligence concerning LRA activities. In an interview, a key 
person at the Amnesty Commission revealed that the UPDF first knew that 
the rebel leader Kony had relocated to the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
from the revelations of children. This was also evident from the account of 
one of our respondents: 
 

“They then took me to the barracks. They took me to the barracks. From 
the barracks they started questioning me. They said are you returning from 
the bush?” (Male, formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
And another response quoted in a Human Rights Watch report (2003: 21) 
shows how children were used for intelligence: 
 

I spent two weeks at the UPDF detachment at Amuru in Gulu District. The 
soldiers there asked me lots of questions about the LRA, just like you. They 
asked if I could take them to where the LRA was located … 

 
Additionally, we found that the children’s contact with the army provided the 
latter with the opportunity to target them as a source of recruits for the 
UPDF and other government military functionaries, such as local defence 
personnel (Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, 2004; 
Human Rights Watch, 2003). The media regularly reported the actual or 
attempted recruitment of returned children into the UPDF. For instance, in 
December 2004, the Daily Monitor reported the ‘recruitment of former 
rebels into the UPDF under a special battalion; the 105th Battalion, created 
recently’ (Olara, 2004). The Human Rights Watch report cited (2003) 
details of how children who had passed through reception centres were later 
seen in UPDF uniform. The report also talks of the harassment of the 
formerly abducted children by the army and how the UPDF sought ‘help’ 
from the children for their operations in the Sudan in exchange for money. 
For instance, one formerly abducted boy explained that: 
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When I arrived at the barracks … [w]e were asked to join the UPDF. Five 
of the boys accepted but I refused. The youngest was a fifteen-year-old … 
Soldiers would tempt and taunt us … ‘Be a real man, fight with a real army 
now like the UPDF. You will get money for your work, a gun and a 
uniform’. (Human Rights Watch, 2003: 21) 

 
The recruitment of returned children into the UPDF was also testified to in 
some of the responses from the fieldwork for this study: 
 

“My child came; I talked to him and performed the traditional treatment. 
Now he is okay and has joined the UPDF … it was his choice [to join]; no 
one forced him. He said his presence at home would cause problem and so 
he is going to join the army.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 

 
The quote above suggests that some joined the army willingly, though the 
reasons for doing so are not made very clear. However, it could be that the 
child’s age no longer permitted a return to school or that there were no other 
opportunities available to improve their livelihood. Joining the army then 
became the best viable alternative for survival purposes, tapping into and 
using the military skills they had already acquired from the LRA. 

These findings demonstrate that although the CPU helped with the 
confidence-building agenda it set for itself, its involvement in the 
reintegration of the formerly abducted children continued the militarization 
of the mind and body of those children who ‘accepted’ recruitment into the 
army. Thus, in a way, militarization became another form of reintegration. 
How well these children were integrated into the army and reintegrated as 
persons into the army is not known to this study. Whether this military 
reintegration was a success or whether there were difficulties encountered in 
this process are also not known and are beyond the scope of this research. In 
summary, we can say that the CPU can be considered as a branch of the 
UPDF whose other important but unstated aims were to recruit and obtain 
intelligence information from the children. At the time that they were 
escaping in large numbers, this seems to have been the easiest way for the 
UPDF to access information about the LRA. The children had nothing to 
lose and would tell the army what they knew. 
 
 
6.46.46.46.4    HUMANITARIAN REINTEGRATIONHUMANITARIAN REINTEGRATIONHUMANITARIAN REINTEGRATIONHUMANITARIAN REINTEGRATION 
 
As stated above, , , , northern Uganda during the war years generally became a 
region that was completely ‘NGOnized’, with the provision of social services 
dominated and supported by these organizations. In the 20 years that saw the 
conflict unfold and devastate the region, government services either became 
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defunct or could not address the changing needs of the devastated and 
displaced population (see chapter 2). Among the activities of the NGOs are 
those that have specifically focused on the formerly abducted children’s needs 
due to their overwhelming experiences, as were revealed in chapter 5. 

This study looked at the activities of three NGOs, GUSCO, KICWA 
and CPA, especially focusing on GUSCO. These three NGOs were selected 
because they were all locally founded organizations that specifically aimed to 
address the problems of formerly abducted children. All three provided 
reception centres for the formerly abducted children who were returning 
home from captivity; however, CPA’s history, meant it was initially focused 
more on advocacy.6 Because of our interest in the local context of the conflict, 
it was important to examine the reintegration practices developed for the 
children in these reception centres to understand what they went through, as 
well as to identify the reintegration methodologies used. 
 
6.4.1 The component of humanitarian reintegration 
For many of the children a reception centre was the first point of contact 
after captivity. This would also normally be the case for those who escaped 
and went home but whose parents or community leaders wanted them to have 
specialized attention. This was the case for two boys from Lacor and 
Alokolum camps: 
 

“They said: ‘Are you returning from the bush’? I said ‘oo’ they then said, 
‘You, if you have come back from the bush, then it is okay. Now nothing is 
going to be done to you. You stay here, a phone will be rung, a vehicle 
brought and you will be taken to your colleagues who are in town’.” 
(GUSCO) (Male, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP Camp). 
 

“My grandmother told me that if I was feeling insecure, I should come back 
to Gulu. The next day – I had stayed with her for three days – I boarded a 
vehicle and came here (Gulu) straight. I stayed for some time, I was taken to 
the LC. The LC said I should be taken to GUSCO.” (Male, formerly 
abducted child, Alokolum IDP Camp). 

 
Those who were rescued by the UPDF during bombardments or those who 
local leaders put in contact with the army were also brought to a reception 
centre after passing through the UPDF’s Child Protection Unit. For instance, 
when asked how they reached the reception centre, the following children 
explained: 
 

                                                 
6 CPA was founded as an advocacy group by the parents of the St Mary’s Aboke girls who were 
abducted in 1998. It followed the girls and pushed for their unconditional release. It eventually 
grew into an NGO. 
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“The rebels are the ones who brought me. We were staying in Purongo. 
They selected three soldiers (rebels) who brought me up to Ongako. From 
Ongako they captured civilians to whom I was handed over. They were 
instructed to bring me to the LC. The LC then took me to the barracks of 
the UPDF. I spent the night with the UPDF in Ongako. The next day at 8 
o’clock they rang to Gulu. They came and picked me and took me to ‘tee 
got’ (the traditional chiefs residence). From ‘tee got’ I then came here.” 
(Child mother, GUSCO) 
 
“There was a boy who helped me to escape. [the boy was also a rebel]. He 
left me in a place called Awich … it was already in Uganda. The locals of 
that village took me to LC then he took me to an Army Barracks, then I was 
brought here.” (Female, blind formerly abducted child, GUSCO) 

 
These two are examples of the better treatment of child mothers, who were 
mentioned in the previous chapter, and a kind boy who showed pity for a 
blind girl. Otherwise most children had to risk escape. The rebels would not 
allow them to escape let alone escort them into the community.  

 
6.4.2 Assessment by staff 
Thus, the children who attended reception centres reached the centres in 
different ways, either through family or various community leaders or the 
army. Here they met social workers who, as a starting point, had to make an 
assessment of their condition on arrival in order to give them the right 
treatment. In our focus group discussion with the staff at GUSCO, we gained 
some knowledge of the assessments they made of the children on arrival in 
the centre: 
 

“When they have just come back it is really very difficult to find them 
socializing with others, they are always isolated, withdrawn and quiet. But 
with time as we keep on counselling them and guiding them they keep on 
changing and at the end of it when we are re-uniting them you find that the 
child is freely interacting with others, community, staff and other formerly 
abducted children.” (Focus group discussion with staff, GUSCO) 
 
“The psychological aspects are not very different from the social aspects. 
Like when a child has just come, he is more traumatized compared to when 
a child has taken quite some time and has been counselled. You find when a 
child has just come he has nightmares, military kind of behaviour, he is 
withdrawn, he forgets very fast. He is aggressive even to the staff.” (Focus 
group discussion with staff, GUSCO) 
 
“Physically, when they have just come, some of them are so starved since 
they have not been eating well; they are so weak, malnourished. Yah, we have 
grown ups that are malnourished. You find that some of them have 
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protruding stomachs but with time it disappears. Some of them come with 
ill health, with physical disability which among other children come with 
broken limbs, physically some come with wounds all over the body which 
takes long to heal and heals with time.” (Focus group discussion with staff, 
GUSCO) 

 
Despite these kinds of assessments the opinion of the staff about the children 
is both positive and sympathetic: 
 

R1: “When you talk about these war affected children like from Kitgum, 
Lira, Pader and Gulu, the formerly abducted, both these categories lack basic 
facilities like clothes, they don’t go to school.” 
R2: “Yah, when you look at these children they are part and parcel of us. 
They look like people who can still do something in future.” 
R3: “They look like people who are innocent but they have been forced to 
do things against their will.” 
R4: “Personally, I look at these children as disadvantaged children because 
when you compare them with children elsewhere in the country. Here the 
experiences which these children go through are beyond compare to these 
other ones.” (Focus group discussion with staff, GUSCO) 

 
6.4.3 Activities at the centre 
From a general point of view, while at the centre both the children and the 
staff talk about the availability of learning activities and skills training, social 
activities and the provision of basic needs to help reorient and reintegrate the 
children. Explaining these, the staff at the centre had the following to say: 
 

“Yes, in the centre here we have decided to cater for their recovery. We have 
counselling of which it is done individually and also the group counselling 
which is conducted by the social workers of which we talk to the children 
from under the tree. We discuss with them, I mean we guide them to 
become aware of what the world is all about and we prepare them for going 
back home. 

We also take the individual counselling depending on the kinds of 
problems somebody has which is normally conducted by the social worker. 
Apart from that we also have what we call life therapy for them. We have 
teachers who always go with them to class just to have normal lessons like 
we have in primary schools. That is to restore their faith in education 
because as soon as they come back they feel they can no longer go back to 
school and more so the children are used to the up and down movement; 
they cannot sit for like 30 minutes or even 20 minutes in class. So the class 
therapists are to make them get used to the normal situation of sitting in 
class and also have to cope like when they are reunited they can go back and 
re-join school and also get used to the situation in class.” 
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“To add to class therapy we have something like drawing which helps us to 
assess them on what stages of recovery they are in. Looking at the pictures 
these children draw most of them who have just come back draw may be 
soldiers holding guns and when they spend some period with us you find 
them shifting from that kind of drawing to may be drawing things like 
schools, people or different pictures that doesn’t depict what was happening 
from the bush so we also have that programme of drawing, that is under 
class therapy.” 
 
“We also have like debate which is also done on relevant topics that also 
helps in widening their knowledge always give them the opportunity to 
choose what they want to discuss and we give them full opportunity to chair 
everything while we sit and just guide them like in leadership skills and to 
help them learn how to speak in the society that is just to prepare them in 
future life at home and to widen their knowledge. We also provide them 
with health education. We have two nurses at the centre and they give them 
health education like in the reproductive parts, on HIV/AIDS and other 
health related issues. Also we have health education being brought from 
outside the centre. The health workers come for the immunization of 
children.” 
 
“When we engage them in activities like when we take them for football 
outside, we expect children from the community to come out and play with 
them. This helps them to get used to the outside community. When they go 
back home such activities make them get used to the community. Then the 
dances here we have traditional dances and modern dances. So this helps the 
children to discover their talents. These things also help to restore such 
works on the children because when they come back they feel helpless so this 
helps to restore their faith.”  
 
(Focus group discussions with staff, GUSCO) 

 
6.4.4 Children’s experiences at reception centres 
The children’s accounts of their own experience of their time at the reception 
centres complemented those of the staff. The following excerpts were taken 
from the histories narrated to us by the formerly abducted children. All of 
these respondents were at GUSCO reception centre. When asked what kind 
of help they had been given while at the centre they responded: 
 

“When I arrived here, there were no beddings and clothes. They gave me 
from here. Even shoes I was given. For medical care we are taken to Lacor 
Hospital. I was taken to Lacor Hospital for blood screening. Even my legs 
were paining. We are given food. The main work here is sweeping the 
compound, mopping the rooms. We have larakaraka (traditional dance), 
netball and the boys play football. We are being taught writing, drawing and 
painting pictures. They also teach us health education; things about 
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HIV/AIDS, on how we should take care of ourselves, how it is transmitted. 
Here I stay well; there is no one who forces us into doing anything. There is 
nothing that I am thinking of because they give us everything.” (Female, 
formerly abducted child, GUSCO) 
 
“They are really good, because on your arrival you are given clothes, sandals 
and even taken to the hospital until you improve. They even provided 
nappies and bed sheets for my baby.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
From these findings we understand that the components of reintegration at 
the reception centres included the provision of everything that concerned the 
immediate needs of the returning children. They also received group therapy, 
learning acceptable group dynamics for living together. They were clothed, 
fed and introduced to learning, undertaking community work such as cleaning 
and cooking, attending Christian prayers, receiving medical care and playing. 
The centres also offered families the opportunity to visit the children through 
their retracing programme aimed at family reunification. 

Another child at the reception centre talked about the kinds of services 
they received and did not receive, thus giving us an insight into what was 
done and what was not: 

 
“[I have received] everything like bed, clothes; we were given many things. 
Yes [I am satisfied] all is fine. [Performance of Acholi traditional ritual] that 
was not done here. There were prayers. There is somebody who comes from 
Holy Rosary parish. No one has come [from home to visit me here since I 
returned]. They don’t know [I am back]. Yes [I am going home to surprise 
them]. Yes, I am [longing to go back home]. We are always taken to Lacor 
hospital. Yes, [we have enough to eat from here]. The only work is sweeping 
the compound and also we cook once a week. We do play games like netball, 
football or even dance. [We do draw some pictures] – any that you want to 
draw. [I don’t know why we have not learnt some craft]. Yes, [I am free here] 
because there is a big difference between being here and being in the bush. 
We are taught good things and we are not beaten.” (Female, formerly 
abducted child, GUSCO) 

 
In addition to emphasizing the provisions at the reception centre, this 
quotation shows that there were no traditional rituals performed. Also for this 
particular individual, there had been no contact with the family, which could 
have made her return home problematic. Overall, however, this girl felt that 
there was a positive difference between being in the reception centre as 
opposed to the bush. 
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6.4.5 Prospects of humanitarian reintegration 
In chapter 3 we saw that according to Human Rights Watch (2003), children 
who had been caught up in the Angolan war had been neglected or ignored 
because their specific needs were not included in the memorandum of 
understanding between UNITA and the government of Angola. Human 
Rights Watch (2003) further indicated that the children were sent home with 
just a worn pair of trousers and a t-shirt. To us this represented a haphazard 
or problematic form of reintegration. In our study we did not ask the children 
to assess whether the services they received at the centres were adequate or not. 
However, their acknowledgement of the kind of assistance received reveals the 
kind of activities occurring at the reception centres. Given that most of their 
experiences at the reception centres were positive, they also show an implicit 
appreciation of the programmes. This is in contrast to the view of Human 
Rights Watch in Angola, and also in contrast to experiences in Mozambique, 
where Maslen (1997) shows that ex-combatants felt that reintegration 
programmes only targeted a few people, and especially men. Our findings 
show that the humanitarian activities at the GUSCO reception centre in 
northern Uganda make a positive contribution towards reintegration and that 
reintegration activities in northern Uganda also include girls. However, the 
activities only form the initial steps in the reintegration of these children, a 
process which will take a long time to complete. As we will see in chapter 7, 
the absence of traditional rituals at the centre emphasizes the need to perform 
the rituals as part of the Acholi culture when the children return home, as part 
of the medium to long-term reintegration process.  
 
 
6.56.56.56.5    POLITICAL REINTEGRATIONPOLITICAL REINTEGRATIONPOLITICAL REINTEGRATIONPOLITICAL REINTEGRATION 
 
The politically motivated institutional initiative for reintegration was the 
result of the people’s search for stability at more formal levels. They used the 
opportunities available within the national institutional framework to create 
the Amnesty Commission in conjunction with the government. The Amnesty 
Commission was created by an act of parliament and provides for the 
implementation of the Amnesty Act, 2000, which was the result of a search 
for peace by Ugandans after many years of conflict since President Museveni’s 
ascendance to power. According to the Amnesty Commission (2005), as 
many as twenty-two small and large conflicts and rebel groups have been 
identified in Museveni’s twenty years of rule. These many conflicts, especially 
the LRA rebellion in the north, led civil society, together with religious 
leaders – most prominently the Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative – to 
push for a law that would encourage fighters, especially children caught up in 
armed conflict, to surrender and seek reconciliation without fear of punitive 
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action from either the government or the community. This, it was envisaged, 
would be a harbinger of peace and stability in the country. Thus, article 2 of 
the Act defines amnesty as: 
 

… a pardon, forgiveness, exemption or discharge from criminal prosecution 
or any other form of punishment by the state. 

 
And article 3 sub-sections 1 and 2 list the conditions for amnesty: 
 

1. An Amnesty is declared in respect of any Ugandan who has at any time 
since the 26th day of January, 1986 engaged in or is engaging in war or 
armed rebellion against the government of the Republic of Uganda by: 

- actual participation in combat; 
- collaborating with the perpetrators of the war or armed 

rebellion; 
- committing any other crime in the furtherance of the war or 

armed rebellion; or 
- assisting or aiding the conduct or prosecution of the war or 

armed rebellion. 
2. A person referred to under subsection (1) shall not be prosecuted or 

subjected to any form of punishment for the participation in the war or 
rebellion for any crime committed in the cause of the war or armed 
rebellion. 

 
Among other things, those who receive amnesty must renounce and abandon 
their involvement in war or armed rebellion and must surrender the weapons 
in their possession before receiving a certificate (article 4). 

The functions of the Amnesty Commission include the monitoring of 
demobilization programmes, reintegration and the resettlement of those who 
surrender, otherwise referred to as reporters (Amnesty Act, 2000, 9 (a) (i)–
(iii)). To effectively monitor these programmes the Commission has a 
demobilization and resettlement team (DRT) who are charged with the 
responsibility of drawing up the programmes for the decommissioning of 
arms, demobilization, resettlement and reintegration of reporters (Amnesty 
Act, 2000, 13 (a)–(d)). 

The Amnesty Commission has regional offices throughout the country to 
cater for the different conflicts spread across the country, and their specific 
functions or mode of operation may differ according to the nature of the 
conflict in the specific region. For example, the regional office in the West 
Nile region would generally deal with adult reporters of a relatively old 
rebellion of the West Nile Bank Front. The reporters there would not be 
reporting to the office after having been sent from psychosocial support 
centres. This is contrary to the northern region, where most who report are 
children who the Commission normally accesses via the rehabilitation centres. 
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Because of this disparity in the mode of operation, we refer only to the 
activities of the Commission in the northern region, specifically the Gulu 
office, which directly concerns itself with the children returning to Acholi 
land. 
 
6.5.1 The component of political reintegration 
The political component of reintegration lies in the basic services that a 
formerly abducted child might expect from the Amnesty Commission. In an 
interview with the DRT officer in Gulu, we learnt that the Amnesty office 
there did not receive returning children directly. This was because 
procedurally the children first report to (or were expected to report to) the 
CPU which then directed them to the reception centres, according to the 
officer. The officer continued that it is from the reception centres that the 
Amnesty Commission commences its activities of registering the children. We, 
however, found that some of the activities of the Commission are ongoing, 
targeting the wider community, even though the activities are aimed at 
benefiting the children. 

In this interview we also learnt that when the abduction of children was 
at its height during Operation Iron Fist (see Chapter 2), the Amnesty 
Commission was involved in advocacy, preparing radio programmes code 
named dwog paco (meaning ‘come back home’) which appealed to the 
children to leave the bush. We were further informed through the interview 
that the Commission also concerned itself with the training of teachers to give 
them skills that they could use to help the children cope when they returned 
to school. Furthermore, in collaboration with NGOs, the Commission also 
helped to organize children’s rights clubs. The clubs help both the formerly 
abducted children and other non-abducted children to share experiences, to 
cope and to accept the other group in schools. In addition, the Commission 
also worked hand in hand with cultural and religious leaders to effect 
reconciliation and build the confidence of both the children and the 
community (Amnesty Commission Report, 2004–2005). 

The DRT officer added that the Commission provided amnesty cards to 
all those who had spent at least four months in captivity and/or committed 
atrocities in the community and were at least 12 years old. The general 
meaning of the card (including for reporters from other conflicts) is that the 
government has forgiven the holder and they cannot be prosecuted. The 
DRT officer also explained that receiving the amnesty card also means that 
atrocities committed or involvement in rebellion are not considered 
treasonable unless the actions are repeated after amnesty is granted. In the case 
of children in northern Uganda, where there were sometimes multiple 
abductions, one uses the first amnesty card given. According to the Amnesty 
Commission Report, 2004–2005 (2005), as of the end of 2005, amnesty 
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had been granted to 4,579 people in the northern region. In our 
understanding, the amnesty cards are important for the management of the 
social and legal aspects of reintegration. The recipients can use the cards to 
ensure, if the need arises, their immunity from prosecution for any atrocities 
they might have committed. Socially, it also means that communities are 
expected to forgive them. 

Apart from these ‘soft’ activities aimed at reintegration, the DRT officer 
in the Commission’s office in Gulu explained in an interview that in order to 
ensure socioeconomic reintegration, the returnees were each given a mattress, 
a blanket, 2 saucepans, 3 hoes, 5 kg of maize seeds, 1 jerry can, 1 wash basin, 
2 plates and 1 cup. In addition, they received UGX 263,000 (Ugandan 
shillings; about USD 146 at the time of the fieldwork). The similarities 
between this resettlement package and the one provided by the humanitarian 
institutions could lead one to ask whether there is a difference between 
humanitarian and political reintegration. However, ultimately each type of 
institutional reintegration is understood in terms of its origins and subsequent 
intentions. Since the activities of the Amnesty Commission originated from 
the political debates within the country, it has the distinction of being a 
political institution engaging in political reintegration. 

From the two interviews we conducted at the Commission we found that 
another focus of the Commission was to provide skills training. According to 
the DRT officer, at the time of the fieldwork the Commission had also 
contracted the Acholi Private Sector Development Company Limited to 
provide skills training for the returnees who were not able to go back to 
formal schooling, such as child mothers and those above school-going age. 
The returnees were asked to identify projects they could manage; they were 
then given skills in the fields they had chosen, such as motor vehicle repair, 
carpentry and tailoring.  
 
6.5.2 Prospects of political reintegration 
We have already seen that in discharging its duties of demobilization, 
reintegration and resettlement, the Amnesty Commission, as the organ of 
political reintegration, engaged in advocacy programmes, the training of 
teachers and working with cultural and religious leaders who stood for 
reconciliation, among other activities. During the interview, the DRT officer 
in Gulu further reported that one of the goals of the Commission had been to 
follow the returnees into the community to ascertain if they had settled and 
were following the spirit of the amnesty. However, this had not been possible 
due to inadequate funding, which also contributed to the fact that of the 
4,579 who registered at the northern region Commission offices (by 2005), 
only 3,218 had been resettled (Amnesty Commission Report, 2004–2005). 
However, in what we interpret as trading on cooperation and 
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complementarity, the DRT officer mentioned that their partner organizations 
were involved in community follow-up. In this case, partnership in the 
reintegration ‘business’ made up for lack of funds. In relation to other factors 
affecting reintegration, the DRT officer also noted that on-going war made 
resettlement difficult and achieving targets a big challenge. Difficulty with 
reintegration was also related to the lack of control of parents over their 
children because families had relocated to camps. 

The security concerns of the Commission are manifest in its 
responsibilities – the decommissioning of arms, demilitarization, 
demobilization, resettlement and reintegration (Amnesty Act, 2000, 13(a)-
(d)). Moreover, while the DRT might be engaged in militarization in reverse 
for the purpose of ensuring security, its roots really lie in the fears concerning 
the military training that the targeted group received – in the case of northern 
Uganda, the formerly abducted children. This also makes for a close 
relationship with military reintegration. 

Politically, the amnesty is valid for those who engaged in subversive 
activities, rebellion or atrocities after 26 January 1986. This date is important 
as the day that Museveni’s National Resistance guerrilla movement took over 
the government in Uganda. Setting this date in the Amnesty Act could be 
seen as providing protection for the National Resistance Movement 
government in relation to its previous record and activities as a guerrilla 
organization. Without this date one could argue that all armed groups that 
once engaged in subversive activities against the government need to be 
amnestied. In the present, the date could also protect the government from 
people who for one reason or another might take up arms against it – as all 
who do so after this date are liable to prosecution. 

At another level, although the tendency of the NRM government 
generally was to resolve conflict using the military option, the government has 
sometimes opportunistically used the Amnesty Act to serve its own political 
purposes. For example, for a time, the government oscillated between total 
amnesty for the LRA leaders versus support for the prosecution of the rebel 
leaders by the International Criminal Court (The Wilson Woodrow School, 
2006). The government’s ambiguous position occurred against the backdrop 
of an insistent push by civil society and religious leaders over the years to seek 
amnesty for the rebels and the formulation of an amnesty law. However, 
sometimes there is an impression that the amnesty law is being used as a 
means of intimidation. In the local press there are sometimes reports of 
people who are alleged to have committed subversive activities and are then 
pressured to apply for amnesty to avoid prosecution (cf. Afedraru and Muyita, 
2007). By forcing what appears to be an admission of guilt, the amnesty law 
acts as a political tool to control and sometimes harass opponents. 
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6.5.3 The Amnesty Commission, the future and government involvement in 
reintegration 

It was difficult to gauge the extent to which the children of northern Uganda 
understood the amnesty. It was rarely mentioned in their life histories, though 
it was mentioned in passing during some informal conversations. In the life 
histories, we had asked the children to tell us about their experiences from the 
moment of abduction up until our interview (see chapters 4 and 5), and it is 
not clear why most of the children did not refer to the services of the 
Commission. This could be interpreted to mean that the humanitarian 
reintegration activities were judged by the children to be more important, 
since most of them talked about their experiences at the reception centres or 
about not having the opportunity to go to the centres. 

For one of the children we talked to in Minakulu camp, however, the 
first thing we were shown was his amnesty card as if to make a statement that 
‘despite everything, I have been forgiven, I am not dangerous anymore’. The 
certificate was also taken seriously by his widowed mother, who kept the card 
among important family documents such as medical records and baptism 
cards, which in Uganda sometimes act as birth certificates. According to the 
DRT officer, other parents fear the certificate, seeing it as a record and 
constant reminder, as well as labelling their children as rebels. They fear that 
this might be to the child’s disadvantage in the future. For example, based on 
these records the children could at any time be called for military service.  

Generally there was a greater awareness of the activities in the reception 
centres than those of the Amnesty Commission. Also, the compounds of the 
reception centres appeared to be more lively than the Commission compound 
when we visited. In my view this points to a greater degree of involvement by 
NGOs in comparison to the government in the reintegration of the formerly 
abducted children. It reinforces the idea that there has been very little 
deliberate government initiative taken in relation to the reintegration of these 
children. 

In chapter 3 we saw that Mozambique, South Africa and Rwanda had 
previously introduced amnesties (Coban, 2006; Woodrow Wilson School of 
International and Public Affairs, 2006). Although the Ugandan Amnesty Act 
is rooted in the restorative justice system (The Wilson Woodrow School, 
2006), we found that its systemic value for the children of northern Uganda 
was mainly limited to its distribution of the resettlement packages and the 
amnesty certificate. The continuing war at the time of our fieldwork and 
inadequate funding were the explanations for this limited involvement. 
However, we feel that if these were addressed, political reintegration through 
the Amnesty Commission could go a long way. 

An additional limitation to political reintegration is related to the 
nationwide scope of the Amnesty Commission’s programme – to address all 
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the rebellions that have besieged Museveni’s government since he came to 
power. As shown above, other rebellions did not involve the use of children 
on the massive scale seen in northern Uganda. Due to the extent of the 
involvement of children in the northern conflict, one would expect a 
programme specifically targeting the problems that children face after being 
forced to join the LRA. There is no specific programme by the government 
to reintegrate the war children of northern Uganda, and the activities of the 
Amnesty Commission have simply been modified to address the children’s 
needs. 

Ethical questions also arise with respect to the fact that children, who 
were forcefully abducted and mostly participated in rebel activities as a means 
of survival, receive amnesty in the same manner as adults who took up arms 
against the government for mainly political reasons. Already facing much 
social stigmatization, the amnesty cards will further and forever stigmatize the 
children as one-time rebels, even if they received the amnesty certificate at the 
age of twelve. 
 
 
6.66.66.66.6    AN OVERVIEW OF FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL AN OVERVIEW OF FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL AN OVERVIEW OF FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL AN OVERVIEW OF FORMAL INSTITUTIONAL 

REINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICES    
 
Our findings thus far reveal that the components of humanitarian 
reintegration are concerned with the basic needs and comfort of the returned 
children, while military reintegration addresses the children’s relationship with 
the army. Political reintegration is multifaceted, but ultimately aimed at the 
acceptance of the children by the communities to which they return. The 
dominant features of formal institutional reintegration in northern Uganda 
can be drawn from these three approaches. 
 
6.6.1 Immediate needs: food, shelter, clothing and health care 
Initially the child’s needs are mainly provided for by the reception centres or 
the CPU, depending on where the children first arrive. On the arrival of the 
children at any of the centres or the CPU, they first attend to the children’s 
appalling physical condition as well as medical concerns. These immediate 
needs normally include food and provision of shelter, health care and medical 
attention. Minor ailments are usually treated by centre nurses and severe 
problems are referred to the major hospital nearest to the particular centre. If 
the children first arrive at the CPU facility, major problems are referred to the 
army hospital in the barracks. As the returnees recover from their initial 
adverse conditions, other activities are introduced into their new lives. By this 
time, most would be at the reception centres. They assume daily duties and 
responsibilities such as keeping their surroundings clean and cooking. 
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6.6.2 Leisure and social activities 
These activities primarily take place in the reception centres, as the Amnesty 
Commission does not provide boarding facilities and the children spend as 
few days as possible at the CPU. At the reception centres they engage in 
leisure and social activities such as traditional dances, drama, debates and 
sport. The idea is to encourage them to engage in more regulated and socially 
acceptable behaviour appropriate to children living within a society, 
something that they were not accustomed to in their recent past in the bush. 
These kinds of social engagements can also be therapeutic, allowing them to 
release the pent up negative emotions which might have developed as they 
watched numerous atrocities. The venting of these emotions while in captivity 
meant either becoming a victim or being forced further into this brutal 
lifestyle, resulting in more negative emotions. Thus, the reception centres 
become the first place in a long time where the children can freely express the 
bottled-up emotions. According to Harlacher and Aloyo (2005), these 
activities also encourage the returnees to build relationships among themselves 
and their carers at the reception centre. Learning to build relationships is vital 
because this life skill will be taken with them when they return to the 
community, where they must build other relationships and adjust to new life 
conditions. 
 
