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Executive Summary 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) who fled the war in northern Uganda to seek refuge in 
urban areas such as the Kampala slums of Namuwongo, Naguru and Acholi Quarters 
continue to see themselves as being in a state of crisis. The inability to move on from war 
experiences is intimately linked with unresolved displacement, subjectively experienced as 
exile. Respondents recognise the social, spiritual, and psychological effects of the conflict on 
their community and on individuals (and express fears that if not addressed these effects will 
continue into future generations), but their status as urban IDPs has reduced their trust in both 
the state and one another, which in turn severely reduces their willingness and ability to 
engage in transitional justice processes such as public truth-telling. Perceptions of continued 
threat result in respondents’ hesitation to engage with processes that require thinking and 
speaking about the past, and being in a position to return home is portrayed as both a 
precondition to and necessary component of transitional justice processes such as reparations. 
These findings highlight the need for a community-driven, context sensitive and 
psychologically appropriate transitional justice approach. As well as careful sequencing, such 
processes, if they are to be effective, must accommodate the impacts of displacement, the 
complex nature of the conflict and the interdependent nature of individuals, communities, the 
spiritual world, justice, and physical location. 

Summary of Recommendations 

Stagger the transitional justice process in an effort to reflect the changing psycho-social needs 
and capacities of individuals affected by conflict: 

Stage 1:

. Focus on rebuilding inter-community trust by promoting community support groups, 
psycho-social interventions, and traditional and religious healing mechanisms. 

. Begin to address the communities' mistrust of government by formally recognizing 
IDPs displaced to urban areas by conflict and conducting a profiling exercise aimed at 
assessing the communities' composition and needs.  

. Once the profiling exercise is complete, extend to urban IDPs the assistance to which 
they are entitled under the National Policy for IDPs, including access to basic services 
to which all citizens are entitled, and assistance in return. 

. Foster processes aimed at providing IDPs displaced to urban areas with durable 
solutions, including rebuilding infrastructure in the north and providing long-term 
support in Kampala for those individuals who may not be able or willing to return.  

. Encourage the re-establishment of cultural and social networks among urban IDPs by 
facilitating go-and-see meetings between elders in Kampala and those in the north, 
sponsoring workshops and other activities for the purpose of sharing traditional 
knowledge, and funding traditional memorialization, commemoration, cleansing, and 
reconciliation ceremonies. 
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Stage 2: 

. Convene a truth-telling body sensitive to the needs of survivors and ensure that its 
recommendations are implemented.  

. Formally recognize existing traditional mechanisms intended to bring about 
reconciliation, including Mato Oput.

. Build trust in the GoU among former urban IDPs by ensuring that persons most 
responsible for atrocities committed on both sides of the conflict are subject to the 
same prosecutorial process, and that a comprehensive reparations package, which may 
include individual compensation, is available to victims. 

Stage 3:

. Engage in broad institutional reform based on the findings of the truth-telling body, in 
particular those aimed at rectifying historical marginalization.  

. Ensure that government structures formally apologize for the role of state perpetrators 
in the conflict and involve themselves in memorialization/commemoration initiatives. 

. Encourage all conflict-affected communities to engage in reconciliation dialogue with 
each other in order to resolve lingering cross-ethnic hostilities.  

4
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1.0 Introduction 

The past several decades have seen an increasing interest in transitional justice (TJ) processes 
in the context of post-conflict reconstruction. Some TJ mechanisms are now routinely written 
into peace agreements,1 and with the creation of the International Criminal Court (ICC) in 
2002, the international community appears committed to the idea that where individual states 
are not willing or able to hold perpetrators of gross human rights abuses to account, it is the 
role of international bodies to do so.

Formal transitional justice processes are generally considered under the categories of truth-
telling, accountability, reconciliation, institutional reform, and reparations. Although the 
exact scope of each of these categories, as well as the linkages between them, are yet to be 
fully explored,2 the central presumption is that, for a “positive peace” to prevail,3 a society 
must somehow come to terms with its legacy of conflict and find ways to reconcile with the 
past. To this end, transitional justice encourages processes aimed at assessing the historical 
roots of violence, holding perpetrators of past abuses accountable, compensating victims, and 
encouraging reforms aimed at addressing any structural injustices underpinning the conflict. 
In its emphasis on the need to examine and face up to a traumatic past if its effects are to be 
prevented from poisoning the future, transitional justice in many respects borrows heavily 
from western models of individual trauma and therapy, but seeks to apply these insights to 
entire communities and societies. Just as an individual’s trauma is perceived partly as a 
consequence of that person’s basic trust in the goodness of the world and/or other people 
being shattered, so the kind of societal trauma requiring transitional justice is seen as the 
result of civil war (or an oppressive regime) which shatters that trust on a national scale. Key 
pillars of transitional justice can thus be seen to reflect the key steps which are generally 
regarded as necessary for dealing with individual trauma: recovery is broadly understood to 
take place in three stages: the establishment of safety for the survivor, remembrance and 
mourning of the traumatic losses, and reconnection with other people and with society as a 
whole (sometimes involving holding the perpetrator or the state accountable).4 Truth-telling 
is also the cornerstone of many trauma therapies, most of which include the survivor 
recounting their experience to the therapist, and some of which involve the creation of a 
“public record” in the form of detailed testimonies.  

The apparent parallels between individual trauma therapies and basic ‘pillars’ of transitional 
justice are not surprising; the connection between systemic oppression and individual trauma, 
as well as the need to address certain kinds of traumas in a broader social and political 
context, has long been recognized by practitioners working with survivors of violence, 

                                                
1 Mendeloff, D. Truth-Seeking, “Truth-Telling, and Postconflict Peacebuilding: Curb the 
Enthusiasm?,” International Studies Review, 2004, vol 6, pg. 355-380 
2 Okello, M.C., in Localizing Transitional Justice: Initiatives and Priorities after Mass Violence,
Shaw et. al. ed. Standford Press, IN PRINT 
3 ‘Positive peace’ being defined as peace in which the factors which caused violence in the 
first place are being or have been addressed, as opposed to ‘negative peace’ which 
describes a situation in which there is an absence of visible violence, but where underlying 
causes of conflict fester and the cycle of violence remains unbroken.  
4 Herman, J. MD, Trauma and Recovery: The aftermath of violence from domestic abuse to 
political terror, 1992, Basic Books, New York, USA 
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including victims of sexual assault and soldiers suffering from Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD).5

However, what is not at all clear is whether effective societal transitional justice processes 
can simply mirror and in the process complement individual trauma therapies. At the very 
least, the interaction between community and individual healing is complex. For instance, 
some research points to an explicit connection between levels of PTSD and resistance to 
different transitional justice processes. A study conducted by Pham et al. in Rwanda 
uncovered that respondents with higher PTSD scores had more negative attitudes towards the 
Rwandan national trials, less belief in community, and less belief in their interdependence 
with other ethnic groups (all taken to represent different components of reconciliation). Those 
who experienced numerous traumatic events appeared to support the International Criminal 
Tribunal over local processes, and expressed less belief in non-violence, community, or their 
own interdependence with other groups.6

In the Ugandan context, Vinck et al. report that levels of PTSD-like symptoms and 
depression can influence how individuals perceive mechanisms aimed at promoting justice 
and reconciliation. Specifically, they found that respondents with higher PTSD scores were 
more likely to endorse violence as a means of conflict resolution. Another study examining 
the relationship between trauma and openness to reconciliation among former Ugandan and 
Congolese child soldiers found that a high level of PTSD symptoms was correlated 
negatively with a desire to reconcile and positively with feelings of revenge.7 Children who 
had been demobilized for longer showed more openness to reconciliation, but no change in 
the desire for revenge. The authors speculate that PTSD symptoms might hinder the 
children’s ability to overcome the desire for retaliation, or that they may see retaliation as an 
appropriate means of regaining their sense of personal integrity.