6.6.3 Counselling 
In relation to the components of reintegration we have discussed above, 
counselling only takes place at the reception centres. According to the social 
workers, counselling takes two forms, individual counselling and group 
counselling. Generally, individual counselling is concerned with individual 
and personal emotional, psychological and social problems. We understand 
this to mean that individual counselling focuses on addressing the particular 
problems experienced as a result of specific war experiences, as discussed 
above. According to the social workers, group counselling is done with a 
group of 8 to 10 people and deals with more general problems that are 
experienced more or less by or affect the whole group. Perhaps it is also an 
easy way of ‘surveying’ the returned children vis-a-vis their new environment, 
its challenges and their expectations. In our view, counselling complements 
the social and leisure activities mentioned and in general can also be said to 
assist in the venting of complicated emotions. At the same time, it is also a 
channel through which to receive support through the listening ear of the 
social worker, who can acknowledge the suffering expressed and provide 
advice. Harlacher and Aloyo (2005) reveal that counselling in these 
circumstances also recognizes the importance of exploring a client’s strengths, 
personal and social resources and possible opportunities for effective 
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reintegration. They argue that people who survive rebel captivity under the 
specific conditions of captivity by the LRA must be strong and gifted people 
and that these strengths need to be cultivated, used and built on as resources 
for reintegration. 
 
6.6.4 Training  
There are a wide range of activities that the formerly abducted children 
engage in to either learn skills or unlearn questionable behaviour. Training in 
this context mostly takes place at the reception centres, but the Amnesty 
Commission also offers opportunities for learning, especially skills in 
collaboration with other partners such as the Acholi Private Sector 
Development Company Limited. At the centres, returnees watch educational 
videos, attend classes where they are taught basic literacy and numeracy skills 
– which also act as therapy to instil better levels of concentration and 
discipline – and draw pictures to heal their traumatized memories. Education 
also involves sensitization to relevant social issues such as child rights and 
HIV/AIDS. Sometimes such social issues are addressed through debates 
among the returnees, moderated by their carers. The centres further offer 
practical skills, especially for child mothers and young adults who may not 
have the courage or opportunity to go back to formal schooling when they 
return home on account of their age or responsibilities. This scenario could 
be summarized as ‘learning to learn’ in order to develop opportunities for life-
long learning, whereby the returnees first unlearn the bush habits and try to 
learn new skills to cope with their return, all of which help the process of 
their eventual reintegration into society. For example, for those who look 
forward to returning to formal schooling, unlearning the chaotic lifestyle of 
the bush is helped by regulated ‘classroom-like’ lessons in numeracy and 
writing skills which instil a structured way of life. 

Thus far we have discussed a number of very short-term reintegration 
activities which are usually carried out when the children are still based at the 
institutions. However, as we shall see in chapter 7, there are reintegration 
activities that are focused on the children but also involve the communities 
and are aimed at having an impact within the community in the medium to 
long-term.  
 
6.6.5 Family tracing 
Above we saw that initially the army carried out family tracing by parading 
children captured in war in market places for families to identify. However, 
since the creation of the CPU, family tracing for children who pass through 
the CPU has been handed over to the NGOs. Here we also note that the 
Amnesty Commission does not trace families, meaning that the activity of 
family tracing is only done by the NGOs. Family tracing could be said to be 
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an activity that steps from the formal institutional-based setting into the 
community. It involves obtaining information from the returnees about their 
family, the names of their parents and the location of their home. On the 
basis of this information, the centre staff will then investigate whether the 
children’s families are still intact, whether they have moved and also inform 
the family about the return of their child and perhaps their status, especially if 
they have become mothers, or were wounded or crippled. The status of the 
children’s family is an important initial component of their eventual long-
term reintegration. The earlier they get in touch with their family the better 
the foundation for reintegration because the family is the long-term support 
and primary unit for reintegration. It is also important for them to know if 
their parents are alive or not so that they can begin to adjust to the reality 
they must face. Notwithstanding the importance of the family to 
reintegration, children who were abducted young often do not remember 
where their home is or, for those who know, the families themselves are often 
displaced and the returnees do not know to which camp they have moved. 
Displacement actually makes family tracing difficult but more urgent, 
considering that the children only spend a few weeks at the centres. 

Apart from the challenges of an on-going war, there may also be a non-
response from families, especially if children have lost their parents while in 
captivity. This non-response from family members was the case for one of the 
children who was still at GUSCO. It is captured in the following 
conversation: 

 
“Nobody has ever come. They said that I am to be taken to the hospital first 
[before I can go home], but they are saying that they will not take me unless 
my relatives come to see me. If I am to wait for my relatives to come, then 
they take me to the hospital for my eye problem, then it’s useless because I 
know nobody will ever come to see me from here. I come from Alero, but I 
even have relatives living here in town and even my grandmother sells from 
here in the main market but I don’t know what wrong thing that I did to my 
relatives that they don’t like me. Yes she is aware [of my being in the centre], 
even the people here (from the centre) went up to home and talked to her, 
and she even accepted that she will come and see me, but no one has ever 
come.” (Blind female, formerly abducted child, GUSCO) 

 
Non-response or outright rejection by family members evokes feelings of 
rejection and guilt from the children and it casts a dark cloud over their 
future. 
 
6.6.6 Community sensitization 
Community sensitization particularly targets the wider community. It is 
aimed at making it receptive to the formerly abducted children when they 
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return home. The following quotation gives us an insight into why this is 
important: 
 

“We often talk to the parents or the guardian; you know such children 
mainly stay with guardians not their real parents. It’s our responsibility 
normally to talk to them. So a child is not supposed to stay here for good. 
Its just temporary, the best place for the child to stay is the community. And 
there are many of them … one … was being disturbed by the community 
members and above all the local leaders, so that called for me to train the 
local leaders so that they know their role in supporting the children, because 
his first reaction was to go back to the bush, get a gun, come back kill the 
local leaders and continue with normal life. But he chooses instead to run 
back to us, which was so good. So we had to take it upon ourselves to train 
the local leaders. Yah and it has worked.” (Focus group discussion with staff, 
GUSCO) 

 
As this quotation shows, this is an activity that is carried out by the reception 
centres. We also found that the Amnesty Commission engages in community 
sensitization through radio programmes, the establishment of children’s peace 
clubs in schools and by training teachers to help children who return to 
school. Harlacher and Aloyo (2005) explain that the community in present-
day northern Uganda knows well what the children have been through at the 
hands of the LRA because the war has been experienced by the whole 
community. Because of this, in our view, the nature of community 
sensitization should not dwell on the plight of the children but rather play a 
mediating role, as expressed in the quotation above, to enhance the 
commitment of all parties to support each other in living together in a war-
torn society. 
 
6.6.7 Support for income-generating activities 
This form of support is mainly provided by the NGOs, usually assisting older 
children or child mothers who cannot go back to school. We consider 
support for income-generating activities to be a stepping stone to the long-
term creation of economic and social conditions that will reinforce 
reintegration. Income-generating activities are important resources and 
provide the environment vital for proper and long-term reintegration: 
 

In an extremely impoverished community, our support for the reintegration 
of returnees also includes the facilitation of vocational trainings, income 
generating activities and schooling. (Harlacher and Aloyo, 2005: 8) 
 
“Then what the micro-finance is doing in the community level is to train 
people in the community especially in groups and give them some funds to 
train them in income generating activity and give them what will even 
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empower the community then in turn they will be able to support these 
children in their needs.” (Focus group discussion with staff, GUSCO) 

 
From the above, it is apparent that such support for income-generating 
activities should not target the formerly abducted children alone because it 
could easily bring about disquiet in the community, since the entire 
community is needy. At another level, the question of whether it is right to 
support perpetrators of atrocities to the exclusion of the community that bore 
the brunt of the atrocities could also be raised (Wanican, 2006). 
 
6.6.8 Resettlement packages 
Resettlement packages are provided by both the NGOs and the Amnesty 
Commission. It appears that those children who are ‘discharged’ from the 
reception centres receive two packages, one from the centre and one from the 
Commission. However, both might not be received on the same day, as the 
processing of resettlement packages by the Commission seems to take longer 
than those given by the NGOs when the children leave the centre. There are 
pros and cons concerning the resettlement package vis-a-vis the community 
that may have borne the brunt of the atrocities committed by the same 
children. Notwithstanding such concerns, the resettlement package announces 
the child’s arrival back into the community. 

Generally, what these findings tell us is that there is more done at the 
humanitarian level of reintegration than at the other two levels of formal 
reintegration, both of which are related to government-created institutions 
(the army and the Commission). This finding also further reveals that there 
was little overall government involvement in the reintegration of formerly 
abducted children. Finally, the findings show that the institutional approaches 
to reintegration in northern Uganda are similar to most reintegration activities 
for war children and/or ex-combatants in other war-torn countries such as 
Angola (Parsons, 2005), Liberia (Sendabo, 2004) and Sierra Leone (Van 
Gog, 2008; Peters, 2007). This might be the result of the difficulties that 
NGOs and other institutions involved in conflict areas have in distancing 
themselves from the dominant UN DDR framework as leaders in building 
peace and post-conflict reconstruction. As Goodhand (2006) points out, all 
NGOs working in conflict areas are conditioned by organizational mandates, 
past practices and politics. 
 
 
6.76.76.76.7    CONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKS    
 
In this chapter, we have explained the formal institutional reintegration 
practices as they pertain to northern Uganda. We have shown that military 
reintegration, although officially aimed at building the confidence of the 
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formerly abducted children, also aims to gather intelligence and recruit the 
formerly abducted children into the armed forces. For its part, rooted in the 
UN DDR framework, humanitarian reintegration is concerned with the 
wellbeing of the children, mostly taking care of their immediate basic needs. 
Finally, political reintegration closely relates to humanitarian reintegration in 
terms of its components but we found it to be ultimately politically motivated. 
The three paths of reintegration all contribute to the social reintegration of 
the formerly abducted children in the short-term, but their focus and 
motivations do not seem appropriate for long-term reintegration. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“A girl who was abducted stayed in the bush for four days; we commended her to prayer. She came back 
and we also performed the ritual and reported to the LC. From there her name was recorded. She came 
home, stayed for some time and went to her place of marriage. Up to now she is living well with her 

husband. 
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Even if you fear, the child is yours where do you take the child and where do you run? Sometimes you have 

the fear” (Focus group discussion) 
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Stepping on an egg (Nyono tong gweno): a ritual to welcome back formerly abducted children. 
 

 

 

 
© BBC website: www.bbc.co.uk/news 

 
Drinking from the same calabash during the ceremony of Mato Oput (reconciliation)



 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

COMMUNITY-BASED REINTEGRATION IN 
NORTHERN UGANDA 

 
 
7.17.17.17.1    INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION     
 
This chapter addresses our third research question: How are endogenous 
methods being used by the Acholi community to reintegrate the war-affected 
children? Endogenous methods of reintegration are linked to community-
based reintegration practices, which we identified in chapter 3 through the 
works of Honwana (2006) and Sendabo (2004). By way of linking the 
understanding of endogenous methods to reintegration, in chapter 3 we also 
used Kanyandago’s (2008) idea of endogeneity, which considers that 
whatever people do they have to build on who they are and what they have, 
relying on their own knowledge system. Such a system evolves and develops 
over time and in tandem with the cultural and physical environment. The 
system is a unique way of responding to the problems of a people and is made 
up of its particular beliefs, values, religion and science. Nevertheless, an 
endogenous system is open, Kanyandago reasons, to outside resources that are 
usually borrowed and appropriated in order to make them locally relevant. 

In this chapter, community-based reintegration initiatives are shown to 
include general acceptance, counselling and the acceptance of former 
abductees into family and through marriage. The latter we will refer to as 
accepted marriages. Additionally, problems such as stigmatization, nightmares 
and the specific problems of child mothers affecting community-based 
reintegration initiatives are understood as elements of the challenges to the 
Acholi endogenous system. In discussing the traditional rituals we attempt to 
show how the Acholi have used the beliefs and values available to them to 
reintegrate formerly abducted children. Finally, we identify schooling as one 
of the community-based methods of reintegration, with the final section 
presenting the experiences of formerly abducted children in school as well as 
the views of non-abducted children and their teachers. 
    
    
7.27.27.27.2    COMMUNITYCOMMUNITYCOMMUNITYCOMMUNITY----BASED REINTEGRATION INITIATIVESBASED REINTEGRATION INITIATIVESBASED REINTEGRATION INITIATIVESBASED REINTEGRATION INITIATIVES    
 
Community-based reintegration initiatives in northern Uganda were traced by 
investigating what is done at a practical level to and for the children by their 
families and the community in general and how the children receive those 
initiatives for their reintegration. Since community reintegration, according to 
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Sendabo (2004), involves both the returning children and members of the 
community, it was also important to understand how the community 
perceived and treated the children. The experiences of both the children and 
the community put together, in our view, reveal the reintegration practices in 
northern Uganda.     
    
7.2.1 Acceptance 
Naturally, the first people the children meet and interact with closely after 
their arrival either from the reception centres or the bush (for those who did 
not go through the reception centres) are family members. The family here 
could be either parents and siblings (a nuclear family) or relatives, depending 
on whether the child’s parents are still alive or not. Most of the children we 
talked to said that their family accepted them on their return home. They felt 
welcome and part of the family and did not have problems: 
 

“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.” (Female, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“Our people received me well. They said since I was back and not hurt or 
harmed in any way, there is no problem. They wanted to take me to 
GUSCO if it were possible. I told my mother that I could not go there just 
to sit wasting time and yet school was going on. I cannot go and just sit 
without doing anything constructive for months. I told them it would be 
better for me to stay at home. They told me it was okay if I did not want to 
go to GUSCO. They urged me to wait so they could buy uniform and 
books for me. They bought them and I went to school.” (Male, formerly 
abducted child, Alokolum IDP Camp) 
 
“When I came back, the people did not see it bad. They received me well, 
because right from the time I met the LC from Kweyo, they received me well 
and wanted to take me to the barracks. There was no problem [of negative 
talk], they were grateful.” (Former abductee, Alokolum camp) 
 
“When they return we don’t handle them as a child belonging to another 
family. We take them as a child of the community and try to be kind to 
them and encourage them in life.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 

 
Thus, generally, the children feel accepted and their views on what they would 
like to do are also respected. This is important, especially for confidence-
building as a first step towards reintegration. 
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7.2.2 Community-based counselling 
Due to the complexity of the children’s experience, people in their immediate 
environment, in informal ways, encourage and support them by talking to 
them and giving them advice. This is what we refer to as community-based 
counselling. It may come from family members, peers, community and 
religious leaders or other adults in the community. It is not programmed and 
yet it is very important for the emotional and social sustenance of the children. 
It is a sign of good will that the children unconsciously look for from the 
community: 
 

“Yes [my parents talked to me]. Yes, they [my friends] tell me to forget 
about the life in the bush. They tell me since I am at home I should try to 
live a normal life. The life in the bush as I assessed is bad.” (Male, formerly 
abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“It was Sr Clementina who asked me to keep going to her [for counselling] 
and I went.” (Female, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“This is why we have advised him to go to his paternal uncle and explain his 
problem so that he can be helped. He has received it [the advice] well.” 
(Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 

 
From the quotations it is apparent that the community includes the parents, 
friends, religious leaders and relatives. NGOs have attempted to formalize 
this informal structure of support for the formerly abducted children. 
According to our focus group discussion with community-based resource 
persons and community coordinators in Minakulu, NGOs trained and placed 
them at what they called satellite centres. The intention was to reach deep 
into the communities and the local council villages so that resource persons, 
as extensions of the NGOs, would be part of the care giving system for the 
formerly abducted children. However, in the end, most NGOs did not have 
enough funds for this kind of reach, and due to the lack of funds to run the 
activities for which they were trained, the community-based resource persons 
admitted that they had become mostly redundant. At the same time, had they 
followed the children into the villages they would have further drawn 
attention to them, again running the risk of stigmatizing them; in chapters 8 
and 9 the children reveal that they prefer to be left in the informal setting 
where they are just like everybody else. 
 
7.2.3 Accepted marriages 
Accepted marriages are also a welcome experience for formerly abducted 
children who have returned home as young adults or child mothers. 
According to some of our encounters during the fieldwork, we found that 
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many families did not allow formerly abducted persons to marry into their 
families due to their perceived and actual involvement in violence while in the 
bush: 
 

“I want to add, when they came back they could not marry the girls/boys 
who remained at home. Now they are able to marry the girls/boys who 
remained home.” (Focus group discussions with elders, Anaka camp) 

 
Eventually, however, families started to accept that the formerly abducted 
children can marry into their families, although such marriages are seen to be 
difficult: 
 

R1: “They do [parents do accept marriages] but they do not stay long 
together.” 
R2: “There are cares when abductees do not match in marriage.” (In-depth 
interview with elders, Industrial Area) 

 
Notwithstanding the difficulties, for those whose marriages are accepted and 
lasting, this is a hugely positive experience that we consider useful to 
reintegration: 
 

R1: “My wife is positive and does not talk ill of me. We have a good 
relationship.” 
R2: “We stay well with my husband and he keeps the children well.” (Focus 
group discussion with formerly abducted children, Anaka Camp) 

 
The focus group discussion in Minakulu further confirmed that marriages are 
accepted, but pointed out that parents sometimes arrange these marriages, 
which means that people do not have total trust in the formerly abducted 
children. Families into which they marry accept the marriages on the strength 
of the parents’ credibility. Their parents thus stand as guarantors of the 
marriage. The sentiments expressed by the formerly abducted children of 
Coo-pe camp in a focus group discussion show this lack of trust by the 
community. The participants I met in this group had become young adults 
and were involved in a performance group that they had formed in the camp. 
In addition, some of them were growing vegetables and others were making 
bricks for sale. Many of them were married. They told us that although some 
formerly abducted girls were marrying, many boys feared marriage to them, 
and mothers-in-law did not always respect their marriages; normal domestic 
arguments or fights were sometimes seen as attempts by the returnee to kill 
their spouse. This made their marriages unstable. In fact, many girls had been 
separated from their husbands because parents of the boys did not want their 
sons to remain married to the girls. Some of the performances of this group 
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exposed these problems. At the time of our meeting, the group was planning 
to use their forum to organize a meeting of wives and husbands to make them 
more aware of the plight of formerly abducted people. This meeting could go 
a long way in proving to the community that formerly abducted children are 
concerned about their relationships just like everybody else. It is a way of 
asserting themselves in their community and thereby reclaiming their 
citizenship.  
 
7.2.4 Hard-working children 
Members of the communities considered the formerly abducted children to 
be mostly hard-working people: 
 

“They work well and they are hard-working. Some of them say that while 
they were in the Sudan they had fields to dig. They work hard.” (Focus 
group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“For those who have been to GUSCO they could be encouraged to use the 
skills – carpenters, tailors, etc. – that they have learnt to occupy their time. 
There are those among them who are good at playing musical instruments, 
they could help in moments of recreation.” (Focus group discussion, 
Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
From the interviews with parents and guardians, it is apparent that the 
children were involved and making their contribution to family activities such 
as digging and household chores. The formerly abducted children themselves 
revealed that they engaged in team and social activities such as football and 
drama. Some were also engaged in economic activities such as brewing and 
selling beer, making pastries such as mandazi and chapati, and making and 
selling bricks. The group we met in Anaka had a grain-grinding mill 
supported by an NGO. These activities help them avoid boredom and affirm 
them as participant citizens. The following statements from a focus group 
discussion with the formerly abducted children in Anaka illustrate this: 
 

R1: “We are involved in drama and it keeps us going.” 
R2: “We play football with other teams from Anaka. This helps us to avoid 
redundancy.” 
 
R1: “We feel part and parcel of the community.” 
R2: “We share in the life of the community.” 
 
R1: “What we are doing now that helps us is drama. The people pay for this 
and this helps us to survive.” 
R2: “We have laid bricks, sold them and saved the money in the bank.” 
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R3: “Concerned Parents (Association) gave us a grinding mill but at the 
moment it is broken.” 
 
R1: “I work for my needs through selling chapati and mandazi. This earns 
me some income that I use for paying my fees.” 
R2: “With my husband he gave me some money that I use for buying the 
local brew – arege – and resell to earn some money.”  
 
(Focus group discussion with formerly abducted children, Anaka camp) 

 
In the section on accepted marriages above, we showed that marriage was one 
of the reintegration-enhancing activities. The discussions indicate that 
marriages of the now young adults go hand in hand with engaging in farming 
activities in places where this is possible. Marriages entail working hard in 
order to sustain the family and make the marriage work. Also, within the 
families, the younger ones participate in family work and assume 
responsibilities. In other words, they resume normal community activities that 
they were cut off from at the time of their abduction. Thus they begin to use 
the competences they have acquired, either while in captivity, at the reception 
centres or which they have learned from their families, to contribute to and 
identify themselves with their families and communities, not as victims of 
violence but as productive members. 
 
7.2.5 Problems affecting community-based initiatives for reintegration in 

northern Uganda – Stigmatization 
Above we found that in the family setting the children feel accepted and 
welcomed. However, outside the family the children feel that there is hostility. 
People call them names and make them feel guilty about their lives, despite 
being the victims of abduction: 
 

“When I had just come they had some fear. They handled me with care 
because they thought I could harm them since I had undergone a bad 
experience. I told them they were my people and I could not harm them. I 
told them I had seen greater havoc than what they are thinking. I added that 
if I start hurting them it would not be good. They then relaxed and started 
living with me freely. Now we live very well. That kind of talk [of teasing] 
was there even up to now some still remind me of that.” (Male, formerly 
abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“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 were disturbed …” 
(Female, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 
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“They talk bad of her. They say she has killed people. They say things that 
anger her. They say you are so stubborn that is why you were abducted.” 
(Parent of a formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 

 
In the focus group discussions, concern was also expressed about this labelling 
of the children. The elders thought that name-calling, tagging and 
stigmatization were not healthy for the reintegration of the children. The 
general feeling was that it was better to have an understanding attitude 
towards the children: 
 

“What causes bitterness is name-calling like ‘olum’, ‘returnee’? We, however, 
avoid that and tell them it wasn’t their wish to go to the bush. We receive 
them well.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
The focus group discussion in Minakulu indicated that due to name-calling, 
the children were afraid to engage with the community and only trusted their 
families. Name-calling made the children feel insecure and led some who were 
over 18 years of age to join the military. 
 
7.2.6 Nightmares 
While the children have been accepted and welcomed into their families and 
communities, they continue to experience the effects of abduction, especially 
in the form of nightmares. From a psychological point of view this may be 
considered an obvious repercussion of their brutal experiences during 
abduction (chapter 5), but from the Acholi point of view, continuing 
nightmares are an indication of cen (malevolent spirits, see chapter 3) and 
require the performance of cleansing rituals which are of deeper meaning. The 
rituals that are initially performed when the children arrive from the bush are 
only welcoming ceremonies. However, continuing nightmares cannot be 
ignored and call for rituals of greater significance. This is why both children 
and adults in the family or community take notice of the experience of 
nightmares and other signs of social problems: 

 
“The boy is haunted; he kicks and beats the wall at night. He confessed that 
he killed six people.” (In-depth interview with elders, Cerlendo) 
 
“I had some nightmares. Sometimes I dream that I am still in the bush.” 
(Male, formerly abducted child, Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“I had [nightmares] 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. I feel weak and 
pain in the body and sometimes I get sick [after having nightmares]. 
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Sometimes the environment looks cloudy for me and sometimes I even lose 
appetite.” (Female, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“Even when she came home [she says] that there are certain things which 
strangle her at night, I encouraged her to believe in Jesus and nothing will 
touch her.” (Guardian of a child mother, Kitgum) 

 
7.2.7 Fear and difficulties of living with the children 
Our field experiences show that often there is fear within the community, 
although it appears that this fear and unease is not directly expressed to the 
former abductees or in their presence: 
 

“There is a lot of fear towards these children especially those who have been 
away for five to ten years. At least during their stay there they might have 
done bad things. This is why when they return some traditional ceremonies 
are performed involving even sacrificing a goat.” (Focus group discussion, 
Alokolum IDP camp) 
 
“When he returned sometimes he would get so wild and even remove food 
that is being eaten claiming that it is time to move. No one could say 
anything to him; even his own father was afraid.” (Focus group discussion, 
Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
Due to this fear, members of the communities to which the children return 
form their own opinion of the children. These opinions are a reflection of 
desperation, helplessness and not knowing how to deal with the children as a 
societal problem. They point to the difficulties faced by families and 
communities in living with the returned children. The difficulties also 
engender a conflict in the community between its responsibilities towards the 
children and its need to protect itself from the aggressive traits that the 
children exhibit. In attempting to take on their responsibilities as parents, the 
focus groups revealed that to some extent they want to keep the children 
within the community, but in terms of the need for protection, they would 
like reception centres and the government to take care of the children. In such 
a conflicting situation, the community differentiates between those who spent 
a short or long time in captivity. Understandably, those who spent a longer 
time in captivity were generally found to be more difficult to live with and it 
was in relation to them that a further stay in a reception centre was suggested: 
 

“These children we live with them here but they are not okay. Their way of 
thinking is not straight; they keep thinking of what they went through in the 
bush.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 
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“Mine is very aggressive. He is generally aggressive with me but he is very 
violent with his sister. On many occasions, I tell his sister not to answer him. 
I have several times reprimanded him and he calms down. I don’t have little 
kids here; they stay elsewhere. He is generally aggressive with [other children 
he plays with] and beats them. He is not okay in the mind. He was taken to 
GUSCO because he was abducted in April 2004 and he came back in 
January 2005.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“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 
categories of kids need some kind of counselling 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 reorient 
themselves well. 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 
counselled 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 packages or those who were in school should be given 
some work to do or advised to go.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP 
camp) 

 
The focus groups indicated that it was even more difficult to live with those 
formerly abducted children who engaged in drinking alcohol: 

 
R2: “There is the category between the ages of 12 to 15; when they find 
alcohol to drink and they get tipsy, they no longer want jokes. If one tries to 
joke, then they get wild and can harm the others. This category can also be 
calm and constructive when they have some work to do that earns them 
some income but if there is no income-earning job they get frustrated and 
become aggressive.” 
 
R3: “To get what she has said, many times when they drink and they try to 
joke among themselves, these children do not receive it as jokes. They get 
offended and begin to tell others that don’t you know who I am? Do you 
know the great things I have done? You are nothing compared to the many 
that I helped to rest [rest here refers to death in bush talk]. From our 
experience, they are delicate and need to be handled with care. With this 
kind of experience, I suggest that if there is a way to help them recover, it 
would be good. I want to say that for those who have been to the 
rehabilitation centres, if they come home, they could stay for three months 
and they send them to the rehabilitation centres again for a month. This is 
to make follow-up on them.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP camp) 
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Because of the difficulty of living with the children, some people suggested 
that the children should be institutionalized, at least for a time: 
 

R4: “Yes, I would like to share [my thoughts] on the boy that I have walked 
with a few minute ago. This boy on his own volunteered to go to the bush, 
yet his parents were taking care of him well. He stayed there and came back 
home. He was so unruly. The parents have tried to send him back to school 
but he does not like it. Now they want to send him to a rehabilitation 
centre.” 
 
R3: “[He stayed in the bush] for less than a year. Such children we see them 
and we are sad. He is 14-years-old. Still very young and could do something 
good but he is so arrogant and aggressive. I suggest that such children be 
taken somewhere where they can be helped.” 
 
R5: “In my opinion, I think we have to make a difference in relation to how 
these returnees live with us. For those who come back and can live with us 
peacefully and can listen, these don’t have to be isolated. But there is the 
category that keep threatening us, those who have no respect and are not for 
the peace and harmony of the community, I think they should be taken to 
Pece, the home for the formerly abducted children. Such children should 
face the law because they disrupt the little peace that we have. To make 
matters worse, these days there are the children’s rights. They hear it and 
without understanding, they make wrong interpretation to suit them. They 
act without knowing what their duty is. For them it is their rights that 
matter; rights go hand in hand with duties. This many times presses us the 
parents, you just keep quiet and look because the child is aggressively 
claiming his rights. If possible, I suggest that the government be informed of 
what is going on here so that the needs of these children are attended to as a 
nation. Otherwise, I do not see any bright future for these children.” 
 
R6: “Yes we had a case of a child who was abducted and rescued from 
Soroti. When he came back home, he could not listen to anyone. He did 
what he wanted and no one could comment on his deeds. He was just 
impossible and feared. Such cases I suggest could be sent to a special school, 
for example, if there was money, a school for the returnees could be built so 
that they could go there and have special education according to their needs. 
Secondly, after the special education, they could be sent back home to live 
with us. After a period of about six months, the counsellors could make 
follow-up to find out from us who live with these children if they are now 
living well or they still need to be withdrawn and taken for more teaching 
and counselling. As parents we will have given them a report on each child 
so that they can be helped individually depending on the intensity of the 
problem.” 
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R8: “In my opinion looking at the way these children behave when back 
home with us, I think they should be kept in rehabilitation centres. We have 
a case here who one day just got up and grabbed another younger boy and 
started dragging him. The little boy made alarm and people came to his 
rescue. Another day the same boy got another younger child and carried him 
and started moving with him towards the bush. Because of such incidences it 
is better that they are kept elsewhere since we are not always at home or 
around to keep watch at what goes on. I suggest that information about such 
persons be given to the zone leader so that others are alert in case of 
anything. They do not mind whom they attack, young, or old alike. There 
was another day he got hold of his brother and hit him badly. They could be 
visited where they are.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
7.2.8 Problems of social adjustment 
The quotations above suggest that as the children attempt to settle in the 
community they exhibit rather negative behaviour and characteristics. 
Aggression, arrogance, bullying younger children, not listening, being 
offensive and easily offended, getting drunk, demanding rights without 
fulfilling duties are some of the negative characteristics that the focus groups 
mentioned. This is obviously a complicated situation in which to take up 
parental roles. At this juncture the community does not fully understand the 
children. Yet they do not send the children away. They patiently try to 
tolerate and coexist with them hoping that gradually their social healing will 
take place. 

To express further the difficulties of living with the formerly abducted 
children, one participant in a focus group discussion tells of her experiences 
with a child mother who was brought into the hospital to deliver: 

 
“… it is not really easy to tell what goes on in their mind … they brought a 
child mother to the maternity ward to deliver. … Sometimes she behaved 
like a mother, other times she rejected the baby. She would stay out and it 
was the nurses taking care of the baby. … Then at other moments, again she 
would come and carry the baby … She didn’t want to look at people face to 
face. If you looked her in the face she would ask you why you were looking 
at her, what you are thinking about her. … This has made it hard to live 
with them both those who have been in the bush for a short time and even 
those who have not been to the rehabilitation centres. Some of them were 
taken when very young and have grown in the culture of the bush. Life is 
generally hard with them.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
In spite of the difficulties, adults in the community diligently try to nurture 
and accept the children. The community seems to understand the problems 
and the dilemma faced by the return of the children. This attitude gives the 
children another chance to rebuild their lives. Nurturing, acceptance, diligence 
and patience, though not tangible, are the cement that holds together all the 
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other building blocks of reintegration, such as material support from the 
reception centres, skills training, traditional rituals and the return of the 
children to school. This attitude is shown in this excerpt from the focus 
group in Alokolum, which we quoted earlier: 
 

“When they return, we don’t handle them as a child belonging to another 
family. We take them as a child of the community and try to be kind to 
them and encourage them in life. What causes bitterness is name-calling like 
‘olum’, ‘returnee’! We, however, avoid that and tell them it wasn’t their wish 
to go to the bush. We receive them well. The one of my co-wife was 
abducted and was rescued from Amuru. They were not taken to GUSCO. 
He is here with us.” (Focus group discussion, Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
7.2.9 Child mothers in the community 
Although child mothers have all of the above experiences, as in captivity they 
also have some particular experiences in the community. For those who have a 
chance to go back to school, this largely depends on the support that their 
families give them, especially in terms of helping to care for their children and 
their own schooling needs. The two excerpts below show such family support. 
Both child mothers had returned to school and were in secondary schools: 
 

“Then I said that the girl’s son will be my son to replace the abducted Joel 
and I will name him Joel too. That is why I am looking after this baby while 
the mother is at school.” (Guardian of a child mother, Kitgum) 
 
“My father sent my uncle from Kitgum to pick me up and he said that we 
are travelling to Kampala tomorrow. We didn't reach Kampala and I was 
instead taken to Luweero. I breastfed the kid from 2000-2001, then my 
uncle asked me; now that the kid has grown, what are your plans about 
studies? Can I take you to a tailoring school? I told him that I do not want 
to go to a tailoring school. I want to go back to primary where I had 
stopped and I know I will perform well. He told me that I must start from 
P.6. I told him that if primary six then I do not want anything to do with 
studying. Then my uncle said that it is your choice now, you decide where 
you want start. Then I went back to P.7 and I performed so well. I got 10 
aggregates.” (Child mother, Y. Y. Okot Secondary School, Kitgum)  

 
It is possible that most child mothers do not have such opportunities, and 
instead face the dilemma of a disturbed family and a desire to reunite with 
their bush family. Although these young girls were forcefully ‘married’ to their 
commander husbands, they nevertheless created some sort of family. Their 
return home destroys this family and this leads to further complications for 
the reintegration process. When we asked child mothers at GUSCO of the 
whereabouts of the fathers of their children, the answers included: 
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“He is still in the bush.” (Child mother, GUSCO) 
 
“No, he remained in the bush. No [he is not going to come back]. There is 
no one [who will help to look after the children].” (Child mother, GUSCO) 

 
For others, abduction, captivity and return created further fears in the era of 
HIV/AIDS: 
 

“We know where she is but with this era of AIDS, I can’t go after her 
because I have the responsibility to look after my children.” (Male, formerly 
abducted adult, Kitgum) 

 
The child mothers and their bush partners may need special attention in the 
reintegration process. Their reintegration may actually mean ‘reuniting’ the 
bush family and possibly a formal recognition of the relationship, although 
not everyone finds such a reunion or formalization useful. One child mother 
who was asked whether she would go back to her bush husband said: 
 

“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) 

 
However, the guardian of a child mother in Kitgum told to us how the girl 
would not like to be reunited with the man who was her husband and 
fathered her child in the bush: 
 

“The man requested if he could give the child any support. I told him that 
now the mother of the baby is not interested. I cannot decide on my own. 
He later left and came back some other time, bought for my girl about three 
dresses she was at school. And he said that if she refuses his clothes then he 
will see what to do. He really tried his best in vain, he even brought his 
father to see the baby, but my daughter never gave him a chance because of 
what he did to her in the bush. He even gave me his telephone number but 
my girl has completely refused. I asked her to forgive the man and one day 
she said that she has freed him from her heart.” (Guardian of a child mother, 
Kitgum) 

 
7.2.10  Recapturing community-based initiatives for reintegration in northern   

Uganda  
From the above it can be suggested that the path to reintegration might mean 
different things to different categories of the formerly abducted children. 
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Reintegration needs vary even for those in the same category, such as child 
mothers. In turn, a child mother’s needs may be different from those of a 12-
year-old girl who is ready to return to school, while a 20-year-old adult who 
may not feel comfortable going back to formal schooling due to competing 
demands might yet benefit from skills training. 

The children’s experiences of reintegration in the community show that 
there is no clear way to categorize their specific needs in the reintegration 
process. Each person will undergo the appropriate rituals, depending on what 
they did in the bush and how they are afflicted (see below). Here, as in their 
war experiences in captivity (chapter 5), the particularity of their experience 
must be emphasized as well as the fact that each child will continue to 
respond individually to their experiences. These variations point to the need 
to pay attention to the individual in the process of reintegration. Blanket 
programmes such as those offered through institutionally based practices 
discussed in the previous chapter mask the importance of the individual and 
thus miss the point. 

Also, geographically, children whose families were in the camps nearer to 
the towns had better exposure to opportunities and resources than children in 
camps farther away. It also appears that districts and their 
political/government leadership had different levels of arrangements for 
reintegration programmes for the children. One of our participants in Kitgum 
mentioned that their counterparts in Gulu had better services: 

 
“I wish they could open up a technical (school) for the disabled like us so 
that we can get some small skills in carpentry or blacksmith’s work such that 
we could earn from it. They [KICWA] provide that for the young ones, but 
for us the grown ups we do not have the chance to learn. But from Gulu all 
such training are provided, there are some people who were taken to driving 
school by the time I had gone for my medication, cobblers, carpentry work 
unlike in Kitgum where we don’t get such.” (Formerly abducted male, 
Kitgum) 

 
Overall, however, it appears that the children feel accepted. Positive 
experiences seem to outweigh the inevitable negativities that pale in 
comparison to bush life. Acceptance is a good starting point in a reintegration 
process that will take a long time to complete. Feeling accepted will release 
the social energy required for meaningful participation as members of a 
community. Despite these positive feelings, our focus group discussions with 
the elders and other informal interactions indicate that adult members of the 
community find it rather difficult to deal with the children. 

Although stated differently, the present discussion of the community-
based reintegration initiatives in northern Uganda are in essence similar to 
speaking out, sharing experiences and listening, which Sendabo (2004) 
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describes as methods used in Liberia. Our current discussion is also similar in 
essence to Veale’s (2005) account of the importance of being sociable, getting 
along with people and eliciting support for the former fighter girls in 
Ethiopia. These similarities point to Kanyandago’s (2008) notion of 
endogeneity, each community having their own resources and values which 
they rely on even in times of stress to sustain their existence. This finding 
calls for an investment in the understanding of the endogenous knowledge 
system of communities involved in conflict so that we can draw from 
resources such as the value of and belief in rituals to address conflict-related 
problems such as the reintegration of children involved in war. 
 
 
7.37.37.37.3    THE USE OF TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS A THE USE OF TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS A THE USE OF TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS A THE USE OF TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS A FORM OF FORM OF FORM OF FORM OF 
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In chapter 3 we saw the kinds of rituals that the Acholi society offers in cases 
where social disharmony occurs (Harlacher et al., 2006; Baines, 2005). We 
also saw that these rituals flow from the Acholi spiritual world-view (Baines, 
2005; Beherend, 1999). As part of the larger spiritual world-view, the rituals 
are in our opinion what Kanyandago would (2008) refer to as endogenous 
resources. In this section we will examine how they have been used by the 
Acholi community to reintegrate the children. 
 
7.3.1 Traditional rituals and their use 
During our fieldwork we attempted to understand how the Acholi used these 
endogenous resources to reintegrate children who have been involved in war. 
Through the life histories of the formerly abducted children (see chapter 5) 
we found that families drew from this societal resource to help their returned 
war-affected children. Many of the children said that on their arrival home, 
their families performed some of these traditional rituals to receive them and 
cleanse them of any atrocities they may have committed while in captivity: 
 

“They asked me if I killed any one. I told them I had not killed and so they 
said if I didn’t then they couldn’t sacrifice the sheep. I stepped on an egg.” 
(Male, formerly abducted child, Lacor IDP camp) 
 
“When I arrived home there was no one. I entered the house and put my 
little bag and then went to bathe at the stream. When they heard that I had 
returned they waited for me as I was coming from the stream and put an egg 
and a layibi (a long stick used for opening the granary) and asked me to step 
on. There was no prayer. When I stepped on the egg I just went into the 
house. There is no problem.” (Male, formerly abducted child, Alokolum 
IDP camp) 
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The focus group discussions also confirmed the importance of the practice of 
traditional healing. For instance, in a discussion at Alokolum IDP camp a 
participant explained: 
 

“The one of my co-wife was abducted and was rescued from Amuru. They 
were not taken to GUSCO. He is here with us. I told him of the Acholi 
ritual of cleansing of stepping on an egg, ‘layibi’ or ‘pobo’ and pouring water. 
I performed this ritual to receive this boy home.” (Focus group discussion, 
Alokolum IDP camp) 

 
Some of the children returned and stayed without the performance of rituals. 
Reasons advanced for this were different for each individual but would 
usually be related to the loss of family or close relatives who would have been 
responsible for the organization and performance of the rituals for the 
returnees. Other families were too poor to afford the costs of the rituals. 
However, because the rituals were important to Acholi culture under the 
circumstances the children found themselves in, the institution of the kal 
kwaro eventually organized a communal ritual for them: 
 

“When they came they were not welcomed in a traditional way and so they 
could not stay well. But when the paramount chief came he organized the 
ritual and they stepped on the egg. They were over 400 of them. After that 
they started living well. Later the chief of Alokolum gave a goat and together 
with the paramount chief the ritual was performed and they started living 
well. Others came to me and they brought a sheep and the ritual of cleansing 
was done and they went back home peacefully. This has brought a big 
change.” (Focus group discussion with elders, Anaka IDP Camp) 

 
Despite the importance of the rituals, some of the returned children did not 
have supportive families to organize the rituals for them. Those who did not 
go through the rituals felt that they were not welcome or accepted at home. 
We have quoted this passage previously in another context but it still 
illustrates the tension that arises when formerly abducted children have 
families that do not support them through these rituals: 
 

“He told us he feels his father is not concerned about his welfare and he 
feels like killing the father [he wants] to get some money to purchase items 
for the Acholi rituals … because his parents are saved [born again Christians] 
and they are not in support of anything traditional. … He confesses that 
when he was in the bush he drank human blood and he is convinced that 
that act is the one disorganizing him. His father said that is something that 
he cannot waste his money on. … On my own I see that since he is the one 
looking for the money, goat and other things for the ritual, it will not be 
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well done. It is appropriate that the people of his clan should be the one to 
get the goat and perform the ritual.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP 
camp) 

 
The rituals are a way of accepting a wayward member back into the 
community. Individuals cannot perform rituals for themselves as it will be 
seen to be ineffective. The quotation explains that this traditional method of 
reintegration is a two-way exercise, a give and take. You cannot do wrong to 
the community and then receive, cleanse and forgive yourself on your own. If 
mistakes have been made you must own up to them and it is up to the rest of 
the community to grant forgiveness and accept that by confessing your guilt 
you are cleansed and thus worthy of their company and support once again. 

While most returned children and their families were keen to perform 
the rituals, some were not interested in them. They mentioned the tension 
between the Christian religion and the rituals as the reason they opposed their 
performance: 

 
“The elders wanted to perform the rituals, because they thought that I had 
died. So I refused, I told them that it was God who took care of me and 
helped me to come back home. So if you want to be peaceful with me just 
organize a prayer for me. Because the people here in Kitgum perform by 
sprinkling water on you. No, [prayer] was not [organized for me], because of 
the insecurity we had no time to pray as we were always on the run. The 
rituals are also similar to the one of ours here; because when one is believed 
to have died and yet he comes back alive they perform such. They even put 
for me an egg to step on, then I refused and I told them that if you want me 
to go back then perform your rituals but if you want me home, then spare 
your rituals. They left me.” (Male, formerly abducted adult, Kitgum) 
 
“When she returned I took her up to Church and I thanked God for her life. 
Because I am a born-again Christian and all my hopes are in God. I got born 
again in 1966. … They asked me to perform some traditional rituals on her 
return. I refused. … She is my brother-in-law’s daughter. … But the mother 
of that girl wants me to perform a traditional ritual and I told her with me 
forget about it. It is only prayers that can work with me. They say nothing 
much because they know I am a born-again Christian …” (Guardian of a 
child mother, Kitgum) 

 
7.3.2 Traditional rituals, religion and modernity  
Because of this tension between traditional rituals and some people’s 
Christian beliefs, religion and prayer also take a central role as practices of 
reintegration. In addition to the quotations showing an explicit preference for 
prayer, other interviews and life histories also indicate that there is indeed 
some reliance on religion and prayer to help the children: 
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“Major counselling is praying to bring them together as children of God 
which is to love one another. They are taught religion.” (In-depth interview 
with an elder, Industrial Area, Gulu) 
 
“They do pray [for us]. They come from Holy Rosary Catholic Parish.” 
(Former abductee, GUSCO) 

 
The details and nature of such prayer rituals are not clear from our sources of 
information. Nonetheless, we think that this particular activity is very 
important to counteract the pseudo-religious rituals which were the 
foundation of the LRA movement and that the children were subjected to 
while in captivity. 

Notwithstanding the tension between traditional rituals and Christian 
beliefs, during the fieldwork we gained the impression that for the majority 
the performance of the rituals and Christian prayers were not mutually 
exclusive. People would participate in the welcoming or cleansing rituals and 
still go to pray in Christian churches. Honwana (2006) revealed an 
interesting merging of traditional Mozambican rituals and Zionist Christian 
rituals for cleansing youth who had been involved in the Mozambican war. 
Such a combination avoids the tensions experienced in northern Uganda 
which bring to mind the debate about the marginalization of African cultures 
after the introduction of Christianity in Africa and the push for the 
‘inculturation’ and localization of Christianity in African churches today. 

Related to this is also how far secular modernity has influenced the 
attitudes of people towards traditional rituals. We discussed this tension 
between modernity and the performance of traditional rituals in northern 
Uganda in one of the meetings with the feedback team. The dominant 
argument from the feedback team members was that in theory most modern 
Acholi would prefer not to believe in traditional beliefs and practices. 
However, they cannot isolate themselves from the still highly communal 
society and the consequences of living in it. Those living in towns may not 
accept traditional practices in periods of stability, but when there is a problem, 
people usually fall back on tradition to solve it. The feedback team members 
added that this explains the fact that most people are still buried on their 
ancestral lands, even if they died hundreds of miles away. It was further 
argued that if the reintegration of the formerly abducted children were to rely 
solely on modern secular solutions, the children would not feel at home, due 
to the isolating tendencies of modernity. Acholi culture, it was posited, has a 
way of accommodating most issues, including this ‘new’ societal problem of 
formerly abducted children. The discussion with the feedback team concluded 
that this is why traditional practices have overridden modernity and thus need 
to be taken into account. These debates about religion and modernity versus 
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tradition are interesting. They can be linked to the question of the relevance 
of Western Christianity to African problems/cultures and the issue of formal 
retributive justice versus informal restorative justice. Unfortunately these are 
beyond the limits of the current research. 

 
 

7.47.47.47.4    ACHOLI TRADITIONAL RITUALS ADAPTED FOR ACHOLI TRADITIONAL RITUALS ADAPTED FOR ACHOLI TRADITIONAL RITUALS ADAPTED FOR ACHOLI TRADITIONAL RITUALS ADAPTED FOR 
REINTEGRATION OF FORMERLY ABDUCTED REINTEGRATION OF FORMERLY ABDUCTED REINTEGRATION OF FORMERLY ABDUCTED REINTEGRATION OF FORMERLY ABDUCTED 
CHILDRENCHILDRENCHILDRENCHILDREN    

 
Thus far we have found that the children acknowledged undergoing some 
traditional rituals. Most of these we now know were initial, general rituals for 
welcoming and cleansing. However, there are also rituals with a deeper 
significance which are performed for individuals when they present with 
specific afflictions (cen), in this case related to conflict. According to 
Harlacher et al. (2006) and Baines (2005), for a long time the practice of 
traditional rituals had been on a downward slope due to social changes, such 
as those accompanying the introduction of the Christian religion and the 
general effects of modernization introduced in colonial times. However, from 
our experiences in the field, we now know that people are aware of the 
existence of the rituals and have actually used them, although some of the 
specifics of practice may pose some challenges. 

Due to the somewhat ‘internal’ nature of the conflict in northern Uganda 
(see chapter 2), the Acholi people have had to look inward to their own 
resources to mitigate the impact of the conflict. The studies by Harlacher et 
al. (2006) and Baines (2005) have recorded the attempt to reconstruct the 
significance, purpose and practice of the Acholi traditional rituals. We note 
that originally the rituals were not necessarily performed during war but for 
all sorts of social problems and disharmony, as explained by Baines (2005) 
and Behrend (1999) in their discussion of the Acholi world-view (see the 
theoretical framework, chapter 3). To mitigate the social consequences of the 
disastrous two-decade conflict, today the rituals are being adapted for the 
purpose of reintegration. 

We did not have an opportunity to witness any of the rituals identified 
by Harlacher et al. (2006) and Baines (2005) and discussed in chapter 3, 
such as mat oput and nyono tong gweno, during our fieldwork. Participants 
in our research, however, narrated to us either actual rituals performed in 
cases they had witnessed or explained how a particular ritual is performed. In 
one of our focus group discussions one such story concerned the ritual 
performance of kwero merok (cleansing ritual for someone who has killed 
during war). The steps followed in the performance of this ritual depend on 
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whether the person to be cleansed has killed a woman or a man. The ritual 
performance for killing a woman and a man were narrated thus: 
 

“There are different rituals for men and women. Ritual for one who has 
killed a woman: 

• Woman’s cloth, a young girl, a calabash, any vegetable, water pot and 
clay bowl (atabo lobo), broom and reeds (raa) are collected. 

• The elders are gathered and someone who had killed and been cleansed 
before is invited to come and cleanse the next killer. 

• The bark of ogali tree is stripped and used as a rope for tying the 
killer’s arm, waist and head. 

• A goat, black and white at the side (dyel lapel) is taken with the killer 
to the wilderness. 

• The one to cleanse and the young girl hold the hand of the killer, they 
wayo (a war-like song for celebrating the killing of a big animal or even 
a person who is an enemy) while harassing/threatening the spirit with 
‘mock fight’. 

• All who have gone to the wilderness hold tree branches and spears. The 
killer is then given the goat to hold. All the elders spear the goat as the 
victim holds it. The killer is the first to spear the goat followed by the 
one to cleanse him/her and all the others spear the goat after the two. 

• The meat is cut by all and roasted in groups without any spice or 
treatment; the meat has to be eaten all. 

• The fire is destroyed (put out) with wayo. No coal has to be left aglow. 
The people then leave the scene to come home. 

 
Ritual for one who has killed a man: 

• The elders have to prove beyond doubt that the victim has killed a man. 

• A girl who has not had menses, a spear and a hornless goat (lalem) are 
taken to the bush. The goat is given to the victim. 

• The elders begin to wayo, the victim blows the horn while alternately 
expressing the identity of his clan (mwoc), the little girl makes ululation. 
They will be seated on the ground. 

• The one to cleanse then spears the goat and the others follow. This is 
done near an anthill (aripo). 

• They carry kwete ading (a local brew); its squeezed using a sack made 
of grass. 

• The goat is skinned and slain, put in that anthill and then roasted. The 
firewood used is broken using the left hand. A piece of the roasted 
meat is placed on top of the spear and its to be eaten from there first by 
the killer then the one to cleanse him/her till its over. The rest of the 
meat left down is eaten by the others. 
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• The kwete is drunk. The killer then starts to make mock fight and they 
run home while doing this. On arrival at home the killer is closed in the 
house for some time. 

• While performing the ritual in the bush they give moi (praise name) for 
the killer e.g. Onekamoi, Tukamoi. 

• The arm is agora (a kind of tattooing on the arm showing the number 
of people whom he/she has killed). 

• On return home, the killer does not eat or drink with the relatives of 
the person he/she has killed. The two clans sit together and each brings 
a sheep for reconciliation. The victim’s relatives bring a winnower, piece 
of broken pot or big calabash in which they pour the kwete. They then 
pour oput (this is a common tree in Acholi land with bitter tasting 
roots and bark used for different rituals but in this sense the bitter 
drink made from the smashed roots of the tree) in the kwete. 

• The sheep brought by the two clans are exchanged; their heads are cut 
at once while they face the opposite clan. 

• Meanwhile, a lot of insults and mock fights are involved. A layibi (a 
pole used for opening a granary) is used to symbolically separate the 
people. 

• The uniting point is at drinking oput. All present kneel and drink the 
oput in turn without touching down or the calabash. 

• After that the number of goats requested for compensation are to be 
given to the clan of the person who had been killed. 

• They can now start eating together there and then. The relationship is 
restored.”  

 
(Focus group discussion, Industrial Area, Gulu) 

 
This particular ritual thus takes a gendered approach to its performance. The 
reasons for this gendered approach were not made clear to us but noting the 
difference is important because it emphasizes the importance of the 
particularity of the experience. It also allows us to see that the Acholi world-
view is a gendered one. 
 
7.4.1 Other rituals 
Another ritual, ryemo anyenya, was performed for a girl who did not have an 
initial cleansing ceremony performed for her on return from the bush. 
According to the focus group discussion at the Industrial Area in Gulu 
municipality, the girl tried to start life after her return without any of the 
ceremonies; however, her bush past eventually caught up with her. She 
married and became pregnant, but on delivery her baby died. She also heard 
voices telling her that she was stepping on them. In the process of looking for 
explanations for her affliction and the death of her baby she was asked what 
had happened to her while in the bush. She explained that they had been 
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sleeping by rivers and on mountains and hills – all of which are the dwelling 
places of spirits. In addition, she had been raped by a river. To chase away the 
evil spirit, a black goat was taken to the river and sacrificed there. She is now 
fine and has four children after the first who died mysteriously. 

When the elders in a focus group discussion in Anaka camp talked about 
performing rituals for the returning children, we asked them what rituals they 
performed. They mentioned moyo kom and lam romo: 

 
R1: “There is moyo kom. A recent case is when a girl killed her sister and 
ate and drank the blood. They brought a sheep and she stood in front. The 
sheep was cursed and the sheep was killed and cooked and eaten. That was 
the blessing given her to be well. Later she was asked how she was feeling; 
she said she was getting well. This ritual depends on the intensity of the 
offense.” 
R2: “Another ritual is of lam romo. A sheep is brought and it is cursed in 
this way: ‘You the sheep you are a helper/cleanser your blood is to cleanse 
this child. Every bad thing let it go to the sunset’.” 

 
Although these elders actually performed the rituals, to us the accounts still 
lack the detail that we could observe if actually present at such a ritual 
performance. 

Another short ritual performed for someone who has killed many people 
was explained during one of our feedback meetings. A young man had 
returned from the bush, where he had killed many people. He did not know 
where those he had killed came from and he was being haunted. He had come 
home with the clothes of all those he killed, so to help him, the clothes were 
collected and burned under a big tree. After this, the young man was not 
haunted again. We did not find out the name of this ritual but what is clear is 
that the young man acknowledged that he had killed many people and 
therefore would be subject to cen. Anticipating this, he had come home with 
the clothes of the people he had killed. This is similar to what Behrend (1999) 
tells us about the Acholi veterans of the Second World War, who had come 
home with mementoes taken from people they had killed. Once home in 
northern Uganda, these mementoes were used to cleanse them of any bad 
spirit (cen) that would follow from their acts during the war. These examples 
show how over time the Acholi have relied on their culture to deal with the 
consequences of war. 

The rituals we encountered through different narratives during our 
fieldwork, such as nyono tong gweno, moyo kom, lam romo, ryemo anyenya 
and kwero me rok, are short and medium-term rituals for dealing with 
reception and cleansing/treatment of immediate manifestations of 
psychosocial problems. They help to alleviate the physical, psychological and 
social problems of formerly abducted children. According to my feedback 
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team members, the long-term reintegration of these children would only be 
complete when the mato oput ceremonies had been carried out. At the time 
of our main fieldwork, the process of mato oput had not started, primarily 
because the conflict was still on-going but also because the mato oput as a 
ritual occurs over an extended period of time. The feedback team members 
stated that it is a very long process that involves acknowledgment by the 
offender and their clan that they had killed, negotiations between the clans of 
the offender and the offended, mediation by the elders, and then an elaborate 
performance of a ritual as the climax, involving the presentation of gifts as 
compensation/restitution. Altogether, this may take years or even decades. 
According to Harlacher et al. (2006), it is a process of re-establishing broken 
or suspended relationships between two clans after a killing has occurred.  

 
 
7.57.57.57.5    ACHOLI SPIRITUAL WORLDACHOLI SPIRITUAL WORLDACHOLI SPIRITUAL WORLDACHOLI SPIRITUAL WORLD----VIEW, RITUALSVIEW, RITUALSVIEW, RITUALSVIEW, RITUALS AND AND AND AND    

UNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATION THROUGH UNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATION THROUGH UNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATION THROUGH UNDERSTANDING REINTEGRATION THROUGH 
TRADITIONTRADITIONTRADITIONTRADITION    

    
Through the interface between the Acholi spiritual world-view (chapter 3) 
and the war experiences of formerly abducted children (chapter 5) we can say 
that disruption of the spiritual harmony of the children as part of the Acholi 
community and thus their spiritual world underscores the need for their 
reintegration through the use of traditional rituals. The disruption of spiritual 
harmony occurred at several levels during the conduct and experience of war 
in Acholi land.  
 
7.5.1 Irreverent treatment of spirit abodes 
First, there was the irreverent way in which the dwelling places of the jok 
(spirits) were treated during the general conduct of the war. As we have seen 
from the children’s experiences presented in chapter 5, the formerly abducted 
children (and other combatants) passed through common dwelling places of 
jok such as rivers, forests, rocks and mountains without regard for these 
spirits. Instead, most of these dwelling places of the jok became battlegrounds 
and hiding places for the children and other combatants during the war. 
Many of the girls who became child mothers in the bush might have been 
raped or sexually molested at or near these places. According to Beherend 
(1999) such abodes of the spirits are respected and revered. Therefore, we can 
infer that raping a young girl at or near such places – which could have been 
the case with the child mothers – is unacceptable conduct in the Acholi 
world-view. 
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7.5.2 Deaths and dead bodies 
At the second level, in the Acholi world-view, harmony with the spiritual 
world is disrupted when people pass through places where someone has been 
killed or when one passes by an actual dead body, where the spirit may hover 
for lack of appropriate burial rites (Harlacher et al., 2006; Baines, 2005). In 
one of our feedback meetings this was emphasized, someone pointing out that 
if one passes near a dead body found by the road side or near a spot where a 
death occurred, to prove one’s innocence you have to throw a fresh branch of 
a tree on the corpse. This also means appeasing the spirit of the dead and 
wishing the deceased spirit a peaceful repose. During the war, there were 
massacres allegedly committed by both the UPDF and the LRA, such as 
those at Atyak and Barlonyo (Eichstaedt, 2009) and widespread random 
killings, as well as many deaths on the battlefield, which was often in the 
community or a displaced people’s camp or in the vast fields in the area. 
According to the Acholi belief, as explained by Harlacher et al. (2006), 
Baines (2005) and Behrend (1999), this implies that many homesteads, 
farming and communal areas of the Acholi land are now infested with the 
spirits of the dead and will need to be redeemed through traditional rituals. 
Such rituals are of even more importance for the war-affected children, who 
in their time in captivity had to crisscross wide battlefields and places of 
death (chapter 5) that according to the Acholi beliefs would have become 
infested with spirits. The spirits which reside in such places are restless or 
even angry because they have not received proper burial or were killed for no 
reason. They need to be appeased (Behrend, 1999). As the children moved 
through the bush in northern Uganda with the LRA, it is unlikely that they 
spent time appeasing the spirits by throwing fresh tree branches on corpses, 
some of which would have been their own victims. Sharing a sign of peace 
with the dead would have been unlikely, as extreme violence by the children 
was after all expected of them by their commanders as part of their induction 
into the LRA ranks (chapter 5). Thus, the children would have avoided such 
rituals that might appease the dead as a survival tactic on their part, and yet 
they would not have escaped the wrath of the dead. On their return home, 
there is therefore a need for the children to undergo the traditional rituals, 
which can spiritually reintegrate them with the spirits of the dead and their 
communities, for the sake of their wellbeing. 
 
7.5.3 Murders 
Third, disharmony within the Acholi spiritual world occurs when there is a 
deliberate murder and it has not been righted (Baines, 2005). In the 
reintegration landscape most of the war-affected children have either by force 
or otherwise engaged in horrific killings (chapter 5). Following the children’s 
accounts of their experiences of forced murders, it is clear that most have a 
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sense of a disrupted harmony with their spiritual world as a result of these 
killings and thus they need to undergo traditional cleansing rituals to re-
establish that harmony and thus be reintegrated along with their families into 
the larger community. 
 
7.5.4 Intergenerational disharmony 
Finally, the impact and/or manifestation of the displeasure of the jok about 
any of the above types of disharmony may be long-term, often crossing 
generations (Harlacher et al., 2006; Baines, 2005). This intergenerational 
character of the impact of spiritual disharmony manifested as cen also 
underlines the importance of the performance of traditional rituals for 
reintegration. In the Acholi spiritual world-view, as already seen, if the rituals 
are not performed, future generations of the Acholi are likely to be haunted 
and attacked by cen, especially considering the scale of the socially 
disharmonious activity and wrongdoing that has pervaded society during this 
conflict. Thus, the performance of the traditional reintegration rituals is not 
just for the benefit of the present generation but also for the wellbeing of 
posterity. 
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7.67.67.67.6    NECESSITY FOR SOCIONECESSITY FOR SOCIONECESSITY FOR SOCIONECESSITY FOR SOCIO----SPIRITUAL REINTEGRATIONSPIRITUAL REINTEGRATIONSPIRITUAL REINTEGRATIONSPIRITUAL REINTEGRATION    
 
On the basis of the discussion thus far, we can identify some key findings that 
underscore the importance of socio-spiritual reintegration. The findings 
explain why spiritual reintegration is important. 
 
7.6.1 The potential to manifest ‘cen’ 
First, it is apparent that reintegration at a spiritual level is necessary because 
those who return from war have the potential to manifest cen, especially 
related to the spirits of the people they have killed and due to other atrocities 
accruing from such a war. It is due to this potentiality to manifest cen in the 
aftermath of war that historically, when the Acholi people returned from war, 
they would subject themselves to ritual purifications. For instance, when the 
Acholi soldiers of the King’s African Rifles returned from the Second World 
War they brought mementoes (such as pieces of cloth and buttons) gathered 
from the enemy they had killed and thus had evidence of the need for 
traditional ritual purifications. In contrast, the Acholi soldiers who returned 
from the civil war in the Luweero Triangle 7  with the NRA guerrillas of 
Museveni did not submit themselves to such rituals, and it has been argued 
that this may explain the many difficulties and problems (such as AIDS, war 
and conflict)8 the Acholi have faced since then. The soldiers had returned 
with the potential to manifest cen and it was not dispelled; and since they 
were not cleansed, they were never reintegrated into society (Behrend, 1999: 
28-29). If such an explanation reflects a strong belief of the Acholi people, 
this in itself provides the basis and a reason for the performance of traditional 
rituals: the spiritual reintegration of the formerly abducted children can avert 
the reoccurrence of cen at a societal level in Acholi land. In fact, this appears 
to have been realized. In the first phase of the fieldwork, when the formerly 
abducted children had either just returned or were still returning, when asked 
if they had undergone traditional rituals, most answered in the negative. 
However, a year later, during the second phase of the fieldwork, when the 
war-affected children had been in the community for some time, most had 
undergone the rituals or were seeking to undergo one. This might be 
explained by the fact that the kal kwaro (the institution of the paramount 
chief) had undertaken the mass performance of the rituals. As mentioned 
above, it had become very difficult for many families to perform the 

                                                 
7  The area in central Uganda where President Yoweri Museveni launched and fought his 
guerrilla war against the then government. 
8  This is the view given to Behrend in the 1990s when the AIDS epidemic was poorly 
understood and an explanation for such a new communal stress, in addition to the existing 
conflict, was found in the spiritual world-view. In my view, today this explanation would find 
little credence in communities that have better knowledge of AIDS. 