While such findings all point to a relationship between individual and community healing, 
hard evidence that specific TJ processes such as truth-telling are as necessary for social 
healing as trauma therapy appears to be for individual healing remains sparse.8 The claim that 
TJ processes aimed at social healing can simultaneously serve as forms of therapy for 
individual survivors is even more controversial. The experience of survivor organisations in 
Rwanda, for example, indicates that effective participation in the Gacaca process requires 
trained counselors to be available to individual survivors both before, during and after the 
process of testifying in public. Furthermore, the annual commemoration of the Genocide, 
during which the media are saturated with material rehearsing in detail what happened in 
April 1994, is widely recognised as triggering psychological crises for many survivors – to 
the point where some of those who are able to do so even leave the country for the period of 
the commemorations.9 Shaw’s review of Sierra Leone (which in turn echoes what is known 
about victim experiences of the South African TRC) suggests that formal mechanisms such 

                                                
5 ibid.  
6 Pham, P. et al. “Trauma and PTSD Symptoms in Rwanda: Implications for Attitudes Toward 
Justice and Reconciliation”, JAMA, August 4, 2004, Vol. 292, No. 5 
7 Bayer, C. et al. “Association of Trauma and PTSD Symptoms With Openness to 
Reconciliation and Feelings of Revenge Among Former Ugandan and Congolese Child 
Soldiers,” JAMA, 2007;298(5) 
8 Mendeloff , supra note 1.  
9 Dr Chris Dolan, personal communication, based on field reviews of the work of Rwandan 
survivor organisations (conducted in January and November 2009). 
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as Truth and Reconciliation Commissions or war trials do not necessarily result in positive 
outcomes for victims who may be retraumatized by the process of testifying and unsatisfied 
with decisions regarding accountability or reparations.10

One of the aims of this paper, then, is to examine the extent to which members of the urban 
IDP communities in Kampala themselves believe that some form of justice process is 
necessary for their own psychological well-being and for the psycho-social healing of their 
community more broadly, and the extent to which their preferred solutions correspond to or 
diverge from processes commonly understood to constitute part of transitional justice. 
Another aim is to contribute to the transitional justice literature by suggesting ways in which 
understandings of transitional justice may inherently be context-specific, with different 
processes taking on relevance at different times depending in part on the political context and 
the psycho-social needs of the individuals and communities in question.  

The study comes as the Government of Uganda, through its Justice Law and Order Sector 
(JLOS), is in the process of developing a formal TJ process. It is hoped that the conclusions 
presented here will assist policy makers and other relevant actors in designing a process 
sensitive to the needs of war-affected communities and to the broader social and political 
context, as well as possibly shifting the parameters of transitional justice more broadly.

2.0 Current Policy Context 

In many ways, present day Uganda presents a unique scenario in the field of Transitional 
Justice. The setting for numerous conflicts dating back to independence, in 2003 Uganda 
became the first state to refer a case to the ICC for investigation, resulting in the indictment 
of top LRA leadership in 2005.11 This move, coming after more than twenty years of war 
between the LRA and GoU in the north of the country, was followed by a backlash from 
proponents of local solutions. The latter emphasized that Uganda possessed traditional 
mechanisms of reconciliation based on notions of restorative justice which might be more 
appropriate to the current context than the punitive approach represented by the ICC. In 
particular, it was felt that the ICC’s approach was unjust because it targeted only the LRA 
and not the GoU for prosecution, and because it failed to take into account the large numbers 
of combatants who had been forcibly recruited into the LRA, effectively rendering them both 
victims and perpetrators.12

The ICC indictments were followed in 2006 by the Juba Peace talks, which culminated with 
the signing of a series of peace agreements by March 2008. These appeared to take into 
consideration both the demands of ICC-style punitive justice and the search for more 
contextualized solutions. In addition to enabling the establishment of a War Crimes Division 
of the High Court, they commit both sides in the conflict to embarking on a broader TJ 

                                                
10 Rosalind Shaw, Rethinking Truth and Justice In Sierra Leone, United States Institute of Peace 
Special Report 130 (Feb. 2005), available at 
http://www.usip.org/pubs/specialreports/sr130.pdf; 
11 Akhavan, P. “The Lord’s Resistance Army Case: Uganda’s Submission of the First State 
Referral to the International Criminal Court”, The American Journal of International Law, 2005, 
Volume 99: 403 
12 See, for example, “Complicating Victims and Perpetrators in Uganda: On Dominic 
Ongwen,” JRP Field Note 7, July 2008 
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process containing elements of accountability, truth-telling, traditional justice, and 
reconciliation.

Both the Agreement on Comprehensive Solutions (Agenda Item 2) and the Agreement on 
Accountability and Reconciliation (Agenda Item 3) contain elements directly relating to the 
psycho-social well-being of the war affected communities. These include the right of IDPs to 
a dignified and secure return, the need to work towards rehabilitation of victims and to 
provide for vulnerable groups,13 and the need for a transitional justice process which takes 
into account victims’ needs and has reconciliation as one of its primary goals. 14 Many of 
these principles reiterate objectives found in the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan for 
northern Uganda (PRDP),15  in which the government committed itself to supporting the 
reconstruction of northern Uganda - including facilitating the return of IDPs to their places of 
origin.16  PRDP Strategic Objective Four (on Peace Building and Reconciliation), also 
explicitly mandates the government of Uganda to put into place mechanisms for 
rehabilitating the victims of war and expanding access to trauma counselling services. It 
should be noted that the implementation of the PRDP only began with the start of the current 
financial year on July 1, 2009, and that only 30% of the PRDPs 3 year budget of US $606 
million is being furnished by government, with the international community being requested 
to cover the rest.17

For the duration of the peace talks both sides suspended hostilities. In November 2008, 
however, the Ugandan government, using Joseph Kony’s continued refusal to sign the final 
peace agreement as justification, launched a joint Sudan-DRC-Uganda military operation 
code-named “Lightning Thunder” against the LRA, which by then had taken up residence in 
Garamba National Park in north-eastern DRC.18 The LRA retaliated through a series of brutal 
attacks on Congolese villages.19 Currently the LRA remains at large outside Uganda. 
Although Operation Lightning Thunder officially ended after three months, UPDF 
intelligence staff are present in the Sudan and Congo and the UPDF has recently been 
allowed to operate in CAR.20 For the time being, therefore, the LRA remains an 
unquantifiable threat in the minds of those engaged in or contemplating return home, whether 
from rural IDP camps or urban areas. 

Despite the lack of a final peace agreement, the Government of Uganda in 2008 charged the 
Justice, Law and Order Sector with setting up a Transitional Justice Working Group to design 
an appropriate transitional justice process for Uganda. In his 2009/10 National Budget speech 
Finance Minister Syda Bbumba explicitly emphasized the government’s commitment to this 
process and stated that an additional 10.7 billion shillings had been allocated for the 

                                                
13 Item Agenda 2: Agreement on Comprehensive Solutions, signed May 2, 2007 
14 Item Agenda 3: Agreement on Accountability and Reconciliation, signed June 29, 2007 
15 PRDP, officially launched October 2007 
16 Strategic Objective Two: Rebuilding and Empowering Communities, PRDP pg. 63 
17 “Returns Outpace Recovery Planning”, Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), 
August 2009 
18 Under the initial ceasefire agreement a number of assembly points inside southern Sudan 
had been identified for the LRA, but these were never taken up. 
19 This effort was backed by the US government which sent 17 military advisors to assist the 
UPDF in its planning efforts and further subsidized the operation with one million dollars worth 
of fuel and satellite phones. 
20 Mafaranga et al. “LRA Not Defeated,” The New Vision, Tuesday, November 10, 2009  
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recruitment of judges.21  Whatever form this TJ process ultimately takes, it will have to 
contend with the existence of an Amnesty law protecting all combatants who renounce 
rebellion from prosecution.22 It will also have do deal with the ICC indictments which can 
only legally be withdrawn if a domestic process satisfying the requirements of both justice 
and international law is put in place in Uganda. Uganda's  domestication  of  the Rome Statute 
through the passing of the ICC Bill in March 2010  can be interpreted as further  underscoring 
the country's commitment to pursuing a domestic TJ process  (alternative explanations for the 
move include Uganda's desire to host the upcoming ICC Review Conference in May 2010).  

3.0 Urban IDPs in Historical Context 

A number of different factors contribute to the specificities of the situation in northern 
Uganda and affect the types of remedies and interventions that the IDP communities in 
Kampala favor. Perhaps most important among these are the duration of conflict combined 
with high levels of displacement. Over a twenty year period, approximately 1.8 million 
people were forced to flee their villages in the north, with the majority settling in IDP 
camps.28 Described by the GoU as an evacuation aimed at concentrating the civilian 
population in “protected villages” where they could be defended against LRA attack, the 
move was broadly perceived by the northern population, including our respondents, as a 
                                                