Community-based reintegration 

 189 

 
 

traditional rituals for their returned children because after many years living in 
the camps they neither had nor could afford chickens and goats to perform 
the rituals. Thus, the administration of the kal kwaro of the Acholi took it 
upon itself to assist the communities with the communal performance of 
these rituals for the returned children. 
 
7.6.2 Actual haunting by ‘cen’ 
The second reason why these rituals are important is because some of the 
formerly abducted children had indeed felt haunted by cen and thus actively 
sought ritual purification. The story of one such formerly abducted person 
struggling with the effects of cen and his parents’ Christian attitude towards 
traditional rituals was told during one of our focus group discussions: 
 

“We have just been talking to one of the returnees who was behaving as if he 
had run mad; we asked him if he knew what was happening. He told us he 
did not. He told us he feels his father is not concerned about his welfare and 
he feels like killing the father. We however discouraged him from killing his 
father. We told him, what can be done to redeem your situation is prayer 
and also performance of some Acholi rituals. What we have observed with 
him is that he is very unpredictable. One time he kept quiet for three days 
without talking to anyone and not even eating. That act made living with 
him hard because he is young and we have known him for long. He is about 
18-years-old. He is there but with very little improvement except that he has 
fixed in his mind that his father is bad and he even does not want to see his 
father. It is very hard to tell from him [what his father has done to him]. At 
times he loses his head and behaves like somebody possessed by some spirits. 
The best we can do is to wait for him to calm down and counsel him; we 
have just been with him … when his head gets disorganized he does not 
consider anyone. The other idea that he has is that if he makes effort to get 
some money to purchase items for the Acholi rituals, then that would help 
him. This is because his parents are saved (born-again Christians) and they 
are not in support of anything traditional performed on him. He confesses 
that when he was in the bush he drank human blood and he is convinced 
that that act is the one disorganizing him. His father said that is something 
that he cannot waste his money on. We have advised him that if he gets 
money he should buy the goat so that those traditional things are performed 
and he gets well. … this is why we have advised him to go to his paternal 
uncle and explain his problem so that he can be helped. He has received it 
well. On my own I see that since he is the one looking for the money, goat 
and other things for the ritual, it will not be well done. It is appropriate that 
the people of his clan should be the one to get the goat and perform the 
ritual.” (Focus group discussion, Lacor IDP Camp) 
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7.6.3 Rituals as communality in adversity 
Third, the essence of the rituals discussed is in the expression of communality 
and togetherness in the face of adversity. This is why everyone involved is a 
key actor: the facilitator of the ritual (can be a medicine man, healer or elder), 
the offender (in this case formally abducted children), their victims (the dead), 
survivors of their actions (the families/clans of the victims) and the family of 
the offenders. Depending on the type of ritual performed, all of these 
categories play different roles but remain key actors for the success of a ritual. 
The rituals also show the importance and use of symbolism. The Acholi 
rituals we have seen are full of symbolism, such as is apparent in the use of 
food – normally communally shared during the rituals, signifying unity and 
life – as well as mock fights, the use of fire, animals and words. These take 
the place of the offence, the offender, the offended or victims in variously 
prescribed ways.  

From this it can be inferred that apart from their beliefs and values, 
community and symbols are the other endogenous resources available to the 
Acholi for purposes of reintegration. We can therefore say that the ability of 
the Acholi to use the endogenous resources found within their own 
environment for the purpose of reintegration of formerly abducted children 
provides hope that the long-term need for reintegration will be met. 
 
7.6.4 Need for different levels of traditional reintegration 
Fourth, from the above we can identify a number of levels of reintegration 
within traditional ritual practices. These are:  

A. Reintegration with the self. This is required due to personal 
exposure to evil spirits while in the bush. The need for personal 
reintegration is apparent due to the personal suffering 
experienced by the formerly abducted children on their return, 
such as the fear of rejection, nightmares and restlessness. 
According to Honwana (2006; 106), people returning from war 
are a means or ‘vehicles through which unquiet spirits of the war 
dead can enter and afflict (the individual and) entire 
communities’. Thus, personal suffering is likely to be a 
manifestation of unquiet spirits. In the case of northern Uganda, 
nyono tong gweno and simple rituals such as kiro pii (sprinkling 
of water on the affected child) are usually very helpful as 
reintegration practices in relation to the psychosocial stability of 
the individual. 

B. Reintegration with the immediate community. This is fused with 
level A. As the formerly abducted children go through personal 
suffering they affect their family members and the immediate 
community with whom they interact in their daily life. As 
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Honwana puts it, ‘their wrong doings can affect their families 
and villages as well’ (2006: 117). When they return home they 
are ‘unclean’ and if they are not cleansed they can pollute the 
family and those with whom they interact, causing sicknesses, 
death and other misfortunes they have brought home with them. 
The mid-term rituals such as kwero merok and ryemo anyenya as 
we saw above will protect both the children and their families (as 
proxies) from the vengeance of the spirits. 

C. Reintegration with the direct victim or victims of the formerly 
abducted children is premised on the fact that these are the actual 
victims that endured violence and death at the hands of the 
children. While they are usually dead their spirits cry out for 
vengeance and proper burial rituals. Some come to haunt the 
children and might manifest as cen. Their spirits need to be put 
to rest by appeasing them so that they can also forgive their 
tormentors and killers. 

D. Related to this is reintegration with the neighbouring clan or 
ethnic group to which the direct victims belong. Clans or ethnic 
groups to which victims of violence belong are living and bitter 
towards the clans of the formerly abducted children who have 
killed their relatives. Harlacher et al. (2006) observed that the 
spirits of the direct victims might also demand solidarity from 
their clan members by afflicting them with disease or other 
misfortunes. 

E. All of these forms of spiritual disharmony reveal the need for 
reintegration with the spirit world and thereby the re-
establishment of the harmony that keeps the Acholi spiritual 
world in balance, which in turn is a compass for social and moral 
harmony. 

 
In this study, the need for reintegration levels C to E are best addressed by the 
long-term ritual of mat oput. Because mat oput is ultimately a reconciliation 
process, the implication is that reconciliation in this manner will be the 
ultimate form in which broken relationships caused by the conflict can be 
rebuilt. The findings of our research relate to the studies by Honwana (2006) 
in Mozambique and Angola, Tol et al. (2005) in Nepal, and Igreja (2005) in 
Mozambique, on the necessity of the cultural relevance of healing practices in 
the aftermath of conflict and violence. 
 
7.6.5 Need for rebuilding an ‘integrated’ and cohesive community 
Fifth, in line with the availability and use of local resources, we have seen that 
the Acholi have a spiritual world-view that puts in place an ideal framework 
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within which people can live as an ‘integrated’ and cohesive community. This 
integrated and cohesive community, as we have seen in chapters 3 and 5, has 
been disrupted by conflict generally but specifically by children’s experiences 
in war. In fact, Igreja argues that ‘local resources do not remain intact’ when 
exposed to long periods of violence (2003: 460). Notwithstanding this, in 
the case of northern Uganda, the Acholi spiritual world-view offers broad 
opportunities for redressing the breakdown of communal cohesiveness 
through rituals. Examples of the use and appropriateness of some of the 
rituals at the societal and personal levels have been discussed above. 
Previously we argued that particular experiences of conflict were significant 
for the formerly abducted children. The above discussion on the use of 
traditional rituals reinforces the argument that the particularity of the war 
experiences of the children demand particular reintegration practices focused 
on the individual. 

Finally, we have further learned that post-violence healing should not 
only address physical and psychosocial problems. Spirits become involved and 
cause illnesses, especially after killings and other violations have occurred. 
This finding is not only unique to northern Uganda. The studies by 
Honwana (2006), Tol et al. (2005) and Igreja (2003) in non-Western 
societies all attest to the involvement of spirits in illness beliefs in the context 
of violence. In our view, this calls for culture and context-specificity in 
healing people in the aftermath of their involvement in violence and conflict. 
 
 
7.77.77.77.7    SCHOOLING AS A REINTEGRATION METHODSCHOOLING AS A REINTEGRATION METHODSCHOOLING AS A REINTEGRATION METHODSCHOOLING AS A REINTEGRATION METHOD    
 
Despite the contribution of the traditional rituals to reintegration, people still 
looked beyond these practices. From the children’s stories, and also according 
to adults in focus group discussions, going back to school or already being in 
school was very important. Even at the institutional level, the reception 
centres focused on and actually sponsored some of the formerly abducted 
children in schools. Although it is not clear whether the emphasis on going 
back to school was an admission of the inadequacies of both the institutional 
and community-based reintegration practices, it is clear that schooling is a 
way of dealing with the past and imaging the future. As a result of these 
suggestions concerning school, especially by children and the community, we 
decided to locate and treat schooling and the school as part of the 
community-based reintegration practices. As the Woodrow Wilson School 
(2006: 12) states, the formerly abducted children ‘have lost considerable time 
in their education due to the conflict, some up to seven or eight years, but 
continue to see formal education as an important goal in their lives’. As an 
action research oriented study, the focus of the research on school as a part of 
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the community was decided upon based on the cues given in the first phase of 
the research, where both the children and the elders, in addition to the 
reception centres, made continuous references to schooling. There is therefore 
good reason to understand the role of schooling in reintegration. 

In their studies in South Africa, Mozambique and northern Uganda, the 
Woodrow Wilson School (2006) found schooling to be important for 
reintegration because it is a meaningful activity. To understand the 
importance of schooling and the experiences of the formerly abducted 
children while in school, I conducted focus group interviews with teachers, 
non-abducted children and formerly abducted children in six primary schools 
and one technical school. In each of the schools visited, separate focus group 
discussions were conducted with the three categories. Below we report the 
experiences recounted in these interviews. 
 
7.7.1 Formerly abducted children and schooling 
From the focus group discussions and interviews conducted in various schools, 
it was evident that the war children have a positive attitude towards schooling. 
The children love studying and going to school. During two focus group 
discussions with formerly abducted children in Anaka and the Youth 
Education Park Vocational School in Gulu municipality, the children had 
this to say in relation to how they feel about being in school: 
 

R1: “I feel good because they are not saying anything about me.” 
R2: “Life is somehow easy. When I was in the bush I was not studying. In 
school here I feel good because they don’t say anything bad about me. We 
are treated in the same way.” 
R3: “Here in the school I feel good. It is fine [in the class room]. This is a 
sure case that I have to be in the school for long. [if I get chances of 
progressing in studies] I know that I will feel a bit proud but not forever. 
Personally I feel I should not stop at the secondary level only. I would love it 
if I could go up to the university.” (Focus group discussion with formerly 
abducted children, Anaka Primary School) 
 
R1: “We stay well because there are many learners. When I was at home I 
used to think so much but now the school environment keeps us busy.” 
R2: “I am happy to be in school we are not stigmatized here. [We like to be 
in school] because we learn well and we are loved.” 
R3: “I like the school because the teachers love us.” 
R4: “We stay well. The teachers teach us well and encourage others to live 
well with us.” 
R5: “Here we are respected and no one talks ill of us. We are fed well. The 
teachers love us.” (Focus group discussion with formerly abducted children, 
YEP Vocational School) 
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These statements by the formerly abducted children identify schooling as 
providing opportunities for better reintegration and citizenship and they 
dream about a better future and being respected. A positive attitude towards 
schooling is portrayed in their good performance in class. For example, of the 
seven children in one of the focus group discussions in Anaka Primary School, 
three of them had obtained no more than fourth place out of more than 100 
pupils in their respective classes in their previous examination sessions. To 
confirm this good performance, the focus group discussion with teachers 
from Anaka Central also revealed that the children tried their best to catch up 
in class. However, a discussion with non-abducted pupils demonstrated that 
although the formerly abducted children do well in class they still tend to be 
aggressive and they can easily be provoked by small irritations: 
 

R1: “It is easy [to study with them] but they have some strange ways of 
behaviour. They keep telling stories of killing.” 
R2: “Some are very rough and if you joke, they fight you.” (Focus group 
discussion with non-abducted children, Anaka Primary School) 

 
Comparing life in school and at home, the children preferred the former, 
where they feel that they are anonymous, with only their teachers knowing 
that they are former abductees. This also appears to emphasize the fact that 
they would rather have their past forgotten or erased if possible. From the 
discussions it appears that this anonymity is not possible within the 
community setting where everyone knows the former abductees and the 
children do not seem to be comfortable with this focus on them (see also 
chapters 8 and 9). In practical terms, the lack of anonymity is apparent, as the 
children complain that in the villages name-calling, stigmatisation and 
discrimination against them continues. 
 
7.7.2 Formerly abducted children and peers in school 
Concerning the attitude of other schoolchildren towards them, although the 
former abductees did not report major problems, they still intimated that 
some of their fellow pupils called them names. However, the dominant 
attitude towards them in school appears to be positive. The focus group 
discussion with non-abducted children reveals this positivity: 
 

“We live well with them.” 
“They are also human beings.” 
“They were abducted by force.” 

 
These statements come from various focus groups discussions and reveal an 
understanding and sympathetic attitude from fellow pupils, who also said that 
they consider the formerly abducted children as friends and not soldiers. 
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Despite these positive sentiments there are also inner fears expressed by 
non-abducted children about the formerly abducted children. One boy in a 
focus group discussion in Lukome Primary School said that he would not 
have a formerly abducted girl as a girlfriend because he could not know for 
sure what she went through and how she lived in the bush and he feared he 
could get AIDS. The non-abducted children also pointed out that formerly 
abducted children do not like to be given advice and if, one persists, they 
become aggressive and sometimes threaten to kill you. The non-abducted 
children further mentioned that the formerly abducted children fear each 
other and that they are generally indifferent and isolated. In addition, these 
characteristics were also mentioned in a focus group discussion with the 
teachers of Anaka Central Primary School, who said that the school was not 
too keen on the children. Those whom the teachers were aware of were 
generally short-tempered, intolerant and used rough language. Teachers in St 
Martins School, Lukome suggested that the children similarly revealed a 
tendency to isolation and withdrawal from their peers: 

 
R1: “The returnees sometimes find difficulties associating with other pupils. 
They also find difficulties associating with teachers because sometimes they 
are withdrawn, they isolate themselves. When you call them they don’t easily 
respond to your call, so sometimes they respond but they are so fearful and 
we have been trying to see how to deal with them. That is not much, we are 
still struggling.” 
R2: “We first need to identify them and deal with them separately but we 
realized that they are afraid of putting themselves in groups because some 
pupils will begin saying these are groups of returnees.” 

 
7.7.3 Formerly abducted children and teachers 
As teachers are the focus point of learning they are an important factor in the 
lives of the formerly abducted children in the school environment, therefore 
we also sought to understand the attitude of the teachers towards them. From 
the focus group discussions with the formerly abducted children, the non-
abducted children and the teachers themselves we learned that the formerly 
abducted children enjoy support from their teachers. As one teacher said: 
 

“We look at them as our own children.” 
 
And the head teacher also said: 

 
“We have an all inclusive education system.” 

 
This means that the formerly abducted children are not discriminated against 
while at Anaka Primary School. 
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Just as the children expressed more difficulties in living within the 
community than at school, as we saw in the previous discussion, the teachers 
also expressed concern that the children were stigmatized more in the 
community, where they are seen as the people who have caused all the 
suffering over the years. Nevertheless, the teachers argued that the community 
is more sympathetic to the younger children (especially those born in 
captivity) who may not have committed atrocities. The older children were 
generally viewed with suspicion and as guilty of the horrendous crimes and 
atrocities committed against the community while the conflict was at its 
height. 

Focus group discussions with the teachers and the pupils again show that 
in some primary schools there were no special activities, such as counselling, 
organized for the formerly abducted children. When I further inquired from 
Terrence, one of my research assistants, who is himself a teacher working in 
the context of ‘special services’ for children in schools in urban areas, his 
opinion was that there are more of these children in urban schools and thus a 
greater need to attend to them in these schools. However, my own opinion is 
that there is an issue of unequal service provision between urban and rural 
areas/schools. Teachers in urban areas have had the opportunity to access 
special-needs training from NGOs, who are mostly urban based and cannot 
provide the same services to teachers in rural areas, either due to insecurity or 
lack of resources. However, in one of our feedback discussions, Charles, 
whose official duties include overseeing the humanitarian activities taking 
place in Gulu district, insisted that there was a programme organized to train 
all teachers in the district to help them to deal with the large number of 
returned children presently in schools. On this occasion he also cautioned us 
about the opportunistic tendencies of the conflict-afflicted community in 
general in regard to providing information. He considered that it was possible 
that people might present a picture that suggests that they are in a situation of 
greater need, since anyone gathering information would be perceived to be 
better placed and in a position to help; in our case perhaps to influence 
activities in relation to the training of teachers. 
 
7.7.4 Formerly abducted children, school activities and the need for support 

in schooling 
Although the formerly abducted children were considered to be indifferent, 
isolated and often aggressive, discussions with them and the teachers revealed 
that they were fully involved and enjoyed physical and extra-curricular 
activities at school. They enjoyed games and sports, music, dance and drama. 
Perhaps this relates to their overly active life in captivity, where they were 
always on the move, on the battlefront, looting and carrying heavy luggage. In 
their turn, despite not mentioning specific social difficulties at school, most 
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formerly abducted children suggested that the difficulties they have with 
schooling relate to their family experiences. Most said their parents could not 
afford the things they needed to attend school, such as fees and books, as they 
have lived as internally displaced persons for a very long time. Some of the 
formerly abducted children who had lost both parents and were living with 
other relatives did not receive enough love and support in their life. For 
instance, during the focus group discussions, one of the children told us of 
how her stepmother often refuses to give her food, makes her work very hard 
and also denied her basic necessities. Her main source of food was the school-
feeding programme that provided lunch at school. 

Considering these problems, the focus group discussions with the 
formerly abducted children and the non-abducted children clearly suggested 
that there is a need for continued psychosocial and material support for the 
returned children. The main thing that became apparent was that the NGOs 
no longer provided follow-up as they had in the beginning. Teachers at St 
Martin’s Lukome shed some light on this: 

 
R1: “The abductees need to be supported. For those in the school, financial 
assistance could be given. For those who have been through World Vision 
after returning home they could be sent to vocational training school so that 
they get skills that will help them so when they are released to go home they 
could fend for themselves.” 
R2: “My opinion is not far from his suggestion. For those who have 
returned there should be follow-up because after receiving help from donors 
nobody cares and yet they will have promised heaven to them while still in 
the rehabilitation centres. The child after waiting for long will begin to say 
these had promised me school fees and now they are not there. I think no 
one is caring about me. I better drop out of school. After dropping out of 
school again the child goes home and finds that there is no place for 
him/her. At the school things are not easy; even in the community things are 
not easy because the child has been tuned already, has been promised 
something and that thing has not been really provided so there is a real need 
for proper follow-up.” (Focus group discussion St Martin’s School, Lukome) 

 
Other informal discussions with the teachers, however, mentioned the 
existence of a few sponsorship programmes through some NGOs. These use 
the LC system to identify the needy children, which may not be the most 
efficient way to determine the educational needs of the formerly abducted 
children. It was further suggested that use of the LC system is fraught with 
corruption in terms of who has access to the scholarships and any other 
assistance. 

These findings affirm the importance attached to schooling and being in 
school for the reintegration process, as found by the Woodrow Wilson 
School (2006). The experiences of peers and teachers of formerly abducted 
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children in schools in this study show that the latter still suffer from the 
effects of their traumatic experiences, apparent in characteristics such as 
withdrawal, hostility, aggression and isolation, as also found by Betancourt 
(2008). Hill and Langholtz (2003) observe several problems, such as changes 
in personality and behaviour patterns, debatable moral standards and 
aggressive behaviour which is used to solve problems, all seen in war children 
during the reintegration process. Nonetheless, the general supportive 
environment that was found to prevail in the schools in this study did offer 
the children the motivation to participate as members of the school 
community. However, socioeconomic difficulties, including a requirement for 
support in relation to the costs of schooling, also mean that more careful 
consideration of the issue must be made. Care also needs to be taken in the 
conflict and post-conflict setting in providing such support, because even 
non-abducted school-going children face similar difficulties in relation to on-
going access to schooling. 
 
 
7.87.87.87.8    CHALLENGES TO COMMUNITYCHALLENGES TO COMMUNITYCHALLENGES TO COMMUNITYCHALLENGES TO COMMUNITY----BASED INITIATIVES BASED INITIATIVES BASED INITIATIVES BASED INITIATIVES 

AND TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS REINTEGRATIONAND TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS REINTEGRATIONAND TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS REINTEGRATIONAND TRADITIONAL RITUALS AS REINTEGRATION    
 
Thus far our discussion shows that there are both positive elements and 
tensions involved in community-based reintegration initiatives and rituals, 
including schooling. The positive elements differ for each individual 
according to their experiences and what is available to them, but can generally 
be identified as the willingness of the children to have positive experiences of 
reintegration, their ability to return to school and function in organized 
groups and participate in productive ventures, their hard-working traits and 
the availability of traditional rituals. These positive signs are good points of 
departure for considering the means to achieve the long-term reintegration of 
the formerly abducted children. 
 
7.8.1 The damaged condition of the children and the broken community 
The tensions surrounding reintegration in the community, however, mainly 
relate to the damaged condition of the formerly abducted children. There are 
difficult issues, including aggression, violence, difficulties with acceptable 
social behaviour and nightmares to deal with. Other tensions are related to 
continuing warfare and/or the post-war situation, both of which create 
desperation and helplessness and hinder effective reintegration, in addition to 
difficulties in obtaining social and material support associated with schooling. 
The disempowering effects of the war pose serious challenges to community-
based reintegration practices. 
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Associated with this is the dislocation of the social setting within which 
reintegration has to occur. The dislocation can be viewed at two levels. First 
there is the displacement of communities into the camps, in which the 
communally integrated life described in chapter 3 previously is negated. The 
cramped and poverty-stricken conditions under which people live in the 
camps may not allow for community-based initiatives and/or the 
performance of traditional rituals. The second dislocation occurred during the 
later stages of the conflict as people attempted to return to their original 
villages. Paradoxically, this reverse migration, rather than ensuring the 
performance of the rituals, created another hindrance to their performance as 
it led to worsening poverty and a further lack of property. Under such 
conditions, scholastic materials, for example, may also no longer be a priority. 
Families will allocate their meagre resources to their immediate survival needs, 
such as food and housing. The children’s longer term reintegration needs, 
such as the performance of mat oput, are likely to be relegated to a time when 
less scarce resources can be spared for ritual and communal performances. 
 
7.8.2 The receding role of the elders 
Another challenge is the gradually receding importance and role of the elders 
and tradition in modern society. As we have seen in this chapter, the 
community-based reintegration initiatives, especially the traditional rituals, are 
rooted in tradition and culture. According to Baines (2005), sociopolitical 
changes from colonial times to the present have meant that the institution of 
the elders has, over time, been replaced by other political and governance 
structures imposed by the state, such as the rwot kalam in the colonial and 
immediate post-independence eras. We add that these changes have continued 
through the role played by local councillors in the Museveni era. However, we 
would like to further add that the war conditions may well have contributed 
to the decreasing importance of the elders. What these changes imply is that 
the cultural and traditional bank of expertise and knowledge needed for the 
practice of traditional rituals is less than adequate. However, perhaps as a 
response to this, we observed a renewed interest in the revival of what the 
Acholi ‘used to do’ in circumstances of social disharmony. 
 
7.8.3 Modernization 
Coupled with the receding importance of the institution of the elders is the 
growing importance of modernizing tendencies. Our findings reveal a tension 
between traditional rituals and modernity. According to Baines, ‘mechanisms 
for socializing Acholi youth about social rights and wrongs and about 
traditional rituals and beliefs have been challenging obstacles in displacement 
camps’ (2005: 18), and thus for reintegration. Thus, the elders, who should 
help in the reintegration of ex-abductees, find themselves and their knowledge 
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‘irrelevant’ in a situation exacerbated by war, where the tradition and culture 
they know and represent is accorded less relevance. Religious beliefs, 
especially Christian religious beliefs, have been identified by both Baines 
(2005) and Harlacher et al. (2006) as a major hindrance to the use of 
traditional cultural practices for reintegration. They argue that some Christian 
families have rejected traditional cultural practices related to reintegration as 
satanic. This point of view was also observed in the stories told by some of 
the formerly abducted children and recounted in the section on religion, 
modernity and rituals above. Honwana (2006: 119) found similar influences 
of modernization on cultural practices in Mozambique and Angola: 
 

Sometimes returned young combatants are not comfortable immersing 
themselves in these cultural and religious traditions. Some see such actions as 
a return to the old ways – a world of tradition and gerontocracy – and aspire 
to a more modern outlook on life. 

 
Nonetheless, just as we found in this study, in a time of adversity and in the 
context of villages and communities of origin, young people in Mozambique 
submitted to local practices because of the need to be accepted and pardoned 
in view of their participation in war.  
 
7.8.4 Loss of parents 
In addition to all of the above, families destroyed by war and the 
accompanying disintegrating family values add their own problems in relation 
to this process. Returning home to find oneself an orphan or being rejected 
by living relatives increased the likelihood that a returnee would not have 
anyone to perform the rituals for them. This in a way emphasizes the extent 
of the disintegration and dislocation of the communities to which the 
children return and in which community reintegration is a big challenge. In 
the integrated Acholi community of the past, orphans benefited from the in-
built welfare system and no living relative would reject them. However, 
modern society has become more individualistic, exacerbated by the conflict, 
with orphans, in this case formerly abducted children, having less support for 
their reintegration needs. The story of a female formerly abducted child 
illustrates this: 
 

“I met this girl when she was 14. One day when she was 9, she and her 
parents were sitting under a mango tree on their compound when the rebels 
arrived. The rebels tied her father and threw him down. They told her to get 
the axe her father had just used for chopping wood and use it for chopping 
her father’s head. The girl refused. The rebels threatened to kill her instead. 
Her father told her to do what she had been asked to do so that she could 
live. She complied. After that she and her mother were then tied and told to 
follow the rebels to the bush. On the way, the mother was released and sent 
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back home but she never reached home; she met another rebel group that 
killed her. Meanwhile the girl continued to walk with the rebel group that 
had abducted her. 

When 3 years later she escaped from the rebels and returned home, she 
did not know that her mother had been killed the day they parted. Her 
grandfather did not want to see her, accusing her of killing his son (the girl’s 
own father). The grandfather told her to get married and take care of herself. 
When I met this girl, she was a student in a boarding school receiving 
tuition fees from one of the Christian NGOs. For other needs she depended 
on the good will of other people. During holidays she would go to one of 
the camps and live there on her own depending on the food given by the 
WFP.” 

 
 
7.97.97.97.9    CONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKS    
 
This chapter presented the community-based reintegration practices being 
used in northern Uganda, including community initiatives, rituals and 
schooling. Community-based resources such as the children’s own ability to 
work hard, a community capacity for acceptance and a positive attitude were 
discussed as being vital to long-term reintegration. In addition, other 
community-based activities related to livelihoods such as brick-laying, 
tailoring, gardening and more social activities such as getting married were 
also discussed. The findings show, however, that there are challenges facing 
the reintegration of formerly abducted children, such as stigmatization, 
nightmares and fear, and the difficulties of living with these children. 
Furthermore, we have seen the importance of traditional rituals that are 
rooted in the Acholi spiritual world-view for reintegration. The findings 
reveal that the need for traditional rituals arises due to the war experiences of 
the formerly abducted children, which can cause disharmony at the personal, 
community and intergenerational levels. This chapter also discussed the 
importance attached by the formerly abducted children and the community to 
going back to school and its relevance to the reintegration process. This 
shows the importance of education for the community in addition to the 
social and economic opportunities it offers in the long run. We found that all 
of these community-based reintegration practices face challenges due to a 
broken community, the decreasing role of the elders and the process of 
modernization. 
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“We appreciate the skills training but we think it is inadequate. After three months we are not able to 

produce products that can compete in quality to the products in the market”  
(Presentation from formerly abducted children in the workshop) 

 
“Support should be given to those who were not abducted and yet they failed to continue with their studies 
because of the war. Many times they are not happy with us because they are not supported and yet suffered 

with us” 
(Presentation from formerly abducted children in the workshop) 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE SEARCH FOR CITIZENSHIP AND IMAGING 
REINTEGRATION PRACTICES 

 
 
8.18.18.18.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
    
This chapter addresses our fourth research question: How does citizenship 
interface with the war experiences of formerly abducted children and practices 
for their social reintegration in northern Uganda? The chapter presents an 
analysis of the research findings on two levels. The first level explains the 
findings on the children’s experiences of war and social reintegration practices 
in the light of the concept of citizenship. This is in line with our assumption 
in chapter 2 that active and responsible citizenship is normative and a 
measure of successful social reintegration. Therein we have argued for 
citizenship as membership of a community and the relationships this entails 
without negating nation-state citizenship (Lister et al., 2005). Within this 
framework, the children’s war experiences (chapter 5) are mainly seen as loss 
of citizenship or the practice of negative citizenship, while social reintegration 
practices (chapters 6 & 7) are seen as citizenship reconstruction. 

The second level of analysis flows from the fact that in spite of the 
availability of reintegration practices and other societal resources, the formerly 
abducted children are still facing problems. These problems hinder further 
citizenship re-creation. The second level of analysis looks at these persisting 
problems of reintegration and citizenship in relation to needs, competences 
and opportunities available in society. By doing this we develop what we refer 
to as the needs-competences-problems-opportunities (NCPO) analysis. The 
needs are those of the children; the competences are also the personal in-built 
resources of the children; the problems are the difficulties that the children 
persistently face in spite of the reintegration practices available to them; and 
the opportunities are societal resources of any nature that are available to the 
children which can enhance reintegration and citizenship re-creation. The 
NCPO analysis is thus the process of looking at the persisting problems of 
reintegration and citizenship in relation to the needs, competences and 
problems of the formerly abducted children and the opportunities that are 
available for their reintegration. Through the NCPO analysis the children’s 
overall status, social reintegration practices and societal resources a 
meaningful framework for explaining citizenship re-creation will be developed. 
In this sense, the NCPO analysis does not isolate the persisting citizenship 
problems of the formerly abducted children but provides an insight into them 
in relation to existing societal resources. It also provides a useful framework 
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and platform for concrete suggestions to improve social reintegration 
practices (see next chapter) and enhance the citizenship re-creation of 
formerly abducted children in northern Uganda.  
 
 
8.28.28.28.2    MEANINGS (CONCEPT) OF CITIZENSHIP AND MEANINGS (CONCEPT) OF CITIZENSHIP AND MEANINGS (CONCEPT) OF CITIZENSHIP AND MEANINGS (CONCEPT) OF CITIZENSHIP AND 

FORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDRENFORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDRENFORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDRENFORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDREN    
 
Helve and Wallace (2001), quoted in Leonard (2007), argue that citizenship 
is increasingly defined ‘as membership of a nation-state’ (Leonard, 2007: 
487). Without denying this, the focus of this study is on the formerly 
abducted children’s membership of communities to which they return. This is 
because the immediate issues of reintegration that concern formerly abducted 
children are about how they function as members of their communities and 
how their own communities, their immediate ‘spaces of active citizenship’ 
(Miraftab & Wills, 2005: 206; cf. chapter 3 above), receive them. 

The value and importance of the interaction between the formerly 
abducted children and the communities to which they return lies, in our 
opinion, in it rebuilding their citizenship after their war experiences, which 
distorted their citizenship status and negatively impacted on the processes of 
becoming citizens. Our assumption is reinforced by the finding that there is a 
crisis of citizenship in northern Uganda (Woodrow Wilson School, 2006). 
The Woodrow Wilson School explains this crisis in terms of the difficulties 
of guaranteeing citizenship to protect rights and discharge obligations during 
conflict in northern Uganda. In addition, the coerced involvement of children 
in the LRA and the consequent status of the children as perpetrators of 
violence are also reasons for this citizenship crisis as they have distorted and 
disrupted citizenship-formation processes in the community (see chapter 3). 
This scenario in northern Uganda of forceful conscription of children into an 
armed group that results in their broken citizenship is in direct contrast to the 
literature on conscription as a path to creating citizenship as begun in 
eighteenth century Europe and America and modern day states (Mjøset and 
Van Holde, 2002). Importantly, dual processes of breaking and creating 
citizenship through conscription can be identified in Uganda as a whole. 
Enrolment into the national army, the UPDF, can be comparable to Mjøset 
and Van Holde’s ‘citizen-soldiers’ while abduction into the LRA is the 
antithesis of the citizens-soldier. 

Leonard (2007: 487) argues that ‘newer notions of transnational 
citizenship’ are also taking centre stage in a globalized world. However, our 
thesis argues that to be realistically effective as citizens of a nation-state and 
to have a transnational identity, formerly abducted children’s local disrupted 
citizenship needs to be attended to first. Given their experiences of war, the 
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formerly abducted children first need assistance to practise citizenship in their 
own local war-torn communities before they can become effective national 
and transnational citizens. Moreover, formerly abducted children return to 
and are now growing up in a society plagued by ‘internal tensions’, where 
adults have ‘competing … identities’ (Leonard, 2007: 488) as victim-parents 
(see chapter 3) as well as being war-affected in the most extreme manner 
imaginable (see chapter 2). The competing identities create tensions that 
constrain relationships between the formerly abducted children and adults in 
the community. Rather than these polarizing identities, aspects of citizenship 
such as active engagement in social and economic activities (Lister et al., 2005; 
cf. chapter 3 above) would reinforce social reintegration. Thus, Leonard 
(2007: 498) concludes that: 

 
For citizenship … to be effective in … sensitive societies … it must be 
grounded in the social, economic and political framework within which its 
transmission is located. 

 
 
8.38.38.38.3    FORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDREN’S WAR FORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDREN’S WAR FORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDREN’S WAR FORMERLY ABDUCTED CHILDREN’S WAR 

EXPERIENCES AND CITIZENSHIPEXPERIENCES AND CITIZENSHIPEXPERIENCES AND CITIZENSHIPEXPERIENCES AND CITIZENSHIP    
 
In chapter 5 we presented the war experiences of formerly abducted children 
from their abduction through captivity, escape and arrival back home. In this 
section, we view the broad themes of those experiences analytically using the 
concept of citizenship as explained in chapter 3. 
 
8.3.1 Abduction and citizenship 
As already stated, we consider the abductions to have had a negative impact 
on the citizenship of the formerly abducted children in northern Uganda. 
Aleinikoff mentions that ‘[a] 1944 statute provided for loss of citizenship for 
persons who departed the United States in time of war to avoid military 
service’ (Aleinikoff, 1986: 1477). This condition may not be comparable to 
the abduction of children in northern Uganda into the LRA rank and file; 
however, the idea of ‘departing as a provision for loss of citizenship’ is 
pertinent. Through abductions during the war, the children were not only 
forced to leave their communities but to turn against them as well. This is 
also, in a sense, a loss of citizenship of the community, as one cannot be a 
good member or citizen of a community and commit atrocities against it. 
Doing so could be equated with betrayal; moreover, membership of this 
community can become questionable. When the consequences of abduction, 
such as becoming perpetrators of violence, are transposed onto the state level, 
they become acts of treason against the state and could either be punished or 
lead to the formal loss of citizenship. In fact, the granting of amnesties to the 
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formerly abducted children and the involvement of the Amnesty Commission 
(chapter 6) in the reintegration process embodies this idea that the acts of 
violence the children committed while in captivity are indeed treasonable acts. 

In addition, at the moment of the children’s abduction most were either 
in the garden, with their parents, going to school, running an errand or just 
simply at home (chapter 5). These were normal positive citizenship activities; 
expressions of citizenship as participation that represents human agency 
(Lister, 1997). They were learning as children to participate in the activities 
that build their community. At the moment of abduction this active positive 
community citizenship was lost. Their captors traded this positive 
contribution to building their communities for negative citizenship of their 
own communities, coercing them to kill and commit other atrocities within 
the same communities. According to the Woodrow Wilson School (2006), 
abductions also distort the spaces for agency and accountability through 
violent induction and abusive subjugation, creating fear and threat. The 
children were therefore constrained to make appropriate decisions about their 
involvement in the conflict. 
 
8.3.2 Captivity and citizenship 
In addition to negative citizenship, during their life in captivity the children 
were stripped of their dignity as human beings – the basic requirement for 
citizenship – through threats to life, living in the wild and a lack of basic 
necessities such as food and shelter. In this way, Lister et al.’s (2005) 
universal status model of citizenship which allows for an individual to simply 
be a being is negatively impinged upon. The US Chief Justice Warren and 
Justices Black and Douglas are quoted by Aleinikoff (1986: 1480) as 
decrying the loss of citizenship: 
 

Citizenship is man’s basic right for it is nothing less than the right to have 
rights. Remove this priceless possession and there remains a stateless person, 
disgraced and degraded. 

 
In captivity, the children had their right to life, food, basic necessities and 
shelter negated. They were degraded, forced to live inhuman lives and, for 
girls, disgraced through forced sexual relationships that bring them even more 
shame and disgrace when they return home from captivity. 

The findings further showed that at different times and under different 
circumstances the children tended to bond and thus identify either with each 
other as abductees or with their captors (chapter 5). This could be said to 
express the need to belong to a group, as another primary component of 
citizenship (Lister et al., 2005). The different dynamics of citizenship 
exhibited in the children, although in abnormal conditions in captivity, means 
that the sense of belonging and therefore citizenship can not be alienated 
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from the individual. It is a right that ought to be protected at all times 
(Aleinikoff, 1986). The consent theory of citizenship posits that ‘citizenship 
is … membership … generated by mutual consent of a person … [and ability] 
to make thoughtful choices about with whom, and where, they would like to 
live … [and] not simply an unplanned event or an accident’ (Aleinikoff, 1986: 
1488). This may be an overstatement by Aleinikoff as most individuals are 
citizens by birth and children have no opportunity to consent to where they 
are born. 

Notwithstanding this, in captivity the formerly abducted children had to 
bond even with their captors, not because they consented to or made 
thoughtful choices to be members of the LRA but as a survival strategy. Any 
uncooperative behaviour would lead to death. Honwana refers to this as 
‘tactical agency’ (2006: 71), which is the ability to make decisions and act in 
the moment to stave off fatal consequences for oneself. Tactical agency is not 
about a sense of wrong or right because it is a situation where one acts from a 
position of weakness. It is about acting to save your skin at a particular 
moment. It is a coping mechanism in extremely debilitating circumstances. It 
explains why abducted children viewed their brutal commanders as protectors 
and bonded with them. Tactical agency also allowed abducted children to kill 
their fellow abductees, close family members and commit other atrocities. 
Tactical agency was expressed in the children always saying: ‘If you did not do 
it they would kill you’. 
 
8.3.3 Child mothers and citizenship 
Again Lister et al.’s (2005) right to voice model – that is, the right and 
genuine opportunity to have a say and be heard – that we saw in chapter 3, 
crumbles in the light of the experiences of girls as wives of LRA commanders. 
Understandably, at later stages the girls gained some sort of ‘status’ as a result 
of being commanders’ wives, becoming ‘elite’ citizens within the LRA 
community, receiving better privileges (chapter 5). However, the model still 
fails because the forcing of young girls into sexual relationships is not 
evidence of the expression of the right to voice. The girls were simply given 
away without asking their opinion or consent – ‘I was given to him I was still 
young’ – (A child mother at GUSCO). 

Nevertheless, the notion of human agency – the ability to change human 
conditions for the better, as another expression of citizenship (Lister, 1997) – 
is illustrated by the children’s constant attempts to escape from LRA captivity. 
When the children return home, this agency appears to push the child 
mothers to want to raise their babies, the young adults to take part in skills 
training and the young to seek to return to school. These children are 
constantly trying to be proactive in relation to their own reintegration. This is 
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planned action with expected or weighed consequences. It is called strategic 
agency (Honwana, 2006) and is the opposite of tactical agency. 
 
 
8.48.48.48.4    REINTEGRATION PRACTICES AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION PRACTICES AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION PRACTICES AS CITIZENSHIP REREINTEGRATION PRACTICES AS CITIZENSHIP RE----

CREATIONCREATIONCREATIONCREATION    
 
Porto, Parsons and Alden (2007) argue that the need for the deep 
reintegration of war-affected children should be recognized as a crucial part 
of conflict prevention and a precondition for security, rather than being seen 
merely as a humanitarian issue. In chapters 6 and 7 we presented the formal 
institutional and community-based social reintegration practices and 
experiences respectively in northern Uganda. The reintegration of war-
affected children is a humanitarian issue because of the physical, social and 
emotional devastation that formerly abducted children experienced in 
captivity (chapters 3 and 5). In our view, the use of social reintegration, 
especially the lack of it, also becomes a security concern when formerly 
abducted children’s emotional and social problems are not properly addressed, 
as the children may become social misfits and act out their social dislocation 
in the communities in which they live. The acting out of social dislocation 
may take the form of thuggery, becoming thieves or, where conditions allow, 
resorting to the use of weapons and becoming a threat to public order, thus 
causing security problems. 

The lack of or inadequate social reintegration of war-affected children 
may re-create conditions for negative or loss of citizenship. In discussing 
theories of the loss of citizenship, Aleinikoff (1986) argues that if individuals 
are a threat to public order, the state may consider withdrawing their 
citizenship status. In the same way, due to the experiences of war-affected 
children, if their social reintegration is not deep enough, there is a likelihood 
that they may threaten public order and become problematic citizens in their 
communities. To become threats to their communities is to negate the 
‘constructive social participation model’ posited by Lister et al. (2005). This 
debate emphasizes the idea that social reintegration practices aid the formerly 
abducted children by creating a sense of order for them, helping them to have 
a positive impact on their community. 
    
8.4.1 Institutional reintegration and citizenship 
One of our central themes in this study is that social reintegration practices, 
whether institutional or community-based, attempt to reconstruct the 
children’s citizenship status and abilities after these were either lost or 
degraded during captivity through various processes. By taking care of their 
immediate needs, such as food, clothing, shelter and medical care, upon their 
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arrival at the reception centres (chapter 6), the institutions are trying to give 
back to the children their basic human dignity. These create the right 
conditions for re-establishing their ‘universal status’ (Lister et al., 2005) as 
citizens. Caring for the needs of the children improves their condition as a 
person and makes belonging to a community worthwhile. In this context, 
family visits that were encouraged by the centres as a component of family 
reunion act against the children’s rejection. The feeling of acceptance 
fundamentally relies on membership of a family and community. Moreover, 
Laar (1999) points to belongingness and a network of supportive 
relationships as elements of community. The resettlement packages provided 
by the institutions also allow the returnees to contribute to their families, 
making them active citizens in this basic unit of society. 

The children’s involvement in the reception centre activities, such as 
cleaning and helping with cooking, as well as taking part in leisure activities 
(chapter 6), provides an opportunity for participation and relationship 
building (Lister, 1997) as a basis for positive citizenship. The involvement of 
formerly abducted children in various activities helps them avoid becoming 
what Leonard calls ‘abstract citizens’ (Leonard, 2007: 498), meaning being 
removed from daily life. Involvement in activities is important because after 
the devastating war experiences it would be easy to slip into ‘abstract 
citizenship’, replacing the negative citizenship practised and lived in captivity. 
These activities further help to identify the strengths of the children, which 
are needed for meaningful group and community participation. 

However, research by Leonard (2007) on children’s citizenship 
education in politically sensitive societies (based in Northern Ireland) found 
that citizenship education ‘programmes remain adult-centred and children 
remain invisible at the decision-making stages of these initiatives’ (2007: 494). 
This compares with the programmatic activities for the formerly abducted 
children in the reception centres in northern Uganda (see chapter 6) which, in 
our view, are also initiated and designed by adults, often following 
internationally ‘acceptable’ routines (see chapter 3). The children have no 
input into the programmes based on their particular needs. The programmatic 
activities can thus undermine the agency of the children, which was very 
visible, for example, as the children planned their escape from captivity. 
However, this agency becomes less visible as they enter the reception centres. 
It is also here that formerly abducted children begin to see themselves as in 
need of help, especially from NGOs and other aid organizations, in spite of 
their independent attitude and the competences utilized while in captivity.  

The amnesty granted to the returnees (see chapter 6) satisfies the 
requirements of citizenship considered as a relationship between the state and 
the individual. It confers a constitutional and national identity as legally 
recognized citizens rather than renegades. Thus, it is envisaged that with the 
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children’s citizenship restored through the various interventions, the children 
will become ‘new’ citizens through their everyday participation in their 
communities. Participation in ordinary activities entails agency and being 
productive members of a community (see chapter 3). Productivity can be said 
to be participation in development, which is a key component of as well as a 
platform for active citizenship.  
 
8.4.2 Community-based reintegration practices and citizenship  
The formerly abducted children who have returned and are now living in the 
community as young adults are living their citizenship in the community in a 
number of socially and economically productive ways (chapter 7). They are 
making contributions to the community in terms of Lister et al.’s (2005) 
‘respectable economic independence’, explained in chapter 3, by engaging in 
meaningful work in their communities. These young adults have formed work 
groups and music, dance and drama clubs and are also members of local 
football clubs. For example, a youth group consisting of the formerly 
abducted children in Coo-pe had organized themselves into a performance 
group. Their performances dealt with issues such as sensitization concerning 
coexistence, the problems of formerly abducted children and the general 
theme of peace-building and development (chapter 7). These social activities 
help to rebuild communal relationships with other members of the 
community (Bujo, 2001). Sendabo (2004) also found that in Liberia 
rebuilding communal relationships and engaging in productive activities were 
important for the reintegration of children who had been to war. They are 
processes of healing and symbols of acceptance. 

In the same way, the acceptance of marriages by partners and their 
families is also a sign that these formerly abducted children have been 
accepted as ‘normal’ members of the community who have the right to engage 
in social contracts such as marriage (chapter 7). In addition, the responsibility 
assumed by families and the larger community of elders to perform traditional 
rituals (chapter 7) expresses an open attitude of acceptance towards the 
formerly abducted children. It satisfies Bujo’s (2001) idea of the African 
community as a function of the palaver, communion and a relationship with 
the ancestors, both the living and the dead. It is an expression of accepted 
citizenship through membership of the community. Being accepted by the 
community also reinforces the more active elements of participation and 
agency (Lister, 1997), which drives the formerly abducted children to become 
active in the social and economic life of their communities (described in 
chapter 7). 
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8.4.3 Schooling and citizenship 
Schools are one of the important structures of a community. There is a 
symbiotic relationship between the two. Members of the school are also 
members of the community. Because of this, Leonard (2007: 496) states that: 
 

Attitudes that flourish beyond the boundaries of the school filter into the 
classroom … children do not come into the classroom as empty vessels. 
Rather they bring with them the attitudes and beliefs of their communities 
beyond the school gates. 

 
This quote reflects the schooling experience of the formerly abducted 
children in northern Uganda. The attitudes manifested towards the children 
while in school were a mix of positive and negative attitudes, such as support 
by peers and teachers on the one hand and fear of the children on the other 
(chapter 7), which generally reflect what was going on in the wider 
community. 

This study looked at schooling as a community-based practice, but that 
does not deny the institutional character of the school. Looked at this way, 
going back to school is another form of institutionalization which may limit 
the agency exhibited while in captivity. However, participation in school 
activities, especially extra-curricular activities, is also important for active 
citizenship as members of a school community. Feeling accepted into the 
school community by both teachers and other, non-abducted children 
(chapter 7) also grounds ‘the right to have rights’ (Aleinikoff, 1986) – the 
foundation of citizenship. 

However, in chapter 7 we found that there are still continuing difficulties 
and challenges facing the community-based reintegration practices. Challenges 
such as the problems of child mothers, the wounded community and the 
receding importance of elders in the community do not offer much hope for 
building citizenship as status and participation as envisaged by Lister (1997). 
These challenges also negate the practice of Lister et al.’s (1997) five models 
of citizenship discussed in chapter 3. Negative experiences such as lack of 
school materials, continued stigmatization, weak family structures for social 
support and continued societal fluidity play negatively on elements of 
citizenship such as agency and participation, as described by Lister (1997), 
and acceptance (Laar, 1996) These issues are taken up in the following 
section. 
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8.58.58.58.5    THE NEEDSTHE NEEDSTHE NEEDSTHE NEEDS----COMPETENCESCOMPETENCESCOMPETENCESCOMPETENCES----PRPRPRPROBLEMSOBLEMSOBLEMSOBLEMS----
OPPORTUNITIES (NCPO) ANALYSISOPPORTUNITIES (NCPO) ANALYSISOPPORTUNITIES (NCPO) ANALYSISOPPORTUNITIES (NCPO) ANALYSIS    

    
In the first level of analysis we considered the children’s war experiences and 
the reintegration practices in the light of the concept of citizenship because 
we saw it as normative and a measure of reintegration (see chapter 3). 
However, in the overall scheme of things in northern Uganda, as we saw in 
chapters 5–7, there are still persisting problems facing the social reintegration 
of formerly abducted children in spite of the available reintegration practices. 
In this second level of analysis, we focus primarily on the persisting problems 
and needs of formerly abducted children, despite some enabling factors such 
as the children’s own competences and the opportunities available. The 
section also lays the foundation for the validation of our research, as 
explained in chapter 4, and as will be discussed in the following chapter.     
 
8.5.1 The NCPO framework 
The framework for what we refer to as the NCPO is inductively drawn from 
the children’s current experiences and also from how the community 
experiences them. We find that these experiences in turn suggest that the 
children have needs, competences and problems in addition to opportunities 
available to them (see Table 1 below, also chapter 6). Specifically, the needs 
and problems of the formerly abducted children exist despite the reintegration 
activities occurring in the region. The reintegration practices already in place 
occur in the formal institutional and community-based settings described in 
chapters 6 and 7 above and represented in Table 3 below. In this analytical 
framework, institutional and community-based practices and societal 
resources are related to opportunities. From the children’s war experiences 
and reintegration experiences in the community, we draw the survival and 
coping strategies, expressed in terms of the competences exhibited by the 
formerly abducted children (also see Table 3 and Diagram 3 below) – their 
personal resources. The children’s reintegration and agency for re-creating 
citizenship depend on these competences. However, after juxtaposing the 
competences, needs and problems of the formerly abducted children to the 
prevailing reintegration practices, there still appear to be some neglected areas 
and issues – persisting problems of reintegration and citizenship re-creation 
such as psychosocial problems, schooling needs and the problems of child 
mothers. We use these persisting problems to further put into perspective the 
needs, opportunities, competences, problems and gaps not apparent in our 
findings in chapters 5, 6 and 7.  
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8.5.2 Trauma 
The fact that children are still experiencing nightmares and exhibiting erratic 
behaviour (chapter 6) indicates that there may be a huge need to seriously 
address problems of mental health. An unpublished report by Gulu 
University Faculty of Medicine shows that there is a ‘huge unmet need for 
psychological services among former child soldiers of the LRA’ (Ovuga, 
Oyok and Moro, 2007: 3). The studies by Honwana (2006) and Igreja 
(2003) also show that long after major armed conflicts, the survivors exhibit 
signs of trauma (seen in those studies as spirit possession). Therefore, the 
need to invest in mental health in northern Uganda to address the long-term 
effects of trauma must be emphasized. In chapter 7 we saw that there are 
traditional ways of addressing the long-term effects of bad experiences 
(trauma); however, a form of therapy where professional mental health care 
and cultural aspects of healing could be combined would be preferable. This 
is because our findings show that both approaches have their own 
contribution to make in the process of social reintegration. For example, the 
counselling sessions at the reception centres (see chapter 6) were the first 
helpful steps in drawing out the bad experiences of the children (see chapter 
5). Traditional rituals and social acceptance in the form of marriages, for 
instance, helped in the medium-term reintegration into the community. The 
valuable elements of the two approaches could thus be combined according to 
individual needs and circumstances to deal with the persisting trauma. How 
this would work in practice could be determined by professional and 
traditional practitioners together, with each bringing on board their expertise 
and complementing each other. 
 
8.5.3 Uncoordinated skills training 
Most of the skills training offered by the NGOs and the Amnesty 
Commission, such as tailoring, carpentry and brick-laying (chapter 6), seem 
not to be market oriented. The Woodrow Wilson School (2006) similarly 
found that training centres are not informed by any labour market analysis. 
After the formerly abducted children gain these skills where do they use them 
and who are their targeted customers? In addition, the products of the skills 
obtained (such as furniture) may be beyond the purchasing power of the 
general population which should make up the market. The local population is 
still living in poverty after two decades in displaced people’s camps. Their 
immediate concern might be basic necessities rather than furniture, for 
example. Moreover, the same skills training appears to be provided to most of 
the returned children. The extent to which the market is flooded with people 
who have the same skills is not clear and it is possible that there are many 
people with the same skills attempting to make a living in a community that 
cannot afford their products. Even if there is a possibility of opening markets 
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outside the impoverished communities in the north, concerns could also arise 
about the quality of the products, as the training period of about three 
months is quite short, just enough to learn the basics of a trade. Whether the 
products of the formerly abducted children could favourably compete with 
the best products in other parts of the country is also not clear. 

These issues only became apparent after our main fieldwork period 
(March 2006–June 2007). During this time, many formerly abducted 
children had just returned or were still returning from captivity. Any 
opportunity provided by anybody, especially the NGOs, was seen as a 
privilege and good enough in comparison to their life in captivity. However, 
two years later, the children, now young adults, have come to criticize the 
services they received from the NGOs and the Amnesty Commission. This 
was evident during the process of the validation of our research and in our 
search for appropriate interventions, which occurred in the workshops 
(September 2008), as explained in the following chapter. This time 
dimension related to the value of assistance is interesting. It shows that the 
needs of people change as extreme emergency situations give way to relatively 
stable conditions. 
 
8.5.4 Problems of schooling 
Although there are Universal Primary Education (UPE) and Universal 
Secondary Education (USE) programmes for all Ugandan children, the 
educational needs of the formerly abducted children appear to go beyond 
what UPE and USE can offer. When the formerly abducted children return 
home from the bush and go back to school, they may appear to be like other 
children but it is important to appreciate that their experiences, as explained 
in chapter 5, set them apart. For example, there is a need for teachers to keep 
track of issues such as the children’s attention span, their social skills when 
interacting with other children and their general mental alertness. Most 
schools visited during the study did not have special programmes for the 
formerly abducted children (see chapter 6), even though it is apparent that 
their experiences make them candidates for dropping out of school. 

Notably, the government of Uganda has made an attempt to introduce a 
special school for the formerly abducted children at Laroo with the help of 
the Belgian government. The school was to provide ‘accelerated learning’ care. 
The accelerated learning concept was designed to work as follows: children 
who were abducted after attaining three years of education would attend this 
school for one year and be promoted to Primary six in order to prepare for 
Primary seven, when the national primary leaving examinations are normally 
taken. If a child had only two years of primary education, they could attend 
two years of accelerated learning, and those who had had no formal schooling 
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at all could attend for three years before joining Primary six in preparation for 
the national examinations in Primary seven. At least, that was the idea. 

The physical structure of the school has long been completed and it is 
well built. There are a number of teachers available and some hundreds of 
children have enrolled. However, an informal conversation with a teacher on 
duty at the school during our fieldwork revealed that it was not clear what 
curriculum the children were to follow. More than two years after the school 
had opened it was still waiting for a curriculum from the Ministry of 
Education and Sports. In the meantime, many children had left and the 
‘normal’ school curriculum was tentatively being followed. The teacher also 
told us that initially the wider community had thought that this school was 
going to offer high-quality education judging by the quality of the buildings. 
Many non-abducted children thus registered at the school. This shows that it 
is not only the formerly abducted children who are in search of appropriate, 
quality and sustained education. In fact, it is clear that in a post-war situation 
such as northern Uganda, all youth have similar problems of survival, whether 
they were directly involved in the war as soldiers or not. This reality calls for 
action and programmes to help the youth generally. 

Furthermore, during the interviews and focus group discussions with 
both the teachers and formerly abducted children, it was clear that a host of 
NGOs were giving schooling and scholastic support to a number of the 
formerly abducted children (chapter 7). However, these efforts tended to be 
erratic and disorganized to the extent that many school administrations were 
not involved in such educational NGO support given to their own students 
and pupils. There is a need to organize the resources available for support of 
schooling, whether from NGOs or otherwise, in a way that can be monitored 
and equally distributed with regard to needs, sex and areas in the region.  
 
8.5.5 The problem of child mothers 
From our findings in chapter 5, what is apparent is that the child mothers, 
most of whom returned without their ‘bush-husbands’ and their children born 
in captivity, tend to receive unreliable help. At best they receive fearful 
support from the community and short-term provision of resettlement 
packages from different NGOs. Many might have just returned to their 
families without further support from institutions and no clear social status in 
the community (whether as wives of their rebel husbands or unmarried 
daughters and single mothers). From this it can be concluded that there is a 
need for an organized support system for this category of formerly abducted 
children. Again, the challenge here is whether such a support system would be 
exclusively for the formerly abducted child mothers and their children or 
inclusive of the many young and single mothers in northern Uganda who are 
a product of this long conflict.  
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8.5.6 Neglect of agriculture 
In our findings on community-based practices of reintegration, agriculture did 
not feature as a reintegration practice. This was in spite of agriculture being 
the economic backbone of the region and Uganda as a country. Perhaps this 
can be explained as a result of the then prevailing insecurity. In line with 
Peters’ (2006) research in Sierra Leone, with the relative peace and security 
now being experienced, a focus on sustainable agricultural activities for long-
term employment and reintegration would go a long way to encouraging the 
formerly abducted children to become responsible citizens.  

However, it is obvious that sustainable agriculture for long-term 
employment and reintegration requires more than the provision of tools such 
as hoes. Fortunately, there are other forms of assistance through various 
societal opportunities, as well as the personal competences of the formerly 
abducted children themselves. For example, in focus group discussions with 
adult formerly abducted children in Anaka and Coo-pe IDP camps we found 
that this group is willing to engage in whatever makes good economic sense in 
relation to their circumstances and environment. This is something that the 
government or any group interested in the long-term reintegration of formerly 
abducted children can capitalize on. Agriculture is an activity that would not 
isolate these people from the larger community. It is an activity that is in situ, 
where social reintegration of formerly abducted children into community 
citizenship takes place. 
 
8.5.7 Figurative presentations of the NCPO analysis 
A summary of the NCPO is presented in the following table and diagram. 
The table presents the needs and competences of the formerly abducted 
children in addition to the problems that they still face in relation to their 
reintegration. Furthermore, the table also shows the opportunities available to 
the children which can assist their reintegration. The last two columns of the 
table provide a general idea about what is being done in relation to 
reintegrating the formerly abducted children and what appears to be neglected 
or lacking in the reintegration process respectively. We identified these issues, 
as already shown in the NCPO analysis above, from the findings of our 
research (based on chapters 5–7). In a way, they represent our analysis of the 
children’s war experiences and the general practices used for their 
reintegration. 