21 Finance Minister Syda Bbumba, presentation of the 2009/10 National Budget, Daily Monitor,
Friday, June 12, 2009, pg. 4 
22 The Amnesty Act, 2000, Uganda 
23 UNHCR, “Ending Displacement, Report on workshop on the Framework for Durable 
Solutions”, Kitgum 17 – 18 June 2008
24 Continued LRA activity has been reported in Sudan and fears persist that it may spill over 
the border into Uganda.   
25 “Returns Outpace Recovery Planning,” IDMC, August 19, 2009. The report points out that by 
by May 2009 a lack of funding had forced WFP to stop distributing to most 
encamped IDPs. 
26 Ocowun, C., The New Vision, November 6, 2009 
27 Ibid.  
28 IDMC supra note 17. 
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Uganda therefore stands at the forefront of debates on the use of restorative versus punitive 
processes to deal with past abuses, and is also the subject of debate for those considering the 
advisability of international transitional justice interventions. Furthermore, this debate is 
taking place in a context where a transitional justice process appears to be underway despite 
the fact that, firstly, there is no transition from an old regime to a new one; secondly, the 
conflict has not been definitively resolved, and thirdly, the process is being put in place by a  
government alleged by many to bear partial responsibility for the abuses to be investigated.
Despite the conflict’s uncertain future the government of Uganda is currently endorsing a 
policy of return for internally displaced persons. Camp phase-out is underway, and 
international agencies are scaling down their operations in the north and preparing exit 
strategies.23 Many IDPs are indeed in the process of returning home, although fears of 
renewed conflict and insecurity in the north persist, particularly in those regions bordering 
Southern Sudan,24 and famine threatens some districts. The pressure for individuals to return 
is increasing, however, since humanitarian assistance in the camps is being eliminated.25  By 
November 2009, the number of camps had halved, down from a high of 243 to 121.26

However, a recent IDMC overview points to serious problems with return, including a lack of 
basic infrastructure and services in the areas of return and a projected harvest that will be 
60% lower than average due to lack of rainfall.27
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strategy to deprive the Acholi people of their land and place them under government 
control.29 This perception was reinforced by the camps’ continued vulnerability to attack, 
poor living conditions, and UPDF harassment of the civilian population, including the 
restriction of movement outside of the camp. It is important to note that humanitarian 
assistance to IDPs was largely limited to the camps, prompting some commentators to accuse 
the humanitarian community of complicity in the government’s policy of enforced 
encampment.30

In contrast to encamped IDPs who, from 2004 onwards, received considerable national and 
international coverage, those who fled to Kampala and other urban areas remained largely 
invisible. Their exact numbers are unknown, although estimates range between 300,000 and 
600,000.31 Under the National Policy for Internally Displaced Persons the Ugandan 
government is supposed to assist all IDPs.32 To date, however, only those living in camps 
have received government aid, whether in the course of conflict or now in the process of 
return. Those who fled to urban areas have effectively been penalized for exercising their 
right to freedom of movement, despite this freedom being enshrined in the Ugandan 
Constitution and reiterated in the National Policy for IDPs.33  At the time of writing neither 
the Office of the Prime Minister nor UNHCR have undertaken a profiling exercise of the 
urban IDP communities, though this would be an essential first step to assessing their needs. 
This failure, however, did not prevent the GoU from voicing its support for the newly drafted 
African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons 
in Africa (Kampala Convention). This Convention, which reaffirms IDPs’ right to freedom of 
movement and obliges signatory states to: “create and maintain an up-dated register of all 
internally displaced persons within their jurisdiction or effective control”,34 was signed at the 
AU Summit held in Kampala between 19 and 23 of October 2009.

Urban IDPs inspire official fears precisely because their lack of institutionalization makes 
them difficult to control. At first sight they appear to blend in seamlessly with other urban 
poor, thereby prompting fears that acknowledging their status as IDPs would open the 
floodgates to never-ending claims for assistance from slum dwellers. Officials express 
concerns that many of those who migrated to Kampala from the north may have done so for 
economic rather than conflict-related reasons and that it will be difficult to distinguish such 
individuals from “true IDPs”. Even if they did leave because of insecurity, argue these GoU 
and humanitarian representatives, they can be deemed to have reached a ‘durable solution’ in 
the slums of Kampala.   

Both these arguments rest on the assumption that urban IDPs are significantly better off 
economically than their encamped counterparts. It is arguable whether this is indeed the case 
in light of the abysmal living conditions and continuing lack of employment and educational 
                                                
29 Finnstrom, S., Living with Bad Surroundings, Duke University Press, 2008,pg. 174 
30 Dolan, C. Social Torture: The Case of Northern Uganda, 1986-2006, Berghahn Books, New 
York, 2009 
31 “What About Us? The Exclusion of Urban IDPs from Uganda’s IDP Related Policies and 
Interventions,” RLP, 17 December 2007 
32OPM, Department of Disaster Preparedness and Refugees, The National Policy for Internally 
Displaced Persons, August 2004. 
33 Constitution of the Republic of Uganda, 1995, par 29 (2)a 
34 African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons 
in Africa (Kampala Convention), Art. 9(2)f 
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opportunities encountered among respondents; only a properly conducted profiling exercise 
could determine their actual social and economic circumstances. Even if true, however, such 
an argument would not relieve the state of its obligation to identify and cater for the urban 
IDPs. Relevant instruments emphasize the need to consider not only the economic status of 
an IDP but also the absence of displacement-related protection needs before determining 
whether a durable solution has indeed been achieved. According to the UN’s Framework on 
Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons (henceforth: “The Framework for Durable 
Solutions”):  

“A durable solution is achieved when IDPs no longer have any specific assistance 
and protection needs that are linked to their displacement and can enjoy their human 
rights without discrimination on account of  their displacement..”

Furthermore the framework explicitly specifies that freedom from discrimination includes 
freedom from discrimination in accessing livelihoods, housing, food, water, health care and 
education.35

We would argue that the respondents’ marginalized status in Kampala, including the 
discrimination they face in employment, education, and in their interactions with the broader 
community, are in themselves sufficient to refute the argument that they have, at the present 
time, achieved a durable solution. Furthermore, the traumatic events leading to their 
displacement have resulted in these communities exhibiting a number of conflict-related 
psycho-social vulnerabilities not encountered by the surrounding population. These 
vulnerabilities require ongoing protection and assistance, including a comprehensive 
transitional justice process linked to return. This is consistent with the Framework on Durable 
Solutions’ admonition that;  

“IDPs who have been victim of violations of international human rights or 
humanitarian law, including arbitrary displacement,36 must have full and non-
discriminatory access to effective remedies and access to justice, including, where 
appropriate, access to existing transitional justice mechanisms, reparations and 
information on the causes of violations.”

In short, only a properly conducted profiling exercise would be able to fully gage the extent 
of such displacement-related needs. Under the Framework on Durable Solutions, the 
government of the country affected by internal displacement bears primary responsibility for 
addressing the needs of all its displaced persons, though it can seek the assistance of 
humanitarian agencies and other actors in carrying out this obligation. While accurately 
assessing the size, composition, and needs of the urban IDP communities may indeed pose 
some challenges, it is important to note that considerations based on the needs and 
vulnerabilities of IDPs and informed by international human rights standards should guide the 
effective implementation of laws and policies on internal displacement at all times. In other 
words, institutional convenience must not be used as an excuse to deprive IDPs, encamped or 
otherwise, of the protection and assistance they are entitled to under national and 

                                                
35 UN’s Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons, Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee (IASC), 2009,  
36 Guiding Principle 6 sets out the right to be protected against arbitrary displacement and 
provides a non-exhaustive list of cases of arbitrary displacement. 
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international law and policies.37 That this awareness is gradually filtering into the thinking of 
UNHCR is evident from the topic of the December 2009 dialogue of the High Commissioner 
for Refugees, namely the importance of urban refugees and IDPs. 

Many of the urban IDPs interviewed fled the camps precisely because they encountered 
persistent insecurity, lack of effective protection, difficult living conditions, and continued 
harassment from government and LRA forces alike. Others left due to personal 
vulnerabilities such as prior abduction by the LRA which rendered them a likely target for 
future abductions or in some cases community harassment. On the whole, then, these 
communities are uniquely positioned to testify to the ineffectiveness of the GoU’s policy of 
forced encampment as a means of protection. They may also have different requirements 
regarding reparations and other forms of transitional justice than formerly encamped 
individuals or those few who were never displaced.

Due to the distance between Kampala and the north, as well as the insecurity itself, IDPs who 
fled to urban areas outside their home region were not always able to maintain strong links 
either with their extended families or community. Thus many respondents bemoan the 
cultural losses they and their families have suffered and point to lack of knowledge of 
traditional practices as one evidence of the destructive effects of war on their community. On 
a more practical level, the greater distance also means that it is more difficult for IDPs in 
urban areas to return home or to know when it is safe to do so.  Unlike IDPs residing closer to 
their original homes, they may also not be able to travel back and forth in order to rebuild 
their homes and re-establish farms in anticipation of a more permanent return.  

The interconnection between displacement, peacebuilding, and transitional justice has only 
recently begun to be explored. However, those few who have done so point out that achieving 
durable solutions for IDPs is both a necessary component of, and a consequence of peace.38

UN resolution 147, which deals with victims’ rights to remedy, includes return to one’s place 
of residence as one possible form of restitution, thereby implicitly recognizing displacement 
as a gross violation of human rights worthy of remedy.39  Those IDPs living in Kampala who 
participated in this research consider displacement and the subsequent lack of a durable 
solution amongst the most grievous harms suffered as a result of conflict. They also deem 
assistance with return to be one of the forms of reparations necessary to rectify those harms. 