Each column of the table can be read independently of the other columns 
for presentation purposes. However, in reality, the needs, competences, 
problems and opportunities for formerly abducted children are 
interdependent. They can reinforce each other positively or negatively. 
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Table Table Table Table 3333: Needs, compe: Needs, compe: Needs, compe: Needs, competences, problems and opportunities in relation to the tences, problems and opportunities in relation to the tences, problems and opportunities in relation to the tences, problems and opportunities in relation to the 
reintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted children    

 

NeedsNeedsNeedsNeeds    CompetencesCompetencesCompetencesCompetences    ProblemsProblemsProblemsProblems    OpportunitieOpportunitieOpportunitieOpportunitiessss    

    
What is What is What is What is 

already being already being already being already being 
donedonedonedone    

What appears What appears What appears What appears 
to be to be to be to be 

neglected/ neglected/ neglected/ neglected/ 
lackinglackinglackinglacking    

 
Need for 
supportive 
social 
networks 
(e.g., strong 
family, 
social and 
economic 
groups) 

 
Knowledge of 
the 
environment  

 
Trauma 

 
Improving 
security 
situation 

 
Initial support 
received at the 
reception 
centres and the 
Amnesty 
Commission 
(e.g., 
counselling, 
medical care, 
resettlement 
packages) 
 

 
Long-term 
organized 
effort 
towards 
addressing 
trauma e.g., 
professional 
counselling 
and psycho-
therapy 

 
Need for 
economic 
opportuni-
ties as a 
basis for 
livelihood 

 
Broad 
experience of 
survival under 
difficult 
circumstances 
 

 
Stigmatiza-tion 

 
Availability of 
NGOs 
providing 
various services 
in the region 

 
Skills training 
by some 
NGOs 

 
Market-
oriented skills 
training 

 
Educational 
needs 

 
Life skills (e.g., 
military 
training, 
positive 
attitude 
towards life) 

 
Poverty 
(personal and 
communal) 

 
Availability of 
government 
programmes 
(e.g., NUSAF, 
PRDP) 

 
An attitude of 
acceptance and 
tolerance in the 
families and 
communities 

 
Lack of effort 
or neglect of 
organized 
support to 
avoid school 
leaving of 
formerly 
abducted 
children 
 

 
Need to 
recover 
from 
psychosoma
tic problems 

 
Resilience 

 
Lack of 
opportunities 

 
A host of 
available 
human 
resources 

 
Performance of 
traditional 
rituals for 
reintegration 
and 
reconciliation 

 
Organized 
effort 
towards 
sustainable 
agriculture as 
an option for 
long-term 
employment 
 

  
Hard-working 

 
Lack of 
scholastic and 
schooling 
materials 

 
Return to the 
villages/ 
leaving the 
camps 

 
Survival and 
coping 
strategies of 
the formerly 
abducted 
children, such 
as engagement 
in economic 

 
A strong and 
focused 
government 
effort/ 
programme 
aimed at 
reintegrating 
the formerly 
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activities, e.g., 
brick-laying, 
small-scale 
businesses, 
farming 

abducted 
children 

   
High chance of 
leaving school 

 
Availability of 
schools 

 
Survival and 
coping 
strategies such 
as formation of 
social clubs for 
dancing, drama 
and 
sensitization 
 

 

   
The 
uncertainty 
about child 
mothers  
 

 
A tolerant 
community 
attitude 

 
Opportunities 
to go back to 
school 

 

 
    
The information in the table and the foregoing discussion can also be 
presented diagrammatically. The diagram below, representing the needs, 
competences, opportunities and problems facing the formerly abducted 
children, shows that there are linkages between all of these issues. The 
opportunities, competences and what is already being done are positive 
elements that attempt to address the needs and problems of the children. In 
contrast, there is a strong link between the problems and needs of the children. 
If left unattended these problems and needs can reinforce each other and lead 
the lives of the children to disintegrate further. To avoid this and build on 
their competences and what is already being done, those neglected areas 
(shown in red boxes around the outside) need to be addressed. If attention is 
paid to these areas, the reintegration of formerly abducted children as active 
citizens and the community to which they return will be highly enhanced. 
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Figure 3: Needs, competences, problems and opportunities for the Figure 3: Needs, competences, problems and opportunities for the Figure 3: Needs, competences, problems and opportunities for the Figure 3: Needs, competences, problems and opportunities for the 
reintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted childrenreintegration of formerly abducted children 

 

OpportunitiesOpportunitiesOpportunitiesOpportunities    

• Improving security situation 

• Availability of NGOs providing 
various services in the region 

• Availability of government 
programmes e.g., NUSAF, PRDP 

• A host of available human resources 

• Return to the village i.e., leaving the 
camps 

• Availability of schools 

• Tolerant community 

 

What appears to be neglected 

L
ong-term

 organized effort 
tow

ards addressing traum
a e.g., 

professional counselling &
 O

rg
an

iz
ed

 e
ff
or
t 
to
w
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ds
 

su
st
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e 
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fo
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ng
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m
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t 

St
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/
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What is already beWhat is already beWhat is already beWhat is already being doneing doneing doneing done    

• Initial support received at reception 
centres and Amnesty Commission, 
e.g., counselling & resettlement 
packages 

• Skills training by NGOs 

• Attitude of acceptance & tolerance in 
families & community 

• Performance of traditional rituals for 
reintegration and reconciliation 

• Coping strategies of formerly 
abducted children, e.g., engagement in 
economic activities such as farming, 
brick-laying, small businesses, 
formation of social clubs for music 

CompetencCompetencCompetencCompetenceseseses    

• Knowledge of the 
envornment 

• Broad experiences of 
survival 

• Life skills e.g., military 
training, positive 
attitude towards life 

• Resilience 

• Hard-working 

ProblemsProblemsProblemsProblems    

• Trauma 

• Stigmatization 

• Poverty (personal & 
communal) 

• Lack of opportunities 

• Lack of scholastic and 
schooling materials 

• High chance of dropping 
out of school 

• The uncertainty about 
child mothers 

Market-oriented training 

N
eglect of organized support to 

prevent dropping out of school 

NeedsNeedsNeedsNeeds    

• Economic opportunities as 
a basis for livelihood 

• Supportive social networks 
e.g., family, social and 
economic groups 

• Scholastic and schooling 
needs 

• Recovery from 
psychosomatic problems 
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8.68.68.68.6    CONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKSCONCLUDING REMARKS    
 
In this chapter we have presented an analysis of our findings at two levels. 
The second level of analysis drew on and built upon the first level of analysis, 
which explains the children’s war experiences and their social reintegration in 
the light of citizenship. The first level of analysis showed that the formal 
institutional and community-based practices used to reintegrate the formerly 
abducted children are vital but inadequate to re-create the children’s 
citizenship as a measure of reintegration. The first level of analysis, therefore, 
urges us to look deeper into the needs, competences, problems and 
opportunities of the formerly abducted children, beyond the resources 
currently available. This leads to our second level of analysis, which in turn 
exposes persisting problems such as trauma, schooling problems, problems of 
child mothers and the neglect of agriculture. The social reintegration of 
formerly abducted children in northern Uganda must address these persisting 
problems. We consider them the basis on which to build a collaborative set of 
suggestions for improving reintegration practices in northern Uganda. 



 

 

 
© Jacques Zeelen (2008) 

 
 

“We want to re-start the sitting at the fire place so that we can teach our cultural values to the young 
members of the community. During the day we should take our children to the field and train them to 
work. We should begin digging big fields so that the surplus we get can be sold to earn us some income. 

This is a process of teaching children to be self-reliant.”  
(A woman from the workshop) 

 

© GUSCO



 

 



 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

TOWARDS SUGGESTIONS FOR SOCIAL 
REINTEGRATION 

 
 
9.19.19.19.1    INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
 
At this stage of reflecting on the outcomes of our research, it would have been 
usual to be making recommendations and drawing conclusions from our 
findings and analysis. However, this study, having employed an action 
research model, aimed to give something back to the community and 
ultimately contribute ideas on how to improve intervention practices. Also, 
the final research question of this study is directed at understanding how to 
use the findings related to the previous research questions to formulate 
suggestions that could inform practice. This chapter therefore addresses this 
final research question. 

Other characteristics of action research, such as collaborative research and 
knowledge generation (Bray et al., 2000), can already be recognized in our 
reflections thus far. In line with our action research methodology, we will 
now go a step further and determine an inductive, collaborative set of 
suggestions to improve intervention practices. In chapter 4, we showed that 
not every study can perform all of the elements of action research. The 
inductive, collaborative set of suggestions presented here come at the 
completion of what we consider to be only the half-way point of the cycle of 
research and are based on our NCPO analysis of the research findings 
described in chapter 8. The analyses were brought to a participants’ workshop 
both to validate the research findings and to search for the above-mentioned 
set of suggestions to improve reintegration practices. The difference between 
our approach to developing these and that of most studies is that we make 
our suggestions on the basis of a bottom-up, inductive approach, relying on 
the voices of the participants in the study. Because of this, the data here looks 
like a ‘presentation of findings’. Consequently, in this chapter we will first 
present the steps in the validation process before discussing the strategy for 
improving intervention practice, consisting of the suggestions to improve 
existing programmes, the suggested components of reintegration and the 
suggested stakeholders. Finally, we present the three elements of our suggested 
model for reintegration, which includes existing problems, the types of 
programmes needed to address the problems and who addresses the problems. 
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9.29.29.29.2    THE VALIDATION PROCESSTHE VALIDATION PROCESSTHE VALIDATION PROCESSTHE VALIDATION PROCESS    
 
In accordance with the methodology described in chapter 4, the validation 
process for this study was carried out through a workshop. The participants 
in the workshop were the formerly abducted children (now youths), elders, 
teachers, NGO workers and members of the feedback group. All were 
representative of the participant categories of this study. In chapter 4 we also 
saw that in the workshop, preliminary findings and an analysis of the research 
– the NCPO discussed in the previous chapter – would be presented. The 
NCPO provided the material on which the validation process was based. 
After the presentation, the participants were asked to give their views on the 
issues raised, and whether they agreed with our findings and analyses. Their 
responses were the core of the validation exercise. 

Most who responded to the presentation agreed that the content, facts 
and interpretation were correct. For example, a participant giving his view on 
the responsibility of NGOs to provide follow-up assistance to the children 
and the role of teachers in the provision of psychosocial support to formerly 
abducted children affirmed that: 

 
“The presentation is true. The NGOs are not following up the formerly 
abducted children. The teachers are not trained to give psychosocial support, 
they should therefore be trained.” (Male participant in the workshop) 

 
9.2.1 New issues that emerged 
In addition to affirming our findings and analyses, the participants also 
mentioned other issues such as the land problem. Specifically referring to the 
plight of the returning children in relation to land, a participant observed: 
 

“What is happening is that the children who are returning home are not 
aware of the boundary of their land because their parents or elders are not 
there. Sometimes people who return home early ask the children where they 
have been when people were returning home. This has brought in conflict 
because people are being denied their rights of land-ownership.” (NGOs 
report in the workshop) 

 
Other issues mentioned were the lack of services in the satellite camps near 
the villages and the problems associated with the return to their villages, such 
as the break-up of families, which was particularly apparent, with parents 
having to leave children in the camps to go and prepare their new home in the 
original village, as well as leaving behind the aged and the maimed. 
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9.2.2 Inadequate skills training and rural areas 
In relation to skills training, the workshop participants in general, as well as 
the work group of the formerly abducted children in particular, told us 
openly that while they appreciated the basic training given to them, the 
training period was too short and the training itself too basic to accomplish 
anything significant: 
 

“We appreciate the skills training but we think it is inadequate. After three 
months we are not able to produce products that can compete in quality to 
the products in the market. So we need more skills training.” (Male, 
formerly abducted child in the workshop). 

 
To explain in more detail, most of these training programmes only ran for 
three months and were not provided by formal polytechnic schools. 
According to the participants in the workshop, they worked in the following 
way: the clients (formerly abducted children) would be sent to a local garage 
or carpentry and joinery workshop to take up an apprenticeship, but without 
any associated organized learning. For people who had had their proper life 
pattern disorganized through years of abuse in captivity, this type of 
arrangement for learning could be very demanding. 

In contention during the workshop was also the fact that most NGOs, in 
addition to being based in the urban areas, did not provide training 
programmes and other services in rural areas. It was argued that if NGOs 
went into rural areas at all, they would stop at the trading centres. At the end 
of our workshop, there was a call for the NGOs to professionalize the 
training programmes offered in addition to making them more accessible to 
formerly abducted children in rural areas and those who had not passed 
through the reception centres. It was actually mentioned that children who 
came home without passing through the formal institutions (reception centres 
and the Amnesty Commission) were not being supported by any of the 
NGO-based programmes: 

 
“There are those among us who were abducted and managed to escape and 
return home but never passed through the rehabilitation centres. Some of 
them have the letters from the Amnesty Commission and some of them have 
letters that are questionable. Some came back through the barracks and 
others through the LC, such categories are not being supported. When they 
returned they simply wanted to be back and some don’t have the letter from 
the Amnesty Commission. We are not happy that these categories are not 
being supported too. Such groups should be attended to by giving the 
psychosocial support.” (Male participant in the workshop) 
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9.2.3 Problems with schooling 
There were also views expressed about problems with schooling. During the 
workshop, one of the participants, a teacher, questioned our finding that 
schools did not have the necessary background information concerning 
formerly abducted children, which was required to help them. This led to a 
debate in which one of the elders, who was a chairman of one of the primary 
schools, said the following: 
 

“It is very true that parents who bring their children to register in schools do 
not give the children’s background information as abducted persons to be 
handled with care. I am talking as a PTA chairman of … I am requesting 
that head teachers, when enrolling children, should take detailed information 
on each child so that the children who have problems can be helped 
according to their needs. There is a way to help them.” (An elder in the 
workshop) 

 
Witnessing this interactive debate, we realized that the workshop had 
provided a conversational space for representatives of the teachers, parents 
and school management – among our participants – to discuss and criticize 
their own practices of reintegration at the school level. This was another 
success for participatory, experience-based action research. 
 
9.2.4 The uncertain status of child mothers 
Concern for the uncertain social status of the child mothers was clear in the 
workshop and the need for sustained support for them was expressed. It was 
said that NGOs had built grass-thatched houses for this group on their return 
home. According to the submissions of the formerly abducted children who 
attended the workshop, the houses are now crumbling as they were made of 
mud and wattle: 
 

“The grass-thatched huts that are built for us are good but they are not built 
with strong materials. After a short period of time we begin repairing them. 
It is better if you can build for us permanent houses.” (Formerly abducted 
children’s report in the workshop) 

 
It was also said in the workshop that the government policy of returning and 
resettling everyone from the internally displaced people’s camps to their 
original villages was posing another challenge for the child mothers, who now 
need new houses. With their ‘husbands’ either dead or still in the bush, these 
women have to face the reality of heading households as single and child 
mothers. 
 
 



Suggestions for social reintegration 

 227 

 
 

9.2.5 Agriculture 
Our findings had revealed that the reintegration practices had neglected 
agriculture and yet we saw this as important for the social reintegration of 
formerly abducted children. Our reflections were affirmed by the formerly 
abducted children who participated in the workshop. They indicated that 
those who are now adults and could not go to school should be given the 
agricultural tools such as hoes promised by both the government and some 
NGOs in order to encourage them to engage in meaningful agriculture. 

Issues such as the land-ownership problem and assisting those who had 
been maimed did not feature in our findings, while the problems of child 
mothers, skills training and schooling had taken on new dimensions. I took 
note of these ‘omissions’ or ‘new issues’, which were not part of the original 
research questions and at the time of the fieldwork had not arisen. That they 
have arisen, however, shows the changing nature of the social problem under 
study which ultimately confirms the intricate and long-term nature of the 
reintegration of the formerly abducted children and the need to rehabilitate 
the community to which they return. That new issues arise supports our 
thesis that reintegration is a long-term community-based process which also 
needs to address the problems facing the community into which the children 
reintegrate. 
 
 
9.39.39.39.3    TOWARDS IMPROVING REITOWARDS IMPROVING REITOWARDS IMPROVING REITOWARDS IMPROVING REINTEGRATION PRACTICESNTEGRATION PRACTICESNTEGRATION PRACTICESNTEGRATION PRACTICES    
 
After the validation process, we wanted a strategy with which, together with 
the participants, suggestions could be made in relation to the problems 
discussed, and which would lead to improvements in social reintegration 
practices and the enhancement of citizenship. To achieve this, as mentioned 
in chapter 4, a set of questions (see table below) were given to the work 
groups for discussion. The questions had been derived from the NCPO 
analysis and the fluidity of the problem under study. The questions aimed at 
improving the present reintegration practices and determining who should be 
responsible for each practice. The main ideas discussed by the various work 
groups are presented in the table below. 
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Table Table Table Table 4444: How existing reinteg: How existing reinteg: How existing reinteg: How existing reintegration practices could be improvedration practices could be improvedration practices could be improvedration practices could be improved    
 

 Formerly 
abducted youth 

Elders Teachers NGOs 

1. What other 
issues (gaps) 
have not been 
represented? 

• Skills training 

• Sponsoring 
children to go 
to school 

• Building mud 
houses for 
child mothers 

• Appropriation 
of the 
packages given 
to the 
formerly 
abducted 
children by 
parents and 
guardians 

• Lack of 
follow-up by 
NGOs 

• Too much 
focus of the 
NGOs in 
towns rather 
than villages 

• Lack of 
proper 
guidance and 
counselling 

• Lack of 
communicatio
n between 
NGOs, 
community 
and schools 

• Land issues 
have not been 
addressed 

• Tools for the 
skills taught 
are not being 
provided 

• Period of 
training is not 
long enough 
for adequate 
knowledge 

• Market for the 
skills provided 
has not been 
addressed 

• In the return 
process 
children are 
being left in 
the camps 
while the 
elders go to 
the return site 
hence children 
are left to 
roam 

• Disability has 
not been 
addressed 

• Children of 
returned child 
mothers are 
being left 
behind 

• Rehabilitation
/infrastructura
l services to be 
provided 

• Boys are being 
left out 
(available 
projects are 
gender 
insensitive) 
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2. How can what is 
already being 
done (by 
NGOs, 
communities, 
schools) be 
improved? 

• Government 
should help us 

• Our children 
should be 
helped to reach 
university and 
other training 

• NGOs should 
follow their 
promise of 
providing tools 
after training 

• Mud houses 
being built for 
the child 
mothers good 
but do not last 

• Help teachers 
to help the 
children who 
have returned 
from the bush 

• District should 
ensure that 
those who are 
receiving 
support are 
indeed 
formerly 
abducted 
children 

• Cultural 
centres should 
be built in 
every sub-
county for 
counselling, 
education of 
family norms, 
values, beliefs 
and cultural 
activities 

• Refresher 
course is 
needed for the 
semi-skilled 
formerly 
abducted 
children to 
enable them to 
improve what 
they were 
taught so that 
they can be 
properly self-
reliant. 
Therefore we 
are appealing 
to some of our 
NGOs to 
come and 
organize these 
refresher 
courses 

• Integration 
(collabora-
tion) between 
NGOs 

• By parents 
involvement 
in schools 

• By training 
counsellors 

• By strong 
participation 
of 
stakeholders, 
e.g., Parents 
Teachers 
Associations 
and school 
management 
committees 

• By provision 
of services at 
the grass-roots 
level 

• Networking 
between 
NGOs to 
avoid 
duplication of 
services and 
wastage of 
resources 

• Provision of 
tools after 
training 

• Through 
needs 
assessment and 
feasibility 
study 

• Restructuring 
services 
provided by 
NGOs to 
return sites 

• Following up 
activities being 
implemented 
by NGOs 

 

3. What would the 
components of a 
programme 
designed for the 
reintegration of 
formerly 
abducted 
children be? 

• Support for 
those who 
returned home 
without going 
through the 
centres 

• Training for 
those who were 
not abducted 
but whose 
education was 
interrupted by 
the conflict 

• Provision of 
agricultural 
tools such as 
hoes and 
‘twoni’ - ox 
plough? - to 
motivate 
people  

• Follow-up of 
those who were 
trained to 

• Both formal 
and informal 
education 

• The children 
should be 
taught which 
roles and 
duties they are 
supposed to 
fulfil in the 
family and 
society 

• Other 
components 
could be art 
and crafts 

• Reinforce-
ment of 
peaceful 
reconciliation 

• Reinforce-
ment of 
various 
cultural 
activities 

• Sensitization 
of 
communities 

• Music, dance 
and drama 

• Guidance and 
counselling 

• Formation of 
clubs, e.g., 
music, peace 
and debating 
clubs 

• Organizing 
tours and 
exchange 

• Livelihood 

• Community 
service 

• Advocacy 

• Child 
protection 
(orphans and 
vulnerable 
children) 

• Psychosocial 
services 

• Peace-
building. NB: 
these are based 
on the 
departments 
of GUSCO - 
one of the 
participants 
came from 
that 
organization 
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assess how they 
are performing 

• Help for 
amputees and 
the sick 

 

visits 
• Drawing and 

writing poems 
and stories 

4. Who could be 
the stake-holders 
of such a 
programme? 

• Government, 
District, 
NGOs  

• Parents, 
teachers, 
NGOs, local 
leaders, LCs, 
elders 

• Teachers, 
elders, Parent-
teacher 
associations, 
elders, NGOs, 
government, 
school 
foundation 
bodies 

 

• The 
government 
should play a 
leading role in 
improvement 
of 
infrastructure 
development 

• NGOs should 
come up with 
a 
comprehensive 
plan (grass-
roots) 

• Local leaders 
should 
monitor 
activities being 
implemented 

• Parents should 
be vigilant 

• Youths should 
actively 
participate in 
the activities 
implemented 

• Teachers 
should be 
involved 

• Religious 
leaders in 
spiritual 
healing 

• Teachers 
develop a 
curriculum on 
peace, land, 
culture, human 
rights, etc. 
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5. How could such 
a programme be 
implemented? 

 • Through 
sensitization 
of parents 

• Through use 
of the cultural 
centres (see 
above) 

• By creating 
data 
information 
about the 
children 

• Through 
writing 
project 
proposal for 
training 
counsellors, 
tours 

• Opening 
projects for 
IGAs 

• Fund-raising 
from 
traditional 
dances 

• Radio talk 
shows on 
peace 

• Sensitization 
of the 
community 

• Promoting 
practical 
skills, e.g., 
agriculture 

• Vocational-
skills training 

• Life-skills 
training 

 

 
 
The information presented in the table shows that the suggestions made in 
relation to better reintegration practices are not abstract. They derive from 
the existing practices and the people’s experience of those practices in relation 
to the widespread social problems in a society that cannot be said to have 
peace and yet no active conflict is apparent (two years from the beginning of 
our research). The information presented above is discussed below according 
to the major themes of the questions asked. 
 
9.3.1 Suggestions to improve existing programmes  
The formerly abducted children, now youths, suggest that their own children 
need to be assisted to attain the maximum level of education: 
 

“We think that they should continue supporting us until our children study 
up to university level.” (Formerly abducted children’s report in the 
workshop) 

 



Chapter 9 

 232 

They also suggest that NGOs should keep their promises of providing tools 
after training: 
 

“We are requesting the NGOs to give us the tools to help us put into 
practice the skills we have acquired. The situation is that we are trained but 
at the end not given the tools to facilitate us to start.” (Formerly abducted 
children’s report in the workshop). 

 
The suggestions of the elders, representing the actors involved in the 
community-based reintegration practices, revolved around the benefits of 
culture. They advocated the establishment of cultural centres in the war-torn 
region, which would be used to teach Acholi cultural norms, values and 
responsibilities: 
 

“Due to lack of education which they missed in their young days, cultural 
centres should be established in each sub-county so that the elders can teach 
them the cultural values.” (Elders’ report in the workshop) 

 
The elders further suggest that there should be refresher courses, what I 
understand to be further training, for the semi-skilled formerly abducted 
children. This suggestion emphasizes the short-term nature of the training 
offered to the formerly abducted children by various NGOs which, as we 
have already suggested, is not market-oriented. 

Among other participants, teachers proposed that to improve the 
ongoing reintegration practices, there is a need to train counsellors who can 
help formerly abducted children in schools. This suggestion expresses the 
inadequacy felt by the teachers in relation to the professional counselling 
skills needed to help the formerly abducted children in schools where the 
children spend most of their time. It was also suggested that to improve the 
existing practices of reintegration, NGOs should provide services at the grass-
roots level in the villages. Supporting this view, the participants had this to 
say: 

 
“NGOs are just focusing in the town areas. They are not in the villages. If 
you find any organized group, then it is CBO. When the NGOs come, you 
see them almost after two months. The rest of the time we are left to 
manage on our own. The rest of the time they are in town.” (Teachers’ 
report in the workshop) 

 
Another participant: 
 

“I want to support an earlier point that was mentioned about the presence of 
the NGOs. It is true the NGOs focus mainly in towns. They don’t reach 
deep in the villages.” (Male participant in the workshop) 
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As noted in previous chapters, the presence of the NGOs in the towns of the 
northern region is very visible (cars, offices, signposts), but as the accounts 
above show their reach into the villages is limited.  
 
9.3.2 Suggested components of a reintegration programme  
Perhaps already in the process of reclaiming their citizenship, it is heartening 
that the formerly abducted children, while asked to suggest components of a 
programme for their own reintegration, not only thought of themselves but 
also included other members of their society. They explicitly stated that they 
did not want to be categorized and isolated from the rest of the community 
because of their experiences as former abductees. They just wanted to be 
normal members of their society who happened to have been abducted, while 
the rest of their society experienced the war as IDPs and lived in camps (see 
chapter 2). A programme for reintegration according to them should include 
support for all who were abducted whether they came home through the 
reception centres or not, as indicated in the section above. The programme 
would also include skills training for non-abducted children whose education 
was interrupted due to the conflict, the provision of agricultural tools for all 
and assistance to amputees and the maimed. The formerly abducted children 
suggested that: 
 

“We would like training in entrepreneurial skills. We would like [support 
for] those whose body parts were cut during the war. They should be given 
wheelchairs to facilitate their movements.” (Formerly abducted children’s 
report in the workshop) 

 
This assessment shows that, much as the subjects of this study realize their 
own need for assistance, they also have an outward-looking attitude towards 
their community. They are concerned for the wellbeing of their entire 
community, suggesting investment in agriculture, help for the maimed and the 
needs of the non-abducted children. This shows that the formerly abducted 
children understand that their personal reintegration could not be achieved if 
the rest of the community in which they have returned remained 
dysfunctional. This is a practical demonstration of communal citizenship: of 
belonging to the community by owning and identifying with the social 
problems that affect it. It expresses the fact that while there may still be 
problems in the reintegration process, the journey to the long-term citizenship 
of formerly abducted children has already started in the right direction. 

The elders in the workshop simply suggested that a programme for 
reintegration should be composed of formal and informal education. They 
emphasized the need to teach the children about their roles and duties within 
the family and society. For example, one elder made this suggestion: 
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“[A] programme [for reintegration] should include both formal and 
informal education. The children should be taught their role or duties in the 
family by their parents and teachers in schools. Art and craft should also be 
another component. The children should also be told the duties instead of 
focusing only on their rights. When they wake up in the morning, they 
should be told to sweep the house and also the compound. I don’t 
understand why when I correct my child and point out to him his duties, I 
am accused of violating the child’s rights. Pointing them to what their duties 
are and ensuring that they fulfil them is a means of training them to be self-
reliant. Rights and duties go hand in hand. I would like to ask these 
questions: should children be left free to choose to go or not to go to school? 
Should children be left to choose to work or not to work?” 
 

What seems to be a summary of the components of a programme for 
reintegration in the above account could be very broad in real terms, especially 
if ‘informal education’ and roles and duties in the family and society were 
unpacked in the light of our definition of community (see chapter 2). These 
could mean the learning of skills such as agriculture, as well as knowledge and 
practice of norms, values and rules. It could mean engagement in societal and 
personal reconciliation, and being committed to the wellbeing of society 
through marriage to ensure its continuity by procreation, among other things. 
Provision of formal education would build on these foundation blocks of a 
society. This would lead to the complete citizenship of the formerly abducted 
children in their communities. Clearly this would take a long time, as we have 
repeatedly shown in this study. 

In their turn, teachers indicated that the components of a programme for 
reintegration should include the reinforcement of reconciliation and various 
cultural activities in addition to guidance and counselling for formerly 
abducted children. The teachers point out that: 

 
“There should be reinforcement of the various Acholi cultural peace 
processes to help us reconcile and live in peace.” (Teachers’ report in the 
workshop) 

 
At schools, the teachers also underscored the importance of the arts in general 
and particularly music, dance and drama: 
 

“Children should be involved in recreational activities like music, dance and 
drama, and football. We believe that in these activities, they are able to 
socialize, relieve their emotions and eventually get healing.” (Teachers’ 
report in the workshop) 
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This suggestion is interesting in that teachers, as the custodians of formal 
education, seem to suggest that education cannot take place in a vacuum but 
must be built upon the first and basic experiences of the people who undergo 
it. On this basis, they make the point that there is a need for the 
reinforcement of various cultural activities. This is a call for a well-rounded 
education system that is rooted in people’s experience of their own 
communities and society. However, at a more ‘professional’ level, the teachers 
also suggest the need for guidance and counselling in a programme that would 
support the long-term reintegration of the war-affected youth. This concern 
might be a reflection of their increased sense of responsibility towards the 
psychosocial needs of the formerly abducted children who have now returned 
to school. Although in teachers’ training colleges in Uganda, guidance and 
counselling is taught as a subject, the extent of the war experiences of the 
children is such that there is a need for professional counselling. 

The NGO representatives, having come from the ‘practitioners’ world, 
opted for a programme for reintegration such as the GUSCO programme, 
with its established set of targets such as livelihood, community service, 
advocacy, child protection, psychosocial services and peace-building. 
Although the GUSCO programme seems to accommodate most of the 
suggestions made by the other work groups, it still has the tendency to adopt 
a blanket approach to the specific issues. This study would prefer that the 
suggested components of a programme for reintegration addressed very 
specific areas, such as agricultural support, income generation, health and 
education. 
 
9.3.3 Suggested stakeholders of a programme for reintegration 
As can be seen from Table 4 above, all of the work groups in the workshop 
mentioned the same stakeholders in relation to establishing a programme for 
reintegration. The central government, the district, NGOs or civil society in 
general and the community, including elders, the youth, parent-teacher 
associations and religious leaders were all mentioned as stakeholders. Again 
this reveals an awareness that the re-creation of citizenship after conflict and 
as an act of peace-building is a collective responsibility. Several participants, 
in different ways, discussed the role of the community, government and civil 
society/NGOs. For example, a female participant said: 
 

“We want to restart the sitting at the fireplace (wang oo) so that we can 
teach our cultural values to the young members of the community. During 
the day we should take our children to the field and train them to work. We 
should begin digging big fields so that the surplus we get can be sold to earn 
us some income. This is a process of teaching children to be self-reliant.” 

 
One elder emphasized the role of the community: 
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“Before this insurgency, the elders of our community were not taken care of 
by the NGOs, but when the NGOs came we left the responsibility of taking 
care of our elders with them. We must restart supporting our elders and the 
disadvantaged of our community. This care should also extend to the youth 
or the returnees. We should help them to start anew by teaching the cultural 
values. We should look at the formerly abducted children as our own 
people.” 

 
Another male participant pointed out the complementary role of the 
government as a stakeholder: 
 

“Yes, it is true we need to involve government. It is our role to encourage 
our children to study. In the camps, the schools were near so the children 
did not have to walk long distances. But when we go back home, the schools 
are far and this could be discouraging for the children. The government then 
set measures to ensure that the children continue to go to school. 
Government should enforce the policy of UPE.” 

 
It should be noted that all of the suggestions made concerning a programme 
of reintegration recognized what was already being done by various actors in 
the region. However, the suggestions also recognize that there are still gaps 
that need attention before the long-term re-creation of citizenship after the 
effects of the long war can be sustained. In addition, the suggestions for 
reintegration are forward-looking, seeking to re-establish the structures – 
social and economic – that were broken down during the conflict. The 
workshop participants, representative of the Acholi community, refused to be 
backward-looking and dwell on the negative effects of war and violence such 
as bitterness, apathy and general helplessness. The community is taking the 
reintegration of their war-affected children into their own hands. 

At another level, the suggested paths for reintegration show that the 
community tends to relate more to the pressing social problems occurring at a 
specific time. For example, at the commencement of this study, the most 
daunting war-time social problem was the abduction and return of the 
children. It was the single most important issue at hand even though the 
population was already living in displacement camps. Today, however, issues 
of land, children being left behind in the camps as parents attempt to rebuild 
their original homes, lack of infrastructure and social services in the villages 
are considered most important. 

Meanwhile, the urgency of the plight of the returned children is 
diminishing in importance. This scenario may make those involved appear to 
be reactive in relation to the social problems they face, but it is, however, an 
indication that the social problems created as consequences of conflict are 
extremely complex and constantly require reassessment. In the history of this 
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conflict, various social problems have come to the fore. For example, the 
process of displacement, the lack of physical security coupled with abductions, 
the lack of property security, land mines, physical maiming and amputations, 
and night commuting as a result of the massive abductions, have all at one 
time or another been most important. As mentioned, at another time, the 
return of the children was the main issue, and now the key issue is the 
uncertainty of the ownership of ancestral land as people begin the further 
dislocating return from the camps to their villages. 

The Acholi people have not had the luxury of looking backwards in 
terms of dealing with the various crises associated with the conflict, and 
express the need to look forward and deal with the future. This explains the 
present focus on land, schooling necessities for not only formerly abducted 
children but also for their own children, agricultural and infrastructure 
development and the need to place skills development in the proper 
perspective of the market, as well as creating professionalism so they have a 
long-term value. Perhaps this is appropriate, considering that this study 
understands social reintegration as the long-term positive participation of the 
formerly abducted children in their community.  
 
 
9.49.49.49.4    SUGGESTIONS FOR REINTEGRATION IN NORTHERN SUGGESTIONS FOR REINTEGRATION IN NORTHERN SUGGESTIONS FOR REINTEGRATION IN NORTHERN SUGGESTIONS FOR REINTEGRATION IN NORTHERN 

UGANDAUGANDAUGANDAUGANDA    
 
On the basis of the discussion above, we can derive a set of suggestions for 
social reintegration that includes three major elements that can be used as 
guiding principles in the reintegration of formerly abducted children in 
northern Uganda. These are set out below. 
 