                                                
37 Refstie, H. et. al., 'Urban IDPs in Uganda - Victims of Institutional Convenience', Forced 
Migration Review 34, Feb 2010 at 32, http://www.fmreview.org/urban-
displacement/FMR34.pdf, UN’s Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced 
Persons, Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 2009 at 14:  “The rights, needs and 
legitimate interests of IDPs should be the primary considerations guiding all policies and 
decisions relating to internal displacement and durable solutions.” 
38 Ferris, E. "Peace, Reconciliation and Displacement", Brookings-Bern Project on Internal 
Displacement, Presented at the Conference on "Peace and Reconciliation: Embracing the 
Displaced", July 7-10, 2009 
39 Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of 
Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International 
Humanitarian Law, Resolution 147, Adopted by the UN General Assembly March 21, 2006, 
par. 19 
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4.0 Methodology

This working paper draws on 106 individual interviews and 5 focus group discussions 
conducted between April 28, 2009 and May 15, 2009 in the neighbourhoods of Acholi 
Quarters (Banda-Lede), Namuwongo, and Naguru in Kampala. These areas were selected 
because of their known high concentration of displaced persons from the north. All three 
areas are regarded as slums due to the poor quality of housing, bad sanitation, poor 
environmental conditions, and general poverty.  Those interviewed consisted of a number of 
individuals selected from specified groups (including a balance of male and female, youth 
and the elderly, former combatants (both LRA and UPDF), religious leaders, NGO workers, 
and local government representatives), using snowballing techniques. The vast majority of 
respondents were Acholi by ethnicity, but some conversations were also held with individuals 
from Teso and Lira, as well with members of the neighbouring Baganda communities.

Interviews took the form of semi-structured conversations based on an interview map. The 
interview map was altered several times during the research to reflect issues that came up 
repeatedly in conversations but had not been originally included, such as the spiritual 
dimension of return. In general, researchers avoided the use of jargon and previously 
politicized terms such as “reconciliation” or “trauma”, and instead attempted to mirror the 
interviewees’ own choice of vocabulary.

Challenges encountered differed between communities. Acholi Quarters has in the past year 
received considerable attention from researchers, with the consequence that many individuals 
have been interviewed repeatedly on similar issues. Respondents, while generally 
cooperative, were clear that their willingness to participate hinged on seeing positive change 
in the community come about as a result of the study. They were satisfied when told that the 
information would be used in part to present their views to government and service providers 
and that it would constitute part of an advocacy tool kit aimed at bringing the voices of Urban 
IDPs into Ugandan discussions about peace, displacement, and transitional justice.  

Namuwongo presented an additional challenge because of recent events that involved white 
outsiders allegedly making promises that were not ultimately fulfilled to the community. 
Specifically, we were told that individuals purporting to be charity workers had collected a 
“registration fee” from members of the community, promising school fee sponsorship for 
their children in return. This sponsorship never materialized, and a number of community 
members expressed anger and resentment at having been victims of the scam. For these 
reasons we decided that more of the interviews in Namuwongo would be conducted by 
Benard Okot Kasozi alone, or Benard Okot Kasozi together with Paulina Wyrzykowski. 
Benard is himself Acholi and found it easier to gain respondents’ trust when he made the 
initial contact alone.  

5.0 Reasons for Flight 

In light of government and other actors’ resistance to acknowledging this population as IDPs, 
it is noteworthy that an overwhelming majority of respondents offered the conflict in the 
north as their primary reason for coming to Kampala, a decision often precipitated by a 
particularly traumatic event. Thus, people who had weathered the war for years prior to their 
flight, would describe leaving after witnessing a relative being killed (and sometimes cooked) 
or mutilated, or after narrowly escaping abduction by the LRA. Fear of abduction was a 
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prominent motivating factor for leaving the north, with mothers reporting that they came to 
Kampala with their children in order to protect them from the LRA, and some children and 
youth stating that they were sent away by their family to stay in Kampala so that they would 
not be abducted.

When asked why they chose to come to the city rather than an IDP camp, the answers 
differed and were variously related to time of flight, the respondents’ personal circumstances 
and the general security situation in the camps. The vast majority of respondents stated that 
they had initially gone to a camp, but found it as insecure as the village had been. Accounts 
abounded of LRA attacks and UPDF harassment, compounded by problems with sanitation, 
overcrowding and hunger: 

We ran from the insurgency that displaced people in the camp. Me, I refused to go to 
the camp because it was not safe. Some camps were burnt and people died. I just 
remembered Achol Pii refugee camp where the rebels attacked and killed over 300 
refugees. This made me hate the camp since the rebels could come up to the camp and 
abduct people and loot food items distributed by World Food Program. 

35 year old Acholi woman, Naguru 

Of those respondents who had never been in the camp, some stated that they fled at the very 
start of the war before the camps had been established. Others, coming as late as 2004 to 
2006, argued that the camps were already overcrowded and that, had they gone to the camp, 
no land would have been available. Many former abductees expressed fears that, had they 
remained in the north, the LRA would have either targeted them for re-abduction or killed 
them as punishment for escaping. Finally, some respondents indicated that Kampala was a 
viable option for them because they had a family member in the capital (as in the case of 
wives who fled after their husbands, or younger siblings who joined older ones) or because 
they had visited the capital before and believed they could find work.

6.0 Life in Kampala 

Acholi Quarters is physically located on top of a hill and forms part of a larger area known as 
Kireka. The main source of income for many of its inhabitants is mining stones from an 
adjacent quarry. While men break off larger chunks of the stone out of the cliffside, it is 
women and children who break the stone down into gravel. The other economic activity is 
making paper beads. While nearly all households visited appeared to participate in this 
activity to some extent, all respondents expressed frustration that it had ceased to be  
profitable because the market has been saturated. 

Namuwongo, by contrast, is located on a low lying wetland, and some of the houses are 
regularly flooded by a mix of water and raw sewage. At the time of research, the area was 
wet though not flooded and an overpowering odour of faeces hung over the neighbourhood. 
A common livelihood strategy for many women is selling charcoal in the market.  

Naguru is reportedly the oldest settlement site in Kampala for persons fleeing the conflict in 
the north. It is located partly on a hilltop, with buildings sloping down into the valley.  Unlike 
Acholi Quarters, which is inhabited almost entirely by Acholis (and some Langis), in both 
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Namuwongo and Naguru IDPs from the north are mixed with migrants from other parts of 
Uganda.

Aside from Acholi Quarters in which some of the men worked in the quarry, respondents in 
all three locations report that the primary occupation open to men is security work as night 
guards (askaris). Beadmaking is also present in both Namuwongo and Naguru, though not as 
apparent as in Acholi Quarters.

The inhabitants of all three communities complained of poor sanitation (stemming from a 
lack of potable water and a shortage of latrines), high levels of disease including HIV/Aids, 
malaria and cholera, lack of educational and occupational opportunities, and discrimination 
from surrounding communities. There was a general feeling that while the local Baganda 
communities were to be commended for allowing those displaced by the conflict to remain on 
their land, this hospitality was not permanent and IDPs would be expected to return home at 
some point. Some respondents anticipated forced evictions from their current dwellings, and 
all spoke of discrimination against northerners (particularly Acholis) in education and 
employment. Reports abounded of children and adults alike being taunted in arguments with 
neighbours by being called “Kony” and accused of being rebels or murderers. Some 
respondents conceded that when provoked by such taunts they would become violent, as it 
reminded them of past traumatic experiences.  

Displacement and the corresponding loss of land and self-sufficiency were identified by most 
respondents as one of the main effects of the conflict, with their stay in Kampala being 
experienced subjectively as “exile”. Faced with continued discrimination by neighbors, lack 
of economic opportunities, and their own bitter memories, respondents often described 
themselves as powerless and linked such feelings explicitly to problems such as alcoholism 
plaguing the communities:  

All of us are being seen as people of no value that’s why some people are wasting 
themselves by drinking excessively. We see ourselves as deserted people who have no 
origin yet we all come from good places.  

41 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo

This continued feeling of devaluation and marginalization is evidence that as a whole, these 
IDP communities have not found a durable solution in Kampala (although certain individuals 
may have done so), and that assistance is required in order for such a durable solution to 
materialize either through return or local integration.

Far from having ended, the conflict is a constant shadow over the lives of those we 
interviewed. Return is seen by many as the sole realistic means of regaining economic self 
sufficiency and saving the next generation by reversing the cultural loss they are perceived to 
have suffered in Kampala. Yet return cannot take place unless respondents are certain that the 
conflict is truly over and unless certain measures are put in place to ensure that adequate 
assistance is provided both during and subsequent to the return process, and that those opting 
to remain in their current location are also catered for.  
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7.0 Truth-telling and Truth-thinking: The Dangers of Remembering 

So when we talk about the war what will come first in our minds are the loved ones that 
were killed…  

We feel as if the rebels are near us in Acholi quarters here or will follow us, so we 
prefer to talk of other issues and rarely do we talk about the war. Unbecomingly we 
find ourselves referring to the war as the cause of all the problems we are facing…

Me I don’t want to cry all the time because when I am to talk about the war I can cry 
and cry and cry and even fail to sleep and eat. I feel I should not talk deep about the 
war.

Interview with three Acholi women in the stone quarry, Acholi Quarters

As one of the recognized five pillars of Transitional Justice, truth-telling is considered by 
many a necessary part of bringing about lasting peace. Specifically, truth-telling is seen to 
serve the objectives of promoting justice, furthering social and psychological healing, 
fostering reconciliation and deterring future crimes.40 Yet as discussed above, the relationship 
between formal truth-telling and social as well as individual healing is not a simple one, such 
that while truth-telling may indeed benefit some of its participants and those listening, it can 
damage others.41

Far from being strong proponents of public truth-telling, many of our respondents indicated 
that offering even private accounts of what happened, or simply thinking about the past, is 
stressful and can affect their daily functioning. As previously mentioned, these are 
communities that see themselves as being in a state of crisis, both because they continue to 
suffer from the economic and social effects of the conflict, including exile, and because 
individuals cannot be certain that war will not return. A vast majority of respondents stated 
that speaking or even thinking about the conflict provokes intense feelings of anxiety and 
grief in them, reactions that they feel undermine their ability to function in the present. 
Ironically, however, such memories are continuously re-triggered by present circumstances, 
as when the absence of necessities provokes thoughts of dead relatives who might have been 
able to offer assistance, or when taunts from non-Acholi neighbors remind individuals of past 
suffering. In general, those we interviewed believed that while it would be best to forget 
about what happened, they are unable to do so as long as the conflict’s effects continue into 
the present day.  

Such findings are consistent with the insights offered by individual psychology. Although 
proponents of truth-telling within the TJ field often emphasize the therapeutic effects of 
telling one’s story, trauma experts stress that victims must not be forced into offering such 
accounts before they are ready. The first stage of trauma recovery is the establishment of 
physical and psychological safety. It is considered unwise to re-open old wounds before an 

                                                
40 Mendeloff, supra note 1.  
41 Daly, E., “Truth Skepticism: An Inquiry into the Value of Truth in Times of Transition,” The 
International Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol. 2, 2008, 23-41 
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individual has managed to regain a minimal degree of stability in their every-day life.42 We 
would posit that our respondents’ continued physical and psychological insecurity and 
uncertainty about the future creates circumstances in which they rightly resist revisiting the 
past due to fear that doing so could overwhelm their emotional capacity to deal with the 
present.

If thinking of the conflict is associated with psychological danger, speaking of it carries 
additional risks of betrayal. In a context where the prospects of regime change appear slim, 
and in which the current regime itself is accused of perpetrating abuses in the course of 
conflict, the concept of public and official truth-telling was viewed with extreme skepticism 
by respondents. Reasons offered for this include fear of retaliation by the Government if its 
abuses are made public and renewed stigmatization of the Acholis by other tribes should the 
extent of the atrocities perpetrated by the LRA be fully revealed. Respondents indicated that 
having been already labeled by non-Acholis as ‘war-damaged’ and prone to violence, they 
see little reason to publicly recount their sufferings in front of what they feel would be an 
unsympathetic mainstream Ugandan audience:  

When I was still a student in secondary school, we were being asked by Bagandas and 
other tribes about what was happening in the north and we used to tell them - but later 
on they began using the information to insult us and label us with bad names such as 
bachopi, Kony, while others laugh at us. Very few of them sympathize. 

22 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo 

While public truth-telling is viewed with scepticism in part because of fear of repercussions 
at the hands of government, sharing personal problems even within the immediate 
community is sometimes seen as inviting abuse. Fears were expressed that the communities 
are ridden with government spies, and also that accounts of atrocities may inadvertently be 
shared with perpetrators who live alongside their victims. In a broader sense many 
respondents believed that instead of offering sympathy and support, their neighbors would 
use information of personal loss and struggle to their detriment. So for instance, one teenage 
respondent who had lost her father and all her siblings in the conflict reported that she is 
often abused by neighbors who mock her as an orphan and ask why she herself has not died.43

Such accounts, shocking at first, take on new meaning when understood in the context of 
communities focused on repressing memories of the past in the interest of present day 
survival. In such a setting, any reminders of the war are likely to trigger corresponding 
memories of suffering in their recipients, which could account for the hostility expressed 
above.

Some respondents did indicate that they might be willing to offer a public account of their 
past despite the associated risks, but only if doing so was likely to result in concrete action 
being taken to remedy the effects of conflict. They argued that the prospect of reparations, be 
it in the form of individual compensation or additional support for war-affected communities, 
would offer a strong incentive for public truth-telling. It should be noted, however, that most 

                                                
42 Gartner, Richard B. Betrayed as Boys: Psychodynamic Treatment of Sexually Abused Men,
The Guilford Press, New York, 1999. 
43 They say “you are alone, all your mother’s other children are dead, why don’t you die 
also? Then your mother would be childless.” 
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respondents expressed little hope of such an outcome, and remained extremely sceptical of 
any state-endorsed truth-telling process.

The hesitation to think or speak about the war, however, does not mean that respondents 
viewed truth-telling per se as unimportant. Indeed, limited truth-telling by perpetrators was 
identified by many of those interviewed as crucial to the political, spiritual, and psychological 
reconciliation of the communities.  

The picture that emerged was complex: while some victim respondents expressed a desire to 
hear the whole truth of what happened to their relatives, or to understand the perpetrators’ 
motivations, others feared that recounting past events in too great a detail would result in 
feelings of revenge and could lead to renewed violence.  Some ex-combatants themselves 
indicated a willingness to participate in truth-telling on the basis that it would allow them to 
air their side of the story. As will be explained in the section on accountability, ex-
combatants in general viewed themselves as victims of the conflict, and often saw the 
opportunity to tell their story as a way to air their grievances. This desire for truth, however, 
was somewhat tempered by an apprehension that the amnesty currently in place could be 
removed.  

Some degree of truth-telling by perpetrators was often viewed as a pre-requisite to peace 
building, at least to the extent that truth-telling was seen to play a major role in the re-
humanizing and subsequent reintegration of former combatants. Although former combatants 
in general were not seen to be legally responsible for actions committed during the conflict, 
they were nevertheless felt to be damaged by them. Respondents expressed apprehension 
regarding the spiritual damage suffered by former combatants, which reportedly made them 
unstable and dangerous to be around. When asked whether they would be able to live side by 
side with former combatants upon return north, opinion among respondents was split, with 
most stating that they would be willing to do so. All, however, described them as prone to 
violence, unpredictable, antisocial and dangerous: 

It’s very difficult to live with them, not because I am not willing to forgive but because I 
have heard that in the north, it’s happening that some of the returnees are still doing 
what they used to do in bush with community members. If you leave them with kids, they 
can strangle them, in case of any quarrel, they can cut a person into pieces, and many 
other things they are doing which is contrary to the way people live in the community. 
There is something in their head that makes them behave the way they were in the bush. 
They can even say “I feel like seven people” and they will kill indiscriminately. It’s 
happening. Our fear is that one. 

47 year old Acholi woman, Naguru 

Such difficulties were most often described in spiritual terms, or more specifically, 
amorawang. As explained by multiple respondents, amorawang is the sprit of an innocently 
killed person which enters its killer and provokes him or her to commit further acts of 
violence (in some accounts it can also enter a person who did not kill but committed some 
other seriously bad act). In general, those interviewed believed that many former combatants 
were possessed by amorawang, and ex-combatants interviewed concurred with this 
interpretation: 
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Amorawang is a very common thing with the returnees. The amorawang is cen that 
attacks a person. The first part that it affects is the head. (…)It makes their eyes wide 
and makes them prone to carry out violence. It destabilizes the functions in the head 
and makes a person behave like a mad person by always reacting violently and wanting 
to cause violence. The elders have to remedy it by identifying the cause of the 
amorawang before it is dealt with. The person will be called to tell what he did wrong 
to anyone, because most amorawang occurs when the person kills or does something 
seriously very wrong to another.