9.4.1 Existing problems/needs (what?) 
First, we find the basis for this set of suggestions in the existing problems and 
needs that both the formerly abducted children and their communities 
continue to face. These problems and needs exist in spite of the social 
reintegration practices we discussed in chapters 6 and 7. Some of the 
problems and needs are emerging as a result of the escalating nature of war-
related social problems (see chapter 8). Drawn from the framework for 
improving social reintegration practices above, and also represented in Table 
4 above, the existing problems and needs include the need to house child 
mothers, the need for educational sponsorship of all children but especially 
those born in captivity, and the need for proper guidance and counselling. 
Other problems are the lack of an NGO presence in the rural areas, the lack 
of adequate medical and social care for war casualties, the lack of tools for 
practising the skills in which training is offered, the short time devoted to 
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skills training programmes and the difficulties concerning land-ownership. In 
addition to these suggestions for improving reintegration, these continuing 
problems or needs demand that the next step be taken – the implementation 
of the following suggested programmes to address these problems or needs. 
 
9.4.2 Programmes for addressing the problems or needs (how?) 
The need for the programmes arises due to the existing problems and needs 
which, as explained in the previous section, must be addressed. The 
programmes are the means through which the problems and needs can be 
addressed. We arrived at the programmes by looking at the responses to 
Question 3 in Table 4 above: What might be the components of a 
programme designed for the social reintegration of formerly abducted 
children? Different responses were given. Some of the suggested components 
emerge as improvements on what is already being done. Others are a response 
to the changing nature of the social problems in war-affected northern 
Uganda. We found that the suggestions fell into different categories, which 
are interrelated: 
 

• Education programme – we derive the education programme 
from the suggested components for social reintegration 
encompassing education that include relevant training for the 
youth (vocational training), formal education for all children, 
including children of the formerly abducted children born in 
captivity. 

• Psychosocial services programme – this category is derived from 
the suggested components for social reintegration that include 
training counsellors in schools, medical and social help for war 
casualties, inclusive support for all war-affected children in 
addition to guidance and counselling and child protection. It 
should be noted that social help for war casualties would include 
enhancement of social networks as well as the performance of 
cleansing, healing and reconciliation rituals where the need arises. 

• Culture programme – this programme derives from the suggested 
components encompassing informal education, that is, teaching 
children, values, norms, duties and roles in the family and the 
community, reinforcement of reconciliation and arts, craft and 
music. 

• Agriculture programme – we derive this programme from the 
suggested components for social reintegration, including the 
right to land-ownership, provision of agricultural tools and 
provision of ox ploughs. 
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• Peace-building programme – we derive this programme from the 
suggested components for reintegration that include advocacy, 
rehabilitation of infrastructure and all of the above programmes. 

 
9.4.3 Responsibility for the social reintegration programmes (who?) 
We draw the last element of our suggested model for the social reintegration 
of formerly abducted children and the re-creation of their citizenship from 
the fourth question in Table 4. The question of who the stakeholders should 
be in relation to the social reintegration of formerly abducted children is 
important because problems and needs (Element 1) and programmes 
(Element 2) concern people. The responses to the question identified the 
central government, the local government, NGOs/civil society and the 
community, including the elders, the youth, religious leaders, parent-teacher 
associations and others, as the main stakeholders. In other words, the social 
reintegration of formerly abducted children is a collective responsibility. 

To summarize the elements of the suggested model for improving the 
social reintegration of formerly abducted children and enhancing their 
citizenship, the key phrases are ‘What problems?’, ‘How to address the 
problems?’ and ‘Who is responsible for addressing the problems?’ The 
suggestions can be understood as a response to these key questions. 
Furthermore, they are premised on this study and therefore the details are 
locally applicable in the social reintegration of the formerly abducted children 
in northern Uganda. However, being the result of action research, the broad 
elements of the suggestions can be of exemplary value in similar situations, 
with the general elements being adapted to particular circumstance in other 
countries or under similar conditions. 



 

 



 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

CONCLUSIONS 
    
    

10.110.110.110.1 INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
    

Over the last two decades, in the local and international media and the 
humanitarian industry, northern Uganda has become a byword for senseless 
rebellion, mutilations, displacement, squalid camps, abductions of children 
and Joseph Kony, whose Lord’s Resistance Army ironically broke all of the 
Ten Commandments supposedly guiding him. The conflict has also come to 
signify brokenness, not only of the community but also of the citizenship of 
its members. This study of the social reintegration of formerly abducted 
children in northern Uganda was carried out using a qualitative, participatory 
action research methodology. Life histories of the formerly abducted children, 
focus group discussions with formal institutional staff, elders, teachers and 
non-abducted schoolchildren, interviews with parents and some key 
participants, feedback meetings with the feedback team and observation were 
used to collect data. The data were analysed by means of a continuous 
meaning-making process after the development of themes with the help of the 
ATLAS.ti data analysis package. The meaning-making process involved 
personal reflections, feedback and the clarification of various issues to my 
supervisors or other people who wanted to know about the research. The 
meaning-making process also benefited from what we referred to as an 
‘evaluation of the day session’ with the research assistants, in which we 
recalled the day’s events, asked questions or simply shared experiences. 

 
 

10.210.210.210.2    THE CONFLICTTHE CONFLICTTHE CONFLICTTHE CONFLICT    
 

Focusing on the social reintegration of the formerly abducted children 
necessitated an understanding of the historical and social context of the 
subject of research (chapter 2). The conflict in northern Uganda has a 
number of aspects. The present-day Acholi people relate to a mythical 
conflict as a precursor to the colonial conflicts that their forefathers 
experienced in the eighteenth century. However, the present conflict, of which 
children have become part, is a continuation of the colonial and post-colonial 
political power struggle among members of the political-military class in 
Uganda. The political power struggle is grounded in Uganda’s regional 
resource allocation imbalances over the decades. Unfortunately for the Acholi 
people, the post-colonial power struggle manifested itself in a unique way, 
with Joseph Kony, an Acholi himself, making the political choice to turn the 
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LRA against his own people. Eventually, an otherwise national and regional 
problem in Uganda turned into an ‘internal conflict’ where outsiders could 
truly say ‘the Acholi are fighting themselves’, including abducting their own 
children as the future of their society. 

This, however, does not exonerate the present government of its 
responsibility to provide and ensure security for the Acholi people as citizens 
of the country. The choices made by Joseph Kony – complicated either by the 
inability or unwillingness of the government to provide and ensure security – 
brutalized the population. There was a massive displacement of the people, 
who ended up living in squalid conditions in internally displaced people’s 
camps, experiencing the loss of livelihoods and a general loss of property in 
the context of a broken society. These effects of the conflict consequently 
broke the citizenship status and practice of the people. The conflict has a 
uniquely tragic characteristic even in the wider context of the role of ethnicity 
in political power bases in Africa, examples of which are the 2007 elections in 
Kenya or the 1994 Rwandan genocide. In those conflicts, different ethnic 
groups, who were usually political rivals, fought each other. However, in 
northern Uganda, putting aside the rather negligent attitude of the 
government with respect to ending the conflict, it has been the Acholi people 
against the Acholi people to a large extent, thus leading to the brokenness of 
Acholi citizenship. 

 
 

10.310.310.310.3    UNDERSTANDING THE CHILDRENUNDERSTANDING THE CHILDRENUNDERSTANDING THE CHILDRENUNDERSTANDING THE CHILDREN    
 
In this environment of ‘internal conflict’ and ‘internal brokenness’ our first 
aim was to gain an understanding of the war experiences of the thousands of 
abducted children who became both victims and perpetrators in the conflict 
(First research question). From the findings in chapter 5, we now know that 
the children’s experiences of war are difficult and complicated. The 
experiences are similar but specific for each child. In this study, while we 
found bad memories and immense personal suffering, as well as seeing the 
physical scars, erratic behaviour and sometimes emotional breakdown, the 
innermost experiences that we were aware existed, remained inaccessible. The 
knowledge of those experiences is only possible through personal experience 
even though the personal experience will be unique. Nevertheless, the children 
articulated their broken citizenship, relating events such as the killing they 
observed and committed, the killing of family members, the experience of an 
acute lack of food and water, looting, physical and emotional abuse, different 
kinds of threats to one’s life, long marches, living in the wild, the sexual abuse 
and exploitation of girls and returning home to orphanhood. Their broken 
citizenship was also expressed through the atrocities they committed against 
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their own communities and families, which in turn broke their social and 
spiritual relationship with the community. 

 
 

10.410.410.410.4    THE FORMAL REINTEGRATION PRACTICESTHE FORMAL REINTEGRATION PRACTICESTHE FORMAL REINTEGRATION PRACTICESTHE FORMAL REINTEGRATION PRACTICES    
 
Second, following the difficult and complicated war experiences, we wanted 
to understand how formal institutions are reintegrating the children, who, 
through their abduction, had become both victims and perpetrators of 
violence (Second research question). We found that there were three 
approaches to formal institutional reintegration in northern Uganda. Military 
reintegration is carried out by the UPDF’s Child Protection Unit (CPU), 
humanitarian reintegration through NGOs, and political reintegration by the 
Amnesty Commission (chapter 6). In spite of the fact that the CPU and the 
Amnesty Commission are government institutions, we found that the role 
that each played in reintegration was militarily and politically motivated 
respectively, and did not fulfil the basic responsibility of government to 
provide services to citizens caught up in a humanitarian emergency. The 
central government did not become directly involved in providing specific 
social reintegration services for the formerly abducted children, whose 
abduction and return was of a complex humanitarian nature and would 
eventually need the long-term commitment of the national government. The 
lack of government commitment has left a gap in terms of organized and 
long-term planning for the social reintegration of formerly abducted children 
that has not yet been filled. Overall, although all three formal institutional 
reintegration approaches make significant contributions to the social 
reintegration of formerly abducted children in the short-term, their focus and 
motivations are not appropriate for long-term social reintegration. They need 
to be complemented by practices occurring outside such institutions, within 
the community to which the children ultimately return. 
 
 
10.510.510.510.5    REINTEGRATION INTO THE COMMUNITYREINTEGRATION INTO THE COMMUNITYREINTEGRATION INTO THE COMMUNITYREINTEGRATION INTO THE COMMUNITY    
 
Third, we aimed to understand how endogenous methods are being used by 
the Acholi community to reintegrate the formerly abducted children (Third 
research question). The study found that not only traditional rituals such as 
nyono tong gweno (stepping on the egg) and ryemo anyenya (chasing away 
the evil spirit) but also other general community initiatives such as a positive 
attitude, acceptance, accepted marriages involving returnees and returning to 
school, were important for social reintegration into the community. We 
further found that community-based reintegration is occurring in the changed 
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and broken community (see chapter 7), and due to this situation, as well as 
the ensuing disharmony, community-based reintegration practices in the form 
of the traditional aspects of reintegration must address several levels, such as 
the reintegration of the self, reintegration with the immediate community, 
reintegration through reconciliation with the direct victims of the formerly 
abducted children, with the neighbouring clan and finally with the spirit 
world. 

Drawing on the community and the traditions for social reintegration is 
important because the community is usually the final permanent place to 
which formerly abducted children return. The community also offers the 
elements that are constantly needed for successful, long-term reintegration, 
such as resources to support various livelihoods and social relationships that 
support a harmonious coexistence. Furthermore, the community offers values 
and norms to guide and safeguard life. Therefore, ideally, successful 
reintegration should provide access to and use of community resources 
without prejudice, and in turn involve the successful contribution to and 
replenishment of the resources of the community by all of its citizens. 
However, a society that has been broken by conflict has lost some of its pre-
war resources, such as social cohesion, communal integration and traditional 
knowledge and social values. Therefore, new conflict and post-conflict 
challenges such as difficulties in psychosocial adjustment for the children, 
displacement, the continued social stigmatization of the children, the receding 
role of elders and tradition, and on-going trauma continue to affect the social 
reintegration of formerly abducted children. At the same time, however, new 
resources such as those provided by international and national NGOs have 
become part of the conflict and post-conflict society and the Acholi 
community can take advantage of these to assist with the social reintegration 
of the children. NGOs, however, should not be used to the extent that people 
and the community become NGOnised and completely dependent on them. 
We therefore caution against an over-reliance on NGOs in the post-conflict 
environment for the purposes of reintegration to the point that they 
overshadow the people’s agency and ownership. 
 
 
10.610.610.610.6    REINREINREINREINTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REBUILDINGTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REBUILDINGTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REBUILDINGTEGRATION AS CITIZENSHIP REBUILDING    
 
Fourth, this study set out to understand the interface between citizenship and 
the war experiences of formerly abducted children and practices for their 
social reintegration (Fourth research question). The findings in chapter 8 
showed that the children’s war experiences, such as killing, looting and 
committing other atrocities –in which they became perpetrators of violence – 
are practices of negative citizenship. Similarly, abductions, child motherhood 
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and other difficulties faced in captivity where the children become victims are 
cases of lost citizenship. However, we also found that both formal 
institutional and community-based reintegration practices offer ways of re-
creating the children’s citizenship status and positive citizenship practice. For 
example, formal institutional reintegration practices such as the provision of 
basic necessities such as food, clothing, shelter and medical care are practices 
that improve citizenship status, while community-based reintegration 
practices such as rituals, accepted marriages, involvement in performing 
groups and farming are activities that enhance citizenship practice. Most 
reintegration studies have seen this situation as a humanitarian issue. We find 
that viewing reintegration in the light of citizenship is a strong way of 
pointing to it as a rather complex long-term process, even recognizing the 
politically related nature of reintegration. In this way people’s agency (Lister, 
1997) is evoked in an understanding of reintegration as a community issue 
which also demands government participation. 

We also found that re-creating citizenship through current reintegration 
practices is not sufficient due to the challenges that both formal and informal 
approaches to reintegration face. For example, the formal institutional 
reintegration practices are short term, mainly targeting the individual, 
formerly abducted children and some of their basic needs. Furthermore, the 
motives behind some of the formal institutional practices, such as political 
considerations, the recruitment of former abductees into the military and 
intelligence gathering, do not put the reintegration of the formerly abducted 
children at the centre of their activities. At the same time, the informal 
community-based reintegration practices also have their limitations due to the 
adverse effects of the conflict on the community, such as the receding role of 
the elders, living in camps, the disappearance or inadequate knowledge of 
rituals, poverty and a general breakdown of society. Because of these 
challenges and limitations, the NCPO analysis helped to further look into the 
needs, competences, problems and opportunities related to reintegration. The 
NCPO analysis did not see the needs and problems as obstacles to 
reintegration but as challenges that need to be addressed through the use of 
the opportunities available in the environment and the children’s own 
resourcefulness. On the basis of the NCPO analysis, this study concludes that 
citizenship re-creation based on personal resources such as competences is 
more sustainable than other means. Competences such as life skills are 
personal resources that can be drawn upon both in times of adversity and for 
personal and communal development generally. Because of the participatory 
nature of the NCPO analysis, this study further concludes that participation 
is an important aspect in reintegration. For example, the participation of the 
formerly abducted children in the analysis of their problems, needs, 
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opportunities and competences, grounded reintegration in real-life experiences 
and prevailing circumstances, rather than it becoming an abstract concept. 

 
 

10.710.710.710.7    PARTICIPATORY SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING PARTICIPATORY SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING PARTICIPATORY SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING PARTICIPATORY SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING 
REINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICESREINTEGRATION PRACTICES    

 
Finally, based on reintegration activities taking place at formal institutions 
and communities, research question 5 aimed at identifying intervention 
practices that would improve reintegration. Suggestions such as an inclusive 
support system, emphasis on agriculture, knowledge and practice of norms, 
values and rules, sustained help for the maimed and reinforcement of 
reconciliation processes and cultural activities were made to improve 
reintegration practices (see chapter 9). These suggestions for reintegration 
have a deeper significance and can, for example, entail societal and personal 
reconciliation, or commitment to the wellbeing of society through marriage 
and procreation to ensure continuity, among other things. The suggestions 
can also be seen as the building blocks of society, as they are concerned with 
livelihoods, societal relationships, social networks and the rules guiding 
society. In this way, successful reintegration entails an eventual sense of being 
in and belonging to the community. This cannot be achieved in the short-
term because of the initial experiences of brokenness due to conflict and war.  

In spite of these submissions, however, suggesting activities for 
reintegration is not enough. Activities and reintegration practices need people; 
in other words, stakeholders of various kinds, such as the government, the 
community and its different leaders, community-based organizations, the 
formerly abducted children themselves and NGOs, all of whom will actualize 
programmes by planning and implementing them. This multifaceted 
programme for reintegration will take a long time, we conclude, but would re-
create the citizenship of the formerly abducted children and complete their 
reintegration into their community. In summary, successful reintegration 
entails the ability of formerly abducted children to ultimately experience a 
positive sense of being in the community, through access to and the use of 
community resources without prejudice and in turn their successful 
contribution to and replenishment of the resources of the community. 
 
 
10.810.810.810.8    WAY FORWARD AND FURTHER REWAY FORWARD AND FURTHER REWAY FORWARD AND FURTHER REWAY FORWARD AND FURTHER RESEARCHSEARCHSEARCHSEARCH    
 
In line with our action research methodology, we plan to bring our results, 
especially the suggestions for improving reintegration practices for formerly 
abducted children in chapter 9, to a stakeholders’ conference in Gulu. In 
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addition, on the basis of our findings it is apparent that much needs to be 
done and can be done. For example, NGOs (especially those studied here) 
could take on some of our suggestions to improve existing reintegration 
programmes. On the basis of the programmes suggested, new projects might 
also be started, in agriculture, for example, or a post-conflict peace-building 
project and a culture project that addresses the persisting problems of 
reintegration. 

Our findings also show that people consider it vital for children to go 
back to school and yet there are major problems affecting schooling. For 
example, a project to equip teachers or improve their skills in the field of 
professional counselling, which will benefit the children and improve study 
conditions in the post-conflict situation, is still needed. Along the same lines, 
there is a huge need for further support for the children in schooling in terms 
of the provision of schooling needs and scholastic materials, particularly in 
rural areas. An education sponsorship project for needy children is another 
project that should be initiated. 

Our study also revealed the unpredictable and constantly changing nature 
of social problems in conflict and post-conflict situations, yet we found that 
at the same time NGOs seem to be static, not only in terms of their location 
(mainly urban) but also in terms of the kind of projects that they initiate for 
the population. This calls for a partnership with universities or research 
institutions that can investigate emerging social problems and thereby feed the 
NGO agenda so that it remains relevant to the needs of the community. This 
kind of research can be done using participatory approaches that also involve 
the community in articulating their problems and their ideas about how to 
solve them. This study has shown that this is possible. 

We found that a successful reintegration programme depends on a 
number of stakeholders, and also that not all of the relevant stakeholders, 
especially the government, have taken an active part in assuming their 
responsibilities with respect to the reintegration of the formerly abducted 
children. This situation calls for the creation of a programme that can 
advocate on behalf of the children in order to call upon the government to 
take up its responsibilities in relation to its child population in general. To be 
relevant, such a project would also need to have a research component in 
order to investigate not only issues pertaining to social reintegration but also 
the different issues surrounding children’s rights, welfare and safety in the 
post-conflict situation. 

In addition to these examples of possible activities as a way forward, 
there remains the need for further research. We have listed these below: 

 
1. A longitudinal study of formerly abducted children is required to 

assess the long-term impact of their involvement in armed 



Chapter 10 

 248 

conflict. Most contemporary studies on children in war seem to 
focus on the conflict or immediate post-conflict conditions, yet a 
deeper understanding of the impact of conflict on children in the 
long term is important in determining what is required for their 
reintegration. 

2. A longitudinal study of formerly abducted children to 
understand the factors that make long-term reintegration 
successful is also needed. Such a study will help to mainstream 
those success factors into reintegration programmes early enough 
to have the appropriate results. 

3. The question of how to develop a hybrid form of reintegration 
practice using institutional and community-based practices also 
needs to be addressed. A collaborative research project, relying 
primarily on a participatory approach that can draw from both 
the formal institution-based approaches and community-based 
practices is important for the development of such a hybrid 
practice as best practice. This kind of research will need 
partnerships between the community and practitioners from both 
the formal and informal settings. 

4. Finally, it would be of interest to know what the deeper 
meanings of the traditional rituals used for reintegration are. For 
example, the Acholi traditional rituals use a lot of symbolism. 
What do the specific symbols mean? Can they be explained and 
therefore used to promote sustainable peace?
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SUMMARY 
    
    

Among the many large-scale conflicts that have defined the African continent 
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA) rebellion against President Museveni’s government in northern 
Uganda. The conflict resulted in insecurity in all forms, including the 
abduction and use of children in war, a continuation of the historical 
involvement of children in conflicts the world over. 

The children’s war experiences of abduction, captivity and other human 
rights violations while with the LRA have led to complex and difficult 
relationships with their community and they now need assistance to be 
reintegrated back into society. Consequently, the general research question 
guiding this study was: What are the experiences of the formerly abducted 
children and how can they be reintegrated into their communities?  
 
The following specific questions guided the research: 

1. What are the war experiences of formerly abducted children 
from the moment of abduction by the LRA, during captivity and 
when they return home in northern Uganda? 

2. How are formal institutions (the Child Protection Unit, Non-
Governmental Organizations and the Amnesty Commission) 
reintegrating the formerly abducted children in northern Uganda? 

3. How are endogenous methods being used by the Acholi 
community to reintegrate the formerly abducted children? 

4. How does citizenship interface with the war experiences of 
formerly abducted children and practices for their social 
reintegration in northern Uganda? 

5. What best intervention practices for reintegration can be 
identified based on reintegration activities taking place at 
institutions and communities for the sake of re-creating 
citizenship? 

 
The theoretical framework of this study builds on three concepts of social 
reintegration put into practice by different actors. Formal reintegration 
practices are usually executed by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
and draw on the United Nations (UN) concept of Disarmament 
Demobilization Reintegration (DDR), where the reintegration, R phase, is 
usually neglected. The concept lies at the foundation of formal, institutionally 
based and short-term social reintegration practices which for the most part 
consist of psychosocial counselling, training and some kind of resettlement 
package. Additionally, the community-based reintegration practices of the 
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Acholi people in northern Uganda derive from a spiritual world-view that 
includes beliefs and ritual practices. These practices include traditional 
healing practices and schooling. Combining the two approaches, citizenship 
becomes normative for reintegration. Citizenship is important for 
reintegration because of its underlying concerns for participation, membership 
and agency. Its stress on acceptance and the building of relationships among 
members of a community emphasizes the importance of communitarian 
citizenship. Justified by a range of underlying concerns related to the social 
problem under study, the research used a participatory action research 
approach. It was primarily exploratory research. Qualitative methods ranging 
from life histories, focus group discussions and interviews were used in the 
tradition of qualitative research. A workshop was organized both to validate 
initial findings and collect data for suggesting improvements to practices. 
    
The children were abducted from a familiar family environment, on the way 
to the garden, school or just running errands. Other children experienced 
multiple abductions, thus entailing multiple losses of family, community, 
school and every familiar support system. For all of them this left an indelible 
mark on their memory. After abduction the children were taken into the bush 
where they experienced different forms of violence and lived a life 
characterized by poor health, poor nutrition, the killing of fellow abductees 
and civilians, involvement in actual fighting, living in the wild, long marches 
and looting. The story of each formerly abducted child is different. There is a 
invisible personal ‘inner story’ that the children could not manage to put into 
words and perhaps will never be told or heard in words. They are the 
experiences that you know exist but there is as yet no way to know them. It 
makes each child’s story and experience in captivity different and particular.   

The abducted children were either taken to the LRA bases in the Sudan 
or roamed with the LRA in the bush of northern Uganda. The walk to the 
Sudan was long and arduous, but life there was more sedentary and a little 
more comfortable compared to captivity in the northern Uganda bush as the 
LRA base camps in the Sudan had a more village-like environment. However, 
those who stayed with their rebel units in northern Uganda were constantly 
on the run, fatigued and targets for the Uganda People’s Defence Force 
(UPDF).  

Constant threats to life, initiation rites and forced bonding were part of 
the experiences of the formerly abducted children both in the Sudan and in 
northern Uganda. Initiation rites were aimed at intimidating and bonding 
them with their captors. Bonding further occurred through military training 
and as a coping strategy through the ‘bush families’ organized around the 
commanders and their ‘wives’. This study calls this ‘dependency-bonding’. 



 

  
 

The children acquired ‘value’ codes which condoned violence in the form of 
looting, killing and the destruction of property as a right to survival.  

Girls had the additional experience of being ‘wives’ and child mothers. 
Becoming a wife and mother was the end result of a specific sequence of 
experiences for girls, whose femininity was abused not least by being assigned 
commander husbands. Initially a devastating experience for the young girls, 
they eventually assumed privileged positions in the rebel community as the 
wives of the commanders. They nonetheless experienced the particular 
difficulties of being child mothers under stressful and insecure circumstances. 
For some their privileged positions did not spare them from ‘domestic 
violence’.  

The children’s stories of their experience in captivity reveals the resilience 
of the human spirit and their individual heroism. The children had a deep 
wish to change their circumstances. They did this by planning and executing 
their escapes, which were made possible by different factors, such as 
individual courage, knowledge of the location, UPDF bombardments and 
personal life skills such as an ability to swim, or knowledge of edible wild 
fruits and roots which could be eaten while on the run. The different forms 
of violence the children have suffered resulted in trauma-related psychosocial 
imbalances, of which bad memories, anxiety, depression, hostility, broken 
relationships with the community and personal disintegration are the 
manifestations.  

The involvement of institutions in the social reintegration of formerly 
abducted children occurs in three ways: military reintegration, humanitarian 
reintegration and political reintegration. First, militarily motivated 
reintegration takes place at the Child Protection Unit (CPU), through which 
all children who had escaped or been rescued were expected to pass and stay 
for a few days. The official aim was to give confidence to the children and 
demonstrate that the UPDF was not an enemy, even if the children had 
fought against them as child rebels. However, we found that intelligence 
gathering and recruitment were other possible, unstated aims.  

Second, the reintegration practices of NGOs at reception centres were 
humanitarian and socially motivated. In the wake of the long conflict in 
northern Uganda, as in similar conflicts elsewhere, large numbers of NGOs 
moved into the region to offer services, among them NGOs that have either 
specifically focused on the formerly abducted children or now assist them 
among other activities. On the children’s arrival at the reception centre, the 
staff assess their physical, emotional and psychological condition. While at 
the centre, learning activities, skills training, social activities and the provision 
of basic needs are elements of social reintegration.  

Third, the political reintegration of the children is based on the Amnesty 
Act of 2000, which provides a legal framework within which reintegration is 
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approached. The Amnesty Commission did not directly receive returning 
children but was involved in advocacy for the return of the children at the 
height of the conflict, for example, through radio programmes such as dwogo 
pacho, which means ‘come back home’. It further gave out amnesty 
certificates in addition to resettlement packages. In partnership with the 
private sector, the Commission was providing skills training for returnees 
such as child mothers who were not able to go back to school. Unfortunately, 
due to inadequate funding, community-based follow-up of formerly abducted 
children was not possible.  

The Acholi people have also looked to aspects of their spiritual world-
view to deal with the effects of the massive scale of abduction of their 
children and their atrocious misuse in war, which destroyed the social 
harmony of the community. The use of the values of the Acholi spiritual 
world-view helps to avert attacks of cen and thereby re-create social harmony. 
To re-create harmony and social order between the formerly abducted 
children, the community and the spiritual world, the Acholi use different 
rituals such as nyono tong gweno, moyo tipu, mat oput and kwero merok. 
These rituals are not always acceptable to all members of the community. In 
some cases there are tensions between Christianity, modernity and the 
traditional healing rituals. Going back to school was also viewed as being 
important within the wider community and thus a part of the reintegration 
process. Following this cue, we undertook to understand the experiences of 
formerly abducted children within the school setting. We found that formerly 
abducted children who were in school had a positive attitude towards 
schooling, identifying it as creating opportunities for them. Most formerly 
abducted children preferred life at school to that in the communities. 
Generally, formerly abducted children experienced a positive attitude towards 
them from teachers and fellow pupils, although sometimes they still 
experienced stigmatization. Non-abducted children, however, expressed their 
fear of the formerly abducted children because they were sometimes still 
aggressive and rough. 

The analysis of the children’s experiences of war and reintegration 
practices in the light of the concept of citizenship reveals a loss of citizenship 
or even a practice of negative citizenship. Reintegration practices, in contrast, 
represent citizenship recreation.  

Overall, we found that the concepts and practices of institutional 
reintegration, community-based approaches and citizenship leave some 
important issues unaddressed. These are related to the continued difficulties 
faced by the children, the availability of resources and the potential of the 
children themselves, which should also be taken more seriously. We used 
these factors to develop a meaningful framework that we refer to as the needs-
competences-problems-opportunities (NCPO) analysis. The NCPO analysis 



 

  
 

provided an insight into the persisting reintegration problems and also 
established a useful framework and grounding for discussing strategies to 
improve reintegration practices in northern Uganda, including government 
policies. Using the NCPO analysis, a set of suggestions to improve 
reintegration practices were put forward and discussed, which in itself 
enhanced citizenship participation. The action research approach we used 
aimed not only at collaborative research and knowledge production but also 
the possibility for change. A workshop was held with all stakeholders 
involved in the research. The working document for the workshop was 
derived from the main findings of the research and the NCPO. The 
suggestions developed in the workshop include an all-inclusive support 
system that not only looks at formerly abducted children but the whole 
community, with an emphasis on agriculture, sustained help for the maimed 
and enhanced formal and informal education opportunities, in addition to the 
reinforcement of reconciliation processes and cultural activities. They reflect 
the possibility for change and it is our hope that elements of the suggestions 
can be of exemplary value to assist those in similar circumstances elsewhere. 
 
Our major conclusions are: 

• The social reintegration of children who have been involved in 
conflict is not a short-term project. It takes a very long time, 
involving multifaceted formal institutional and community-based 
activities that complement each other. 

• In designing programmes for the long-term reintegration of war-
affected children, their needs, competences, problems and 
opportunities need to be taken into account. 

• Such a long-term programme for the social reintegration of 
children returning home cannot be left to NGOs and 
communities alone. The government needs to be involved to 
guarantee long-term sustainability. 



 

 



 

 

SAMENVATTING 
 
 
Eén van de vele grootschalige conflicten op het Afrikaanse continent in deze 
en de vorige eeuw is uitgevochten in Noord-Oeganda tussen de Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) en de regering van President Museveni. Dit conflict 
bracht diverse vormen van onveiligheid met zich mee. Zoals in oorlogen over 
de gehele wereld, werden ook hier kinderen niet ongemoeid gelaten. De 
kinderen ondergingen schendingen van de mensenrechten zoals ontvoering, 
gevangenschap en misbruik. Dit veroorzaakte moeizame relaties met de 
gemeenschap, waar ze eerder deel van uitmaakten. Daarom hebben ze nu hulp 
nodig om weer te integreren in hun gemeenschap. De algemene 
onderzoeksvraag van dit onderzoek is dan ook: wat zijn de ervaringen van de 
ontvoerde kinderen en hoe kunnen deze kinderen gereïntegreerd worden in 
hun gemeenschap? 
 