32 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo

and:

Once a person kills and remains silent about it the spirit of the person killed will 
disturb the killer until he tells the elders about what he did then the elders will call the 
spirit of the dead and pleads to the spirit to forgive. The demand of the spirit will be 
addressed or if it refused to talk then the witch doctor will use its supernatural power to 
identify the demand of the spirit or what can chase the spirit away. 

56 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo 

As these two responses illustrate, truth-telling and an apology to the dead are required if the 
spirit is to be banished. The audience for this truth-telling, however, is limited, involving the 
perpetrators, the elders of his or her clan and, presumably, the spirit of the innocently killed. 
In psychological terms, telling the truth is seen as necessary to the perpetrator’s recovery, and 
such recovery is in turn necessary if the person is to be reintegrated back into the community. 
In this conception, telling the truth brings direct psychological benefits to the perpetrator and 
indirectly benefits the community as a whole by removing the threat of continued violence. 
Victims need not be involved, either to offer their own testimony or to witness the testimony 
of perpetrators.

In contrast, another important traditional process, Mato Oput, involves participation in truth-
telling by the perpetrator, the victim (if living) and both their clans. Broadly speaking, Mato 
Oput is designed to heal rifts created by an infraction committed by an individual against a 
member or members of another clan.  In the case of murder, for instance, unless the two clans 
are reconciled, they will not be able to co-exist in the future as cultural taboos will prevent 
them from sharing food and intermarrying.  The Mato Oput process involves the perpetrator 
confessing the truth of what happened, asking for forgiveness, and (together with members of 
his or her entire clan), paying compensation. In recent years many proponents of local 
solutions have proposed this as the basis for a Uganda-specific path to reconciliation, and this 
will be discussed more fully below. It is notable that, although the victim or victim’s family 
are involved to some extent, the emphasis is on the perpetrator taking responsibility for his or 
her actions. In the words of one respondent: “Those who killed us are the ones who are 
supposed to tell us why they killed us.” 

In summary, respondents in general saw little reason for victims to engage in a formal 
process that would require them to think and speak about the past in a public forum and 
expose them to potential retaliation, unless they could be convinced that such a process 
would indeed benefit their community. There was considerable support for perpetrators 
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coming forward informally to account for their deeds either within their extended families or 
within their immediate community. Doing so is seen by many as a prerequisite to 
reintegration, as only truth-telling and apology can heal perpetrators and make them safe to 
be around.  This seems consistent with traditional Acholi spiritual and legal practices which 
emphasize the perpetrator taking responsibility for his or her actions and associate negative 
spiritual consequences with a failure to do so.  

While the rationale underlying the need for truth-telling and the proposed setting differs from 
those discussed in most TJ literature, some forms of truth-telling are recognized as important 
to community healing. It is also significant that the communities under investigation have not 
yet psychologically emerged from conflict. Victims may be more willing to come forward 
with their stories at a future date when their emotional and physical safety is assured and if 
the political situation favours them doing so. This has clear implications for the structure, 
purpose, and sequencing of any prospective truth-telling body and will be discussed in more 
detail later on.

8.0 Accountability

I know Kony for one will not be forgiven for what he did to our people in northern 
Uganda. All the blame is on him because all orders to olum (rebels) come from him. He 
must be responsible for all the bad things done by his subordinates. 18 year old Acholi 
man, Acholi Quarters 

When you are in the bush you become like a mad cow and do whatever you are told to 
do and the following day you will just do it yourself without being told.20 year old 
Acholi man, former abductee, Acholi Quarters 

The conflict in northern Uganda was the stage of some of the most egregious human rights 
abuses imaginable. Respondents in the current study reported witnessing or participating in 
acts including cannibalism, rape, mutilation and murder. They describe relatives being 
chopped into pieces and cooked in front of them, the cutting off of limbs, padlocking of 
mouths, death by fire and death by beating. These atrocities were often perpetrated by 
members of the same ethnic group, and sometimes by the victims’ neighbors, friends or 
relatives. The LRA is notorious for its practice of kidnapping children and forcing them to 
commit atrocities. It should be noted that upon capture by government forces or successful 
escape from the LRA many of the abductees were inducted into the UPDF, so that it is not 
uncommon among our respondents to find individuals who had both fought, and perpetrated 
human rights abuses, on both sides of the conflict.  

These complexities, combined with the duration of the conflict, have resulted in a high degree 
of overlap between victims and perpetrators. Individuals who were abducted as children 
matured in the bush and sometimes achieved high standing within the LRA leadership, often 
becoming perpetrators along the way. One notorious example of this is Dominic Ongwen, 
one of the ICC indictees, who was himself abducted at the age of ten and stands accused of 
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subsequently having ordered or participated in atrocities including massacres and the 
abduction of children.44

Although the media may in the past have been overly focused on the abductions of young 
children (most of the abductees we interviewed were in fact in their late teens or early 
adulthood when abducted), it is certainly true that the communities speak of the abductees 
broadly as their children, and bemoan the damage caused by the conflict to the next 
generation:

Our children who were abducted by the rebels have been changed into lions but not 
human beings; they are very aggressive and emotionally unstable. They still have the 
bush behavior of commanding people, commanding respect, ordering people, getting 
things that are not theirs freely. They fight a lot and when they are annoyed they carry 
anything to kill people. They fight to the death and this is contrary to normal life in the 
community and people may finish them because they did much harm to us but none of 
them has ever taken the initiative of saying sorry to the community, they think the 
community is happy about them. We just accepted them as our daughters and sons. 
Some parents even fear living together with their own sons and daughters who were in 
the bush, they are mad; you need to live with one so that you understand what I am 
telling you well. 

58 year old Acholi man, Acholi Quarters, 

It would not be an exaggeration to say that virtually all members of the Urban IDP 
communities know someone, often a relative, who was abducted by the LRA and who later 
returned with stories of terror and atrocity. At the height of conflict abductions were 
widespread and virtually everyone in the north was vulnerable. The widespread nature of the 
phenomenon makes it difficult for the communities to consider the atrocities as the work of a 
few “bad apples”, particularly when those “apples” are one’s own children or siblings. The 
questions of legal and moral responsibility for actions committed during the conflict thus 
grow ever more complex in the minds of respondents, with the proposed solutions often 
being psychological and spiritual, rather than legal, in nature.  

The extent to which responsibility is seen to be vested in the top leadership, with virtually 
none ascribed to lower-level commanders or rank and file soldiers, is striking. When asked 
who is most responsible for the conflict, respondents nearly always answered “Kony” 
followed by the GoU. The government’s initial involvement in the north was frequently 
described as retaliation against the Acholi people for supporting the previous regime and for 
abuses committed by Acholi soldiers in the Luwero triangle. Although many believe that the 
rebellion was originally justified as a response to the brutality of NRA soldiers in the north 
and the historic marginalization of the Acholi, Kony is blamed both for continuing the 
insurgency when it became clear he could not win, and for ordering or condoning atrocities 
committed against civilians. Respondents often personalized the conflict, speaking 
interchangeably of Joseph Kony and the LRA, and attributing all actions of the LRA directly 
to Joseph Kony: “Kony was ambushing vehicles on the way and killing the drivers and 

                                                
44 “Complicating Victims and Perpetrators in Uganda: On Dominic Ongwen,” JRP Field Note 
7, July 2008 
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passengers. (...) The rebels were looting people’s trade items and household properties. Kony 
abducted many girl child and some of them came back when they are child mothers.”  

Accordingly, a majority of respondents believed that Kony should be held legally 
accountable, and advocated punishment ranging from exile to execution: 

For Kony is a different case, he even knows his that case is death. He left me and my 
close relatives in uncontrollable pain. I promised if he is out or captured I will cut his 
body into pieces and eat his flesh as a celebration of the end of terror in Acholi land. 
When I don’t participate in killing him then I will die with the pain inside me and my 
spirit will still look for him. 

31 year old Acholi woman, Acholi Quarters

This view was somewhat tempered, however, by the belief that justice in Kony’s case may 
need to take a back seat to peace; many respondents indicated that although they believed 
Kony to be culpable, they would be willing to “forgive” him if the result was an end to the 
conflict.  

Some respondents also insisted on the culpability of the top GoU leadership, although they 
were generally cynical about the likelihood of holding Museveni legally responsible for 
actions ordered during conflict. Most simply advocated that he be removed from power and 
replaced with a democratically elected leader who would be fair to all ethnic groups. Barring 
that, respondents often made the connection between government responsibility for the 
conflict and government responsibility for assisting the north in rebuilding its infrastructure 
and supporting economic prosperity, both of which were frequently described as a form of 
reparation for the harm suffered by the Acholi people. Among those who believed that the 
next-to-top leaders in the GoU and LRA also bore some responsibility for the conflict, there 
was some support for prosecution of both LRA and UPDF commanders who committed the 
worst atrocities. 

In contrast, there was broad agreement that the rank-and-file combatants on both sides should 
not be held legally accountable for their actions as they were acting under orders and faced 
death if they refused. Significantly, some respondents felt that those who acted with a greater 
amount of free will ought to be held more accountable – thus, for instance, individuals who 
joined the insurgency voluntarily as opposed to being forcibly recruited, or those who 
committed atrocities when not ordered to do so were believed to bear some responsibility for 
their actions:  

I think some of them are responsible for what they did; Kony and the few who joined 
the bush willingly are wholly responsible for their actions. Those who were abducted 
and refused to come out willing are also partially responsible while those who were 
abducted and came out of captivity willing are not responsible for what they did since 
they were forced to do it. The children born in the bush are also innocent but 
traditionally are unholy and need purification since they inherit sins of their parents.

45 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo
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While international law does not recognize following orders as a defense in cases where those 
orders are manifestly illegal,45 it does in some circumstances allow the defense of compulsion 
which appears to be invoked here. Compulsion applies to circumstances in which a 
combatant knows the order is wrong, but faces immediate dire consequences such as 
summary execution for disobedience.46 It does not account for circumstances where former 
abductees may have failed to escape from the LRA when able to do so, or initiated atrocities 
in order to prove their loyalty to superiors.

Some of our respondents invoked psychological arguments to account for why individuals, 
once abducted, may have lost their ability to differentiate between right and wrong and 
should not be held legally accountable even for actions committed when not under immediate 
threat. These explanations appeared to describe the mental state of abductees as 
approximating what is known in psychology as “Stockholm syndrome”, a phrase initially 
developed to describe bonding between hostages and captors, but now used more broadly to 
explain scenarios in which victims come to identify with and take on the values of their 
oppressors:

Because when the rebels come, and rebels are not their fault, they have to live, they are 
fearing. When they go to bush, they become rebels, become wild people…when they 
attack you also have to accept them, stay with them alive. There is nothing they can do, 
cannot overthrow government. They suffer there a lot, become enemies even to their 
relatives. One of my brothers was taken from us, became wild. 

34 year old Acholi woman, Acholi Quarters 

Such comments were often accompanied by detailed description of the LRA’s recruitment 
practices, including the practice of asking a new abductee to kill another, often a member of 
his or her family. In cases where the person refused, they were then brutally murdered while 
other abductees watched. The general consensus appeared to be that the next time the order to 
kill was issued, it was followed. Another common practice was for recruits to be severely 
beaten (sometimes resulting in death) upon capture, as a way of initiating them into the group 
(similar to being “jumped into” a gang).47 The purpose of these tactics appeared to be the 
breaking of family and community bonds and establishing the recruits’ unquestioning loyalty 
to the LRA. Many of our respondents appeared to be aware of these tactics and had witnessed 
their impact on family members who had been abducted and later returned.  

Ex-combatants, both UPDF and LRA, also generally saw themselves as not legally 
responsible for actions committed in the bush, at least in so far as those actions were ordered 
from above. Former LRA fighters in particular describe themselves as victims (given both the 
frequency of abductions and a state-sponsored public discourse which for twenty years 
completely discounted the possibility of anybody joining the LRA voluntarily, it is perhaps 
not surprising that none claim to have joined the rebellion willingly, and all present 
themselves as former abductees). They feel entitled to the support of government and 
international agencies, and sometimes express bitterness that such support has not 
                                                
45 Bakker, J.L., “The Defense of Obedience to Superior Orders: The Mens Rea Requirement” in 
Transitional Justice, Vol. 1, Kritz, N.J. ed., United States Institute of Peace Press, Washington, 
D.C., 2004 pg. 450 
46 Ibid, pg. 455 
47 Dolan, supra note 30, JRP Field Note supra note 44. 
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materialized to a sufficient extent. This is echoed by former UPDF soldiers who frequently 
complain of not having been paid for their service. On several occasions respondents 
indicated that they were considering going back to the bush because they felt they did not 
have good prospects for employment or education in civilian life, and had not received 
adequate support by government.48 Support by government and others was sometimes 
explicitly linked by ex-combatants to the safety and well-being of the community as a whole, 
as illustrated by the following exchange, held with an ex-LRA combatant abducted at the age 
of seventeen who claims to have killed over a hundred people and eaten some of them: 

Do you think it’s right that you can’t be held responsible for anything under the 
amnesty?
To me it is not good because it is bad to do something and not to be punished. Like me, 
now, they should support us so we live well, because now, some days I haven’t eaten 
anything, I’m hungry and I might begin to think about bad things, which could take me 
into problems, which is bad.
You started talking about punishment, but then you switched to support… 
The most important thing is for me to be supported so I don’t do harm to people. Like 
now I don’t have anyone to support me, my father and mother are dead. 
What happened to your parents? 
Our group killed them. The rebels. 
Was that the group that abducted you? 
I was already in the bush. I came and learned they were killed. They killed 62 people in 
our area. I was not in that group.

29 year old Acholi man, ex-combatant, Namuwongo

However, while claiming to bear no legal responsibility for actions committed in the bush, 
ex-combatants nevertheless frequently referred to having been damaged by them, specifically 
complaining of feeling haunted and often describing symptoms consistent with a PTSD 
diagnosis, including fugue states, flashbacks, emotional numbing, sleep difficulties, and 
difficulties in personal relationships. The interview with the respondent cited above, who 
claims to be possessed by amorawang, illustrates the legal and moral complexities inherent in 
scenarios in which most of the perpetrators see themselves (and are acknowledged by the 
communities as being) also victims:  

I am not stable in my mind. I don’t like to be disturbed. The spirits are disturbing me; if 
you can help me to be in a place where my mind can stabilize then I can get better. 
With the amnesty, even when we do something we are not supposed to be imprisoned. I 
feel my mind is not good, and I need support (…) I survived death many times and I 
think of killing myself many times. It is very easy to kill myself – just buy some tablets, 
swallow it and just sleep or I use my own means. Nothing triggers the spirits that 
disturbs me, I just feel them coming, especially in the night. They are many, they come 
in the night and surround me, they suffocate me a lot. Finally they strangle me, but let 
me go when I’m very weak. It helps to mention the name of God.

                                                
48 This is consistent with some of the findings in RLP Working Paper 15: “Whose Justice? 
Perceptions of Uganda’s Amnesty Act 2000: the Potential for Conflict Resolution and Long-
term Reconciliation” (Hovil, L & Lomo, Z., 2005). 
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While some of the ex-combatants viewed their disturbed mental state as the work of external 
spiritual forces and did not comment on whether they deserved such vengeance, others 
expressed feelings of guilt more directly, often stating that they felt the need to be forgiven 
by God for their actions, and explicitly distinguishing between legal and moral culpability:

I think I am not responsible for what I did because I did them under the influence of 
commanders. I know I killed, beat people and abducted some few people, burnt houses 
and even looted people’s properties. Those are all what I pray to God to forgive me on 
them because I know I was misled forcefully. When you are in the bush you feel all 
what you are told to do or what others are doing is all right but when you came out you 
begin to realize that all those things I did while in the bush are all bad. I am repenting 
and repenting but still I am not seeing any big change in me.

34 year old Acholi woman, former LRA whose husband was murdered by LRA while 
she watched, Namuwongo  

This is generally consistent with the view of the communities that the ex-combatants are 
morally and spiritually damaged and need to be rehabilitated before they can safely be 
permitted to rejoin their community. Such rehabilitation sometimes is described in 
psychological terms as the need for counseling, but more often is talked about as the 
necessity of performing traditional rituals involving elements of truth-telling and apology on 
the part of perpetrators.

In general, respondents placed responsibility for initiating the conflict and for the abuses 
subsequently perpetrated on the top leadership of both the LRA and the GoU, and believed 
that the top perpetrators from both sides ought to be subject to formal sanctions, although 
they also acknowledged that this may not be realistically possible. Former lower-ranking 
combatants were broadly perceived by the communities as victims in need of rehabilitation, 
and described themselves as not legally responsible for any actions taken under orders. Most 
of the ex-combatants also felt themselves to be psychologically damaged, and alluded to 
feeling haunted and wanting to be forgiven by God for their actions.

The communities’ overwhelming view that legal responsibility hinges not on direct 
perpetration of crimes but rather on the instigation of conflict and the power to plan and carry 
out atrocities appears compatible with the international law doctrine of “persons most 
responsible”. According to this doctrine international tribunals and the ICC endorse the 
prosecution of top leadership on the basis that doing so is most likely to deter future leaders 
from committing similar crimes. The remaining perpetrators are then left to domestic 
processes. 49

According to the majority of respondents, the priority in any such process should be the 
reintegration of ex-combatants, and the mechanisms thus emphasized are those aimed at 
reconciliation of the perpetrators with themselves, with the spiritual realm, and with their 
immediate communities. Such an emphasis is roughly consistent with the principles 

                                                
49 NPWJ International Criminal Justice Policy Series No. 1, “Prosecuting Violations of 
International Criminal Law: Who should be tried?,” Revised as of 23 November 2005 for the 
Fourth Session of the Assembly of States Parties of the ICC 
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underlying traditional justice practices among the Acholi,50 although the communities,  
cognizant of the fact that many return from the bush with nothing, do not appear to require 
compensation of the returnees. Rather, reparations are emphasized in the context of the 
GoU’s role in the conflict and are perceived to be one way of holding the government to 
account.