De specifieke onderzoeksvragen zijn de volgende: 

1. Wat zijn de oorlogservaringen van ontvoerde kinderen vanaf het 
moment van ontvoering door de LRA, gedurende hun 
gevangenschap en na terugkeer? 

2. Hoe reïntegreren de formele instituties (Child Protection Unit, 
Niet-Gouvernementele Organisaties en de Amnesty 
Commission) de kinderen in Noord-Oeganda na hun 
ontvoering? 

3. Hoe worden endogenous (traditionele) methodes gebruikt door 
de Acholi gemeenschap om kinderen na hun ontvoering te 
reïntegreren? 

4. Welke rol speelt burgerschap in de oorlogservaringen van de 
ontvoerde kinderen en in de praktijken voor hun sociale 
reïntegratie? 

5. Welke goede interventiepraktijken gericht op burgerschap en 
reïntegratie bestaan er in instituties en gemeenschappen? 

 
Het theoretische kader van deze studie is gebaseerd op drie concepten van 
sociale reïntegratie die door verschillende actoren in praktijk worden gebracht. 
Formele reïntegratiepraktijken worden meestal uitgevoerd door Niet-
Gouvernementele Organisaties (NGOs). Zij maken gebruik van het concept 
van ontwapening, demobilisatie en reïntegratie van de Verenigde Naties, 
waarbij echter meestal de laatste fase van reïntegratie wordt verwaarloosd. Dit 
concept ligt aan de basis van de formele, geïnstitutionaliseerde en korte 
termijn sociale reïntegratiepraktijken, die voor het grootste deel bestaan uit 
psychosociale begeleiding, opleiding en een basispakket voor hervestiging. 
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Daarnaast zijn er de reïntegratiepraktijken van de Acholi gemeenschap in het 
noorden van Oeganda. Deze komen voort uit een spirituele 
wereldbeschouwing, die bepaalde waarden en rituele praktijken omvat. Deze 
praktijken behelzen traditionele geneeswijzen en daarnaast terugkeer naar 
school.  

Als de twee hierboven genoemde benaderingen gecombineerd worden, 
verschijnt burgerschap als een derde normatief concept voor reïntegratie. 
Burgerschap is belangrijk voor reïntegratie vanwege de actieve deelname aan 
activiteiten van de gemeenschap. 

Om recht te doen aan de sociale problematiek is in dit, voornamelijk 
explorerende, onderzoek gebruik gemaakt van de participatieve benadering 
van action research. In de traditie van kwalitatief onderzoek worden 
kwalitatieve methoden zoals levensgeschiedenissen, focusgroepen en 
interviews gebruikt. Er is een workshop georganiseerd om de eerste 
bevindingen te toetsen en gegevens te verzamelen voor voorstellen ter 
verbetering van bestaande praktijken.  

De kinderen werden ontvoerd uit hun vertrouwde familie-omgeving, op 
weg naar het land, op school of gewoon als ze iets ophaalden of wegbrachten. 
Sommige kinderen hebben meer ontvoeringen meegemaakt, waardoor zij 
verschillende malen het verlies van familie, gemeenschap, school of andere 
steunsystemen hebben ervaren. Bij ieder van hen drukt dit als een onuitwisbaar 
stempel op hun herinneringen. Na hun ontvoering werden de kinderen 
meegenomen naar de bush waar zij verschillende vormen van geweld 
ondergingen en ook gedwongen werden om zelf geweld toe te passen. Hun 
leven werd gekenmerkt door slechte voeding, slechte gezondheid, moord op 
ontvoerde lotgenoten en burgers, daadwerkelijke betrokkenheid bij gevechten, 
overleven in het wild, lange marsen en plunderingen. Ieder van hen heeft een 
onzichtbaar, persoonlijk, ‘innerlijk’ verhaal, dat niet onder woorden gebracht 
kan worden. Misschien zal dit verhaal nooit worden verteld of gehoord. Het 
zijn ervaringen waarvan je weet dat ze bestaan, maar er is nog geen manier om 
ze te leren kennen. Dit maakt het verhaal en de ervaring van elk kind anders 
en bijzonder.  

De ontvoerde kinderen werden ofwel meegenomen naar de LRA-
basiskampen in Soedan of ze zwierven met de LRA in de bush van Noord-
Oeganda rond. De mars naar Soedan was lang en moeilijk, maar eenmaal 
aangekomen verbleven de kinderen op een vaste plek in een enigszins dorpse 
omgeving. Daarom was het leven in Soedan iets minder zwaar in vergelijking 
met de gevangenschap in de bush van Noord-Oeganda. De kinderen die met 
hun eenheden in het noorden van Oeganda bleven, waren doelwit van het 
regeringsleger, de Uganda People's Defence Force (UPDF). Ze waren 
ononderbroken op de vlucht en raakten uitgeput.  



 

  
 

Voortdurende bedreigingen van hun leven, initiatieriten en ‘gedwongen 
binding’ maakten deel uit van de ervaringen van de ontvoerde kinderen, zowel 
in Soedan als in Noord-Oeganda. In deze studie wordt dit dependency-
bonding (afhankelijkheidsbinding) genoemd. Binding met de gijzelnemers 
werd gecreëerd door intimiderende initiatieriten, militaire training en door 
middel van ‘bush-gezinnen’, georganiseerd rond de commandanten en hun 
‘echtgenotes’. De kinderen werden gedwongen om mensen te vermoorden en 
dorpen te plunderen.  Achteraf verklaren ze, dat ze om zelf te kunnen 
overleven geen andere keus hadden dan hieraan mee te doen. Meisjes deden 
bovendien ervaring op als ‘echtgenotes’ en kindmoeders. Deze ervaring kwam 
voort uit de wijze waarop met de ontvoerde meisjes werd omgegaan. Hun 
vrouwelijkheid werd misbruikt doordat ze als echtgenotes aan commandanten 
werden toegewezen. Hoewel dit in eerste instantie een overweldigende 
ervaring voor de jonge meisjes was, namen ze vervolgens bevoorrechte posities 
in als commandantsvrouwen. Ze hadden echter wel te maken met de 
specifieke problemen van moeders die hun kinderen onder stressvolle en 
onzekere omstandigheden groot moeten brengen. Sommigen van hen bleef 
‘huiselijk’ geweld, ondanks hun bevoorrechte positie, niet bespaard. 

Uit de verhalen van de kinderen blijkt de veerkracht van de menselijke 
geest en hun individuele heldendom. De kinderen hadden een diepe wens om 
hun omstandigheden te veranderen. Zij brachten deze in praktijk door het 
plannen en uitvoeren van ontsnappingen. Dit werd mogelijk gemaakt door 
verschillende factoren, zoals individuele moed, kennis van de locatie, 
bombardementen van het regeringsleger en persoonlijke vaardigheden, zoals 
kunnen zwemmen en kennis van eetbare wilde vruchten en wortels. De 
verschillende vormen van geweld die de kinderen ondergingen, resulteerden in 
traumagerelateerde psychosociale problemen, zoals nare herinneringen, angst, 
depressie, vijandigheid, gebroken relaties met de gemeenschap en persoonlijke 
desintegratie.  

Bij de sociale reïntegratie van de voorheen ontvoerde kinderen zijn drie 
soorten instituties betrokken: militaire, humanitaire en politieke. Militaire 
reïntegratie vindt plaats in de Child Protection Unit, waar alle kinderen die 
zijn ontsnapt of gered, een paar dagen worden geacht te verblijven. Het 
officiële doel is om vertrouwen te geven aan de kinderen en aan te tonen dat 
de UPDF niet hun vijand is, zelfs als de kinderen ertegen hadden gevochten. 
Daarnaast werd duidelijk dat het verzamelen van inlichtingen en werving, 
andere mogelijke onuitgesproken doelen waren. 

Humanitaire en sociaal bewogen reïntegratiepraktijken vinden plaats in 
de opvangcentra van NGO’s. Zoals in vergelijkbare conflicten elders, 
verhuisde een groot aantal NGO's naar Noord-Oeganda om hun diensten aan 
te bieden in dit slepende conflict. Hieronder bevinden zich NGO's die 
specifiek gericht zijn op ontvoerde kinderen, maar ook NGO’s, die deze hulp 
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bieden naast andere activiteiten. Na de aankomst van de kinderen in het 
opvangcentrum, beoordeelt het personeel hun lichamelijke, emotionele en 
psychische gesteldheid. Terwijl ze in het centrum verblijven, dragen educatieve 
en sociale activiteiten en tevens de vervulling van basisbehoeften, bij aan hun 
sociale reïntegratie. 

De politieke reïntegratie van de kinderen vindt plaats op basis van de 
Amnesty Act van 2000, die een juridisch kader voor reïntegratie biedt. De 
Amnesty Commission ontving de teruggekeerde kinderen niet rechtstreeks, 
maar was betrokken bij het pleidooi voor de terugkeer van de kinderen tijdens 
het conflict, bijvoorbeeld via radioprogramma's zoals dwogo pacho, wat 
betekent ‘kom terug naar huis’. De commissie deelt amnestiecertificaten uit 
naast basispakketten voor hervestiging. Voorts verzorgt de commissie in 
samenwerking met de particuliere sector, vaardigheidstrainingen voor 
teruggekeerden zoals kindmoeders die niet in staat waren om terug te gaan 
naar school. Helaas was het vanwege de ontoereikende financiering niet 
mogelijk om vervolgonderzoek te doen naar de ontvoerde kinderen in de 
gemeenschap. 

De Acholi hebben ook geput uit hun spirituele wereldbeschouwing om 
om te gaan met de gevolgen van de massale ontvoering en het misbruik van 
hun kinderen, die de sociale harmonie van de gemeenschap ondermijnden. 
Het gebruik van waarden uit de spirituele wereldbeschouwing van de Acholi 
helpt bij het afwenden van aanvallen van kwade geesten, cen genaamd, en 
draagt daardoor bij aan het herstellen van sociale harmonie. Om opnieuw 
harmonie en sociale orde te creëren tussen de ontvoerde kinderen, de 
gemeenschap en de geestelijke wereld, maakt de Acholi gemeenschap gebruik 
van verschillende rituelen, zoals nyono tong gweno, moyo tipu, mat oput en 
kwero merok. Deze rituelen zijn niet altijd aanvaardbaar voor alle leden van 
de gemeenschap. In sommige gevallen zijn er spanningen tussen christendom, 
moderniteit en traditionele genezende rituelen. Teruggaan naar school wordt 
gezien als deelname aan de gemeenschap en vormt dus ook een belangrijk deel 
van het reïntegratietraject. Daarom is geprobeerd de ervaringen van voorheen 
ontvoerde kinderen binnen de school te begrijpen. De onderzoekers 
constateerden dat kinderen die eerder op school zaten, een positieve houding 
hadden ten opzichte van school, omdat ze inzagen dat dit instituut hen 
kansen bood. De meeste ontvoerde kinderen vinden de tijd op school 
prettiger dan het leven ‘thuis’ in de gemeenschap. Hoewel ze soms nog 
gestigmatiseerd worden, voelen deze kinderen zich over het algemeen 
geaccepteerd door hun leraren en medeleerlingen. Niet-ontvoerde kinderen 
gaven echter aan soms bang te zijn voor de ontvoerde kinderen, omdat hun 
gedrag agressief en ruw kan zijn.  

Een analyse van de oorlogservaringen van de kinderen laat zien hoe zij 
hun plaats in de gemeenschap verloren en soms zelfs moesten vernietigen. Het 



 

  
 

resultaat hiervan is ‘gebroken burgerschap’. Reïntegratiepraktijken daarentegen 
hebben als taakstelling het herstellen van burgerschap. 

Het geheel overziend, bleek dat de concepten en praktijken van de 
institutionele reïntegratie, de benaderingen van de Acholi gemeenschap en die 
van burgerschap een aantal belangrijke kwesties onopgelost laten. Deze 
kwesties zijn gerelateerd aan het voortduren van de problemen van de 
kinderen, de beschikbaarheid van voorzieningen en het potentieel van de 
kinderen zelf, die serieuzer zouden moeten worden genomen. Van deze 
factoren werd gebruik gemaakt om een betekenisvol model te ontwikkelen dat 
we de Needs-Compentences-Problems-Opportunities(NCPO)-analyse 
noemen. De NCPO-analyse geeft inzicht in de aanhoudende 
reïntegratieproblemen. Het vormt ook een nuttig kader en onderbouwing 
voor de discussie over de strategieën om de reïntegratiepraktijken in het 
noorden van Oeganda te verbeteren. Met behulp van de NCPO-analyse 
werden suggesties om reïntegratiepraktijken te verbeteren, geformuleerd en 
besproken in bijeenkomsten ter plekke, wat op zichzelf al burgerparticipatie 
versterkte. De action research benadering van dit onderzoek, is niet alleen 
gericht op gezamenlijk onderzoek en het produceren van nieuwe kennis, maar 
ook op het ontwikkelen van mogelijkheden voor verandering. Er is een 
workshop gehouden met vertegenwoordigers van alle belanghebbenden bij het 
onderzoek. Het werkdocument voor de workshop was gebaseerd op de 
belangrijkste bevindingen van het onderzoek en de NCPO-analyse. Eén van 
de suggesties van de workshop is het opzetten van een breed steunsysteem, 
niet alleen voor ontvoerde kinderen, maar voor de hele gemeenschap. Daarbij 
zal de nadruk liggen op landbouw, duurzame hulp voor oorlogsinvaliden en 
meer formele en informele onderwijsmogelijkheden, naast de versterking van 
processen van verzoening en culturele activiteiten. Deze wijze van werken 
biedt de mogelijkheid voor verandering. Hopelijk kunnen de gedane 
suggesties als voorbeeld dienen voor een aanpak in soortgelijke 
omstandigheden elders.  
 
De belangrijkste conclusies zijn: 

• De sociale reïntegratie van kinderen die betrokken zijn geweest 
bij een conflict, is geen korte termijn project. Het is een 
langdurig proces waarbij formele institutionele en 
gemeenschapsactiviteiten elkaar aanvullen. 

• Bij het ontwerpen van programma's voor de reïntegratie op lange 
termijn van de door de oorlog getroffen kinderen, moet rekening 
gehouden worden met hun behoeften, competenties, problemen 
en mogelijkheden. 

• Een dergelijk lange termijn programma voor de sociale 
reïntegratie van teruggekeerde kinderen kan niet alleen worden 



Samenvatting 

 

overgelaten aan NGO's en aan de gemeenschap. De regering zal 
haar verantwoordelijkheid moeten nemen om duurzaamheid op 
lange termijn te garanderen. 



 

 

APPENDIX I 

RESEARCH TOOLS 
    

    
Focus Group Discussion Guide for Institutional PersonnelFocus Group Discussion Guide for Institutional PersonnelFocus Group Discussion Guide for Institutional PersonnelFocus Group Discussion Guide for Institutional Personnel    
 
Good evening/morning everybody. I would like to thank you all for turning 
up for this interview. My name is Margaret Angucia and I am doing PhD 
research on the social reintegration of war-affected children in Northern 
Uganda. As you are working with these children your experiences and 
opinions about the children are very important to this research. This is why I 
am here to seek your contribution to the research on the activities you carry 
out with the children; your general assessment of them and how you think 
your activities could be improved. I am inviting you to be open; the 
information I get here will only be used for the purpose of this research and 
will be treated confidentially. Before we begin, could you also tell me your 
names, if you like? I would like to inform you that the discussions will be 
recorded for the purpose of the study. . . . (Take note of group characteristics, 
e.g., number of participants, training background, what duties they have, 
attitudes, age bracket, etc.) 
 

• What is your opinion of the war-affected children? (probe) 

• In working with them how do you generally assess their physical, 
social and psychological conditions? (withdrawn, aggressive, 
compulsive) 

• When the children are in your care what do you generally do 
with them? (play, counsel, medical treatment, dance, etc.) 

• Could you share with me a typical case and what you did in the 
case? 

• Do you think the activities you carry out with and for the 
children are sufficient to address their problems and needs? Why? 

• What else do you think could be done for these children? (how 
could these be done?) 

• If the organization had more resources what do you feel could be 
included on top of the current activities? 

 
End: Thanks again and reassure about confidentiality and purpose of the 
study. Any other appropriate gesture. 
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Guide for Life HistoriesGuide for Life HistoriesGuide for Life HistoriesGuide for Life Histories    

 
Introductions (names, where we are coming from, thanks for accepting the 
invitation to speak to us, etc.) 
I am interested in your experience as a war-affected child for study purposes. 
The information will only be used for this purpose and will be kept 
confidential. I am also requesting to record our conversation with you. (Take 
note of personal attributes, appearance, body language, the way of talking, 
disposition, etc.)    

 
Could you tell me about yourself and your experiences from the time you 
were abducted, lived in the bush, escaped/rescued, your time at 
GUSCO/KICWA/CPA (where it is applicable) till now.  
After the narration, probe where necessary but be attentive during the 
narration, while showing encouraging gestures. 
 
A check list for investigating the life histories 
 
Age Sex Age at 

abduction 
Education Experiences 

    During 
 

Reception 
centre (if 
applicable) 

At home 

    Hunger 
 

Medical 
treatment 

Rejection 
 

    Killed 
 

Feeding Sense of 
belonging 

    Looted 
 

Clothing Feeling out 
of place 

    Sexual 
abuse 
 

Counselling Feeling at 
home  

      Traditional 
cleansing 

    Abducted 
others 

Communal 
work 

Christian  
prayers 

    Burnt 
homes 
 

Dances Youth 
groups 

    Beaten Drawing Traditional 



Research tools 

  
 

 dances 

    Ambushes 
 

Training Acceptance 
from 
parents & 
neighbours 

    Carried 
goods 

Feel at 
home, etc. 

Talked to 
by elders 

     
 

 Storytelling 

     
 

 School 

    Others 
 

Others 
 

Miss being 
in the bush 

     
 

 Others 

 
 
End: Thank again and reassure about confidentiality and purpose of the study. 
Any other appropriate gesture. 
    
 
Interview Guide for InInterview Guide for InInterview Guide for InInterview Guide for In----depth Interview with Parents of Wardepth Interview with Parents of Wardepth Interview with Parents of Wardepth Interview with Parents of War----affecteaffecteaffecteaffected d d d 
ChildrenChildrenChildrenChildren    
 
Good evening/afternoon/morning Mr/Mrs.... I would like to thank you for 
accepting the invitation to talk to me. My name is Margaret Angucia and I 
am doing PhD research on the social reintegration of war-affected children in 
Northern Uganda. As you are a parent of …… (Name of the child) your 
experiences and opinions about the condition of your child after s/he came 
back from the bush are very important to this research. This is why I am here 
to seek your contribution to the research on the condition of your child, 
whether you see changes in him/her, how you treat him/her and what you 
would like to be done for children who were abducted and are now back 
home. I am inviting you to be open; the information I get from you will only 
be used for the purpose of this research and will be treated confidentially. I 
would like to inform you that the discussions will be recorded for the 
purpose of the study. (Take note of the family setting, attributes of parents, 
e.g., social standing, displayed attitudes and emotions, etc.)    
 

• Would you tell me about/describe your daughter/son from the 
time of abduction up to now? 
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• Do you feel that your daughter/son has changed a lot since the 
abduction? How has s/he changed? (depressed, withdrawn, quiet, 
aggressive, takes a leaders role, more demanding, etc.) 

• In your view as a parent, how is your child trying to fit into the 
family? (Feel at home, out of place, misfit, does s/he trust 
members of the family?) 

• Generally how does the child behave? (Sleepless, nightmares, as a 
stranger, play, frightened) 

• Do you feel comfortable with their behaviour? Can you explain? 

• Do you sometimes have to treat your child in a special way? How? 

• Since the return of the child what specific things have you done 
for him/her to cope within the family? (Traditional rituals, 
prayer, talk to them, use of elders’ authority) 

• Do you feel that you should be relating to your child in a better 
way? Can you explain?  

• What else do you feel should be done for your child? 
 
End: Thank again and reassure about confidentiality and purpose of the study. 
Any other appropriate gesture. 
 
 
Focus Group Discussion Guide for Community Leaders (Local government Focus Group Discussion Guide for Community Leaders (Local government Focus Group Discussion Guide for Community Leaders (Local government Focus Group Discussion Guide for Community Leaders (Local government 
officials and Elders)officials and Elders)officials and Elders)officials and Elders)    
 
Good evening/morning everybody. I would like to thank you all for turning 
up for this interview. My name is Margaret Angucia and I am doing PhD 
research on the social reintegration of war-affected children in northern 
Uganda. As you are the leaders of the community here where the children 
have come back home, your experiences and opinions about the children are 
very important to this research. This is why I am here to find out from you 
how the community feels about the children, whether the community 
identifies with them, if the community has some activities for the children 
and if there are future plans that the community has for them. I am inviting 
you to be open; the information I get here will only be used for the purpose 
of this research and will be treated confidentially. 

But before we begin could you also tell me your names, if you 
like?…Thanks for introductions. I would also like to inform you that we are 
going to record the discussions for the purpose of the research....    (Take note of 
group attributes, composition of the group, e.g., men and women, social and 
leadership standing, age bracket, parents of abducted children?, etc.)    
 



Research tools 

  
 

• What is your opinion about the issue of war-affected children? 
(spoilt, good and active, disobedient, unruly, orderly) 

• How does the community view the war-affected children? 
(Norms, values) 

• How does the community feel about the returned children? 
(Acceptance, rejection) 

• Do you feel that the children feel at home? (A sense of shared 
place, belonging) 

• Do the children identify with the community? How? 
(Recognition and knowledge of people [children]) 

• How are the returned children contributing to the community? 
(Participation, e.g., marriage, communal work) 

• What are the signs of harmony between the children and the 
community? (Cooperation, respect for others) 

• What specific activities does the community offer the children? 
(Traditional rituals, dances, youth groups, income-generating 
activities, brick-laying, carpentry, etc.)  

• Are you satisfied with the way the community and the children 
relate? Why? 

• How could the community improve its relationship with the 
returned children? 

 
End: Thank again and reassure about confidentiality and purpose of the study. 
Any other appropriate gesture. 
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RESEARCH TOOLS FOR THE SECOND PHASE OF 
DATA COLLECTION 

    

    

A guide for focus group discussion with community leaders (local councillors A guide for focus group discussion with community leaders (local councillors A guide for focus group discussion with community leaders (local councillors A guide for focus group discussion with community leaders (local councillors 
and and and and elders)elders)elders)elders)    
    
What is your opinion about the war-affected children? (Spoilt, good and 
active, disobedient, unruly, orderly) 
How does the community view the war-affected children? (Norms, values) 
How does the community feel about the returned children? (Acceptance, 
rejection) 
Do you feel that the children feel at home? (A sense of shared place, 
belonging) 
Do the children identify with the community? How? (Recognition and 
knowledge of people [children]) 
How are the returned children contributing to the community? (Participation, 
e.g., marriage, communal work) 
What are the signs of harmony between the children and the community? 
(Cooperation, respect for others) 
What specific activities does the community offer the children? (Traditional 
rituals, dances, youth groups, income-generating activities, brick-laying, 
carpentry, etc)  
Are you satisfied with the way the community and the children relate? Why? 
How could the community improve its relationship with the returned 

children? 
Could you draw a relationship between the children and future peace for the 

region? 
 
 
A guide for focus group discussion with teachersA guide for focus group discussion with teachersA guide for focus group discussion with teachersA guide for focus group discussion with teachers    
    
What is your opinion of the formerly abducted children? 
How would you describe their qualities? 
How do they interact with other children? 
How do the other children see them? 
What type of school activities do the returned children participate in? 
Are there special programmes in the school for returned children? How do 
they operate? 
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From your experience of the children in the school, what new activities would 
you propose for them? 
 
 
A guide for focus group discussion with nonA guide for focus group discussion with nonA guide for focus group discussion with nonA guide for focus group discussion with non----abducted schoolchildrenabducted schoolchildrenabducted schoolchildrenabducted schoolchildren    
    
What is your opinion of the formerly abducted children? 
How do you like interacting with them? (Freely, fear, prejudice, support) 
How do you see them (As colleagues and friends, soldiers)? 
What difficulties, if any, do you face while studying with them? 
What do the teachers say about them? 
Do you think there should be special things done for them? (If yes, what?) 
 
 
A guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducteA guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducteA guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducteA guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducted schoolchildrend schoolchildrend schoolchildrend schoolchildren    
    
How do you feel about school? 
Do you like being in school? (Why?) 
What do you feel is the attitude of other pupils towards you? 
How do you see the attitude of teachers towards you? 
What activities are you involved in at school? 
What difficulties, if any, do you have in school? 
What, if anything, do you feel would make studying easier for you? 
Do you think you need special support? (Can you mention how?) 
 
 
A guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducted children in the A guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducted children in the A guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducted children in the A guide for focus group discussion with formerly abducted children in the 
communitycommunitycommunitycommunity    
 
How do you feel being back in the community? 
What are your experiences of being in the community? 
How do you see the attitude of the community towards you?  
What activities are you involved in socially? 
What difficulties do you have while in the community? 
Do you feel part and parcel of the community? 
What, according to you, would make your life in the community easier? 
Do you think you have special needs that differ from those of the community? 
Do you think you need special support? (Can you mention them?)
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SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE FIELD SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE FIELD SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE FIELD SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE FIELD 
WORKWORKWORKWORK    

 
CCCCategoryategoryategoryategory    PlacePlacePlacePlace    NoNoNoNo    Data collection Data collection Data collection Data collection 

methodmethodmethodmethod    
Formerly abducted Formerly abducted Formerly abducted Formerly abducted 
childrenchildrenchildrenchildren    

Alokolum camp 3 Life history 

 Lacor camp 3 Life history 
 GUSCO (reception centre) 6 Life history 
 Kitgum High SS 6 Life history 
 YY Okot Memorial SS 3 Life history 
 Kitgum camp 3 Life history 
 Minakulu camp 3 Life history 
 SubSubSubSub----totaltotaltotaltotal    27272727     
    
Institution Based participantsInstitution Based participantsInstitution Based participantsInstitution Based participants    
GUSCO staff GUSCO – Gulu town 7 Focus group 

discussion 
GUSCO Center 
Administrator 

GUSCO – Gulu town 1 Interview 

Child protection unit 
Commander 

CPU – barracks – Gulu town 1 Interview 

Amnesty Commission 
(Commissioner) 

Commission offices – Gulu 
town 

1 Interview 

Amnesty Commission 
(Resettlement Officer) 

Commission offices – Gulu 
town 

1 Interview 

KICWA staff Kitgum 2 Informal 
discussion 

CPA 
(coordinator+volunteer
s) 

Lira 3 Interview 

 SubtotalSubtotalSubtotalSubtotal    16161616     
 
 

   

Community Based participantsCommunity Based participantsCommunity Based participantsCommunity Based participants    
Elders  Alokolum camp 12 Focus group 

discussion 
Elders  Lacor camp 17 Focus group 

discussion 
Captain on leave Minakulu 1 interview 
Elders Minakulu 4 Focus group 

discussion 
Acholi Paramount chief Gulu town 1 interview 
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Elders Anaka camp 5 Focus group 
discussion 

Elders Co-ope camp 7 Focus group 
discussion 

Total number of 
parents 

Lacor, Alokolum, Kitgum, 
Minakulu 

8 interviews 

Adult formerly 
abducted children living 
in the community 

Co-ope  camp 6 Focus group 
discussion 

Adult formerly 
abducted children living 
in  the community 

Anaka camp 20 Focus group 
discussion 

Elders Industrial area –Gulu 
municipality 

3 Interview 

Elders Cer Lendo 2 Interview 
 SubSubSubSub----total total total total     86868686     
    
School based participantsSchool based participantsSchool based participantsSchool based participants    
Teachers St Joseph’s primary 3 interview 
Teachers Kitgum high School 2 interview 
Teachers YY okot Memorial school 2 interview 
Formerly abducted 
children 

Anaka+Patira P7 school 7 Focus group 
discussion 

Non- formerly 
abducted children 

Anaka+Patira P7 school 10 Focus group 
discussion 

Formerly abducted 
children 

Anaka Central P7 school 1 Interview 

Teachers Anaka Central P7 school 7 Focus group 
discussion 

Formerly abducted 
children 

St Martin’s Lukome P7 8 Focus group 
discussion 

Non-formerly abducted 
children 

St Martins Lukome P7 8 Focus group 
discussion 

Teachers St Martin’s Lukome P7 3 Interview 
Formerly abducted 
children 

Bungatira P7 9 Focus group 
discussion 

Non-formerly abducted 
children 

Bungatira P7 5 Focus group 
discussion 

Teachers Bungatira P7 7 Focus group 
discussion 

Formerly abducted 
children 

Keyo P7 9 Focus group 
discussion 

Non-formerly abducted 
children 

Keyo P7 10 Focus group 
discussion 

Head Teacher Youth 
Education Pack 

Youth Education Pack – Gulu 
municipality 

1 interview 



Summary of participants 

  
 

Formerly abducted 
children 

Youth Education Pack – Gulu 
Municipality 

10 Focus group 
discussion 

Non-formerly abducted 
children 

Youth Education Pack – Gulu 
municipality 

10 Focus group 
discussion 

 SubSubSubSub----tototototaltaltaltal    112112112112     
    
Number of Feedback 
group 

 4  

Total number of participants = 255Total number of participants = 255Total number of participants = 255Total number of participants = 255    
    



 

 



 

 

APPENDIX IV 

GLOSSARY OF ACHOLI WORDS AND PHRASES 
    
 

Agora Tattooing on the arm showing the number of 

people one has killed 

Apiti   Women’s social dance 

Atabo lobo Clay bowl 

Awak    Communal work 

Bye aripo Anthill whose ants come out at dawn 

Cen  Manifestation of an angry spirit that has entered 

the physical body of a person 

Dwog paco Come back home 

Dyel lapel A black-and-white goat 

Joggi   Spirits 

Jok   Spirit 

Ker kal kwaro Homestead of the Acholi traditional chief 

Kwero merok A cleansing ritual for someone who has killed a 

stranger 

Kwete ading Beer made out of maize 

Lalem A hornless goat 

Lam romo Cursing a sheep 

Larakaraka  Courtship dance 

Layibi Pole used for opening a granary (often it is made 

from bamboo) 

Lwoko pik wang Washing away tears (a ritual performed for 

someone who has been mourned for as dead and 

turns out to be alive) 
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Mato oput Drinking concoctions of a tree with bitter tasting 

roots and bark (also refers to a reconciliation 

ceremony) 

Moi Praise name 

Moyo tipu/kom Diagnosing social problems in the spiritual world 

Mwoc Expression of the identity of one’s clan 

Myel awal wi lyel  Funeral dance 

Nyono tonggweno Stepping on the egg (a cleansing ritual) 

Ogali Acholi name for a shrub used in the traditional 

cleansing rituals 

Oput Tree with bitter tasting roots and bark 

Raa Reeds 

Ryemo anyenya Chasing evil spirit 

Ting ting A little child 

Tuggu Borrassus palm tree 

Tumu kir Cleansing for a taboo committed 

Wang oo   Fireplace 

Wayo War song for celebrating the killing of a large 

animal or even a person who is an enemy 

 
 