9.0 Reparations and Institutional Reform 

I think I also need to go back home and see how I can organize for the funeral rite of my late 
wives and children, and to perform some Acholi functions to help me get stable in the mind 
and stop thinking all the time about my close ones who died. It is serious, my son. If I don’t 
do that I think prayers will not help me. You are still young, we cannot survive without our 
tradition, our ancestors will not be happy with us and they will be inflicting pain and 
suffering on us. We had very strong traditions that were very perfect but now we are losing 
them. The children do not know about the tradition, the benefits and the bad effects that could 
come as a result of neglecting traditional culture and practices. 58 year old Acholi man, 
Acholi Quarters 

International law and the literature on transitional justice often treat individual reparations to 
victims, broad institutional reform, and a government’s obligation to support all its citizens 
through developmental initiatives, as conceptually and practically distinct undertakings. Our 
respondents’ view of roles and responsibilities over the course of the conflict suggest the 
difficulty of drawing sharp boundaries between them, so that a question about desired 
reparations or compensation frequently resulted in respondents describing what amounted to 
development interventions, as evidenced in the following exchange: 

What kind of action would make people believe it had been worth it to tell their story? 

Reparations. If government can compensate for loss of loved ones, that can bring 
peaceful heart back, compensate for loss of animals, rebuild burned shelters, some of 
us are now homeless,  houses are burned down, people are killed, children are not 
going to school, if they can be assisted to acquire some knowledge or skill. Community 
centres, free of charges, free education, some formal support, government provides 
some things for them, especially with dependents, these are now boys and girls with no 
future hope.

Are you saying this should be seen as compensation for lives lost? 

In our culture, though I am a born again, if you were to kill someone, you have to 
compensate. That is a kind of sympathy action taken that maybe they did not intend to 
do it. Because in any case the LRA is training people because of the government, so 
government is the root cause, it is their job to compensate.  

48 year old Acholi woman, Acholi quarters 

                                                
50 Komakech, L & Sheff, A. “Tradition in Transition: Drawing on the Old to Develop a New 
Jurisprudence for Dealing with Uganda’s Legacy of Violence”, Working Paper No. 1, Beyond 
Juba Project, July 2009 
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While most respondents believed that both the LRA and the government forces were to blame 
for atrocities committed in the course of conflict, the GoU was overwhelmingly perceived to 
be responsible for providing restitution and helping communities recover. This was partly 
because only the government was seen as being in a position to do so, and partly because the 
GoU was blamed for having failed to protect its citizens from the conflict.  

It’s the role of government to protect its people and properties. How come the 
government has failed to protect us from Kony, yet it’s their job to do so? They have all 
the superior weapons, yet have taken more than twenty years to fight the rebellion? Not 
all the killing was by Kony, the government also contributed. Civilians were caught in 
the crossfire. 35 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo

Some went further to argue that the government was responsible for assisting the urban IDP 
community in recovery not just because it had failed to protect its citizens and end the 
rebellion but in some cases was believed to have contributed to the conflict through its 
marginalization of the Acholi people.  

The majority of respondents clearly listed assistance in return home among the desired 
government interventions. Return was viewed as intricately connected with the ability of 
individuals and communities to recover from conflict and move on in life. Correspondingly, 
the interventions regarded as most urgent were those which would make return possible. 
These include assistance in the resettlement process itself, including transport and the means 
necessary for individuals to re-establish themselves in the north (housing, seeds, food 
assistance until first or second harvest). They also include a broader commitment to 
rebuilding infrastructure, including investment in educational and health facilities. Such 
assistance – which in international parlance would be seen as ‘early recovery’ or 
‘developmental’ interventions - is seen by many respondents as necessary not just to reverse 
some of the negative effects of war, but also as being the moral responsibility of a 
government itself implicated in the conflict. It is this moral responsibility arising out of the 
Government’s own involvement in conflict which blurs the boundaries; what is conceived of 
as ‘developmental’ by those funding the interventions, may be perceived as ‘community 
reparations’ by those on the receiving end. 

Additionally, return is portrayed by many respondents as part of the communities’ spiritual 
recovery. It is viewed as both a form of reparation itself and a prerequisite to other 
transitional justice processes including memorialization and commemoration: 

I think we need to remember the people who lost their lives during the conflict by 
organizing prayers for their spirits to be peaceful. In Pader there is a place called 
Wipolo where holy killed many people and cooked their flesh, we celebrate 
[commemorate] that day yearly by organizing communal prayers. The first time when 
people had just initiated the idea people were very touched. People cried because the 
way the people were killed was so bad and inhuman. The way Jildo Irwa and Daudi 
Okello were killed when they were in their evangelical mission in Kalongo. We 
celebrate it yearly. Some people go even up to Rome in Italy in remembrance of the 
martyrs.

59 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo 
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Funeral rites and other forms of commemoration which require returning home were 
mentioned repeatedly and explicitly as a way of laying the spirits of the dead to rest and a 
necessary component of making the land itself habitable once more. What is more, 
respondents decried a tokenistic approach to commemoration, including perfunctory mass 
burials which have reportedly been taking place in the north. Several interviewees stressed 
their belief that spirits would not be satisfied with being laid to rest in this fashion, and that it 
was necessary for each family to take responsibility for the dead they find on their land and 
do their best to ensure a decent burial: 

The parents of some children tried to sort out the dead bodies of their sons, and the 
spirits of the other children massacred shouted at them - what about us that you want to 
take only your people, where will you take us? They ran away. Unluckily a lady by the 
name of Ayugi was possessed by the spirit and became mad in 1990s. Up to now the 
spirit has “spoiled her head”. Up to now in Acholi there is no peace.

58 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo 

Respondents warn that, if the demands for recognition made by the spirits of the dead are not  
adequately attended to, then those spirits will continue to haunt the living and wreak havoc 
among future generations, causing madness and other forms of illness. It is important to note 
that while this desire to lay the spirits to rest can be interpreted in psychological terms as an 
opportunity for survivors to mourn and move on, from the point of view of respondents it is 
the spirits themselves that must also be satisfied: return is necessary, but can only take place 
if the land itself is made habitable by successfully laying to rest the spirits that currently 
haunt it. This laying to rest of the spirits constitutes a form of reconciliation which is 
discussed in more detail in the following section.

Another form of healing which can only take place in the context of return is the reintegration 
of ex-combatants. Some ex-combatants fear returning to their villages of origin either 
because they expect retaliation from their communities, or because they dread identification 
by LRA sympathizers and subsequent re-abduction if the conflict flares up again. For those in 
the former category, some form of reconciliation with their communities would be necessary 
for them to reintegrate successfully. Such reconciliation can only take place in the context of 
return, however, as it necessitates apology and truth-telling within one’s immediate family 
(and perhaps community). 

While the vast majority of respondents perceived eventual return as desirable and indeed the 
only opportunity for a future, many felt that the conditions necessary for return to take place 
were not yet favorable. This was partly due to a lack of the kinds of support described above, 
and partly to uncertainty regarding the future of the conflict. Many respondents felt that they 
would be able to return only if a final peace agreement was signed to ensure that war had 
truly ended. 

Furthermore, for return to be meaningful as a form of reparation, it must be voluntary. At 
present it is difficult to determine how much of the communities’ apparent enthusiasm for 
going home is simply a reflection of their belief that they have no future in Kampala, 
combined with an overwhelming skepticism about whether more specific reparations on the 
part of government will ever materialize.  
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Some feel unable to return due to a range of individual economic and psychological factors. 
Those who have suffered particularly traumatic events in the north sometimes feel that in 
returning they would open themselves up to bad memories and/or the influence of the spirits 
of the dead: 

Yes, so many bad things happened that cannot go away from my mind. Some of the 
events were distressing and whenever I begin to think about it I lose morale in going 
back home because something like a human spirit will come and cover me and I 
become fearful and sad. I can’t imagine myself going back home and living well. In our 
village people were killed all over the place. 

35 year old Acholi woman, Naguru

Similarly, many children, particularly those born in Kampala, expressed ambiguity towards 
return. Some of their objections are purely practical in nature – the young, more than their 
elders, view Kampala as a source of future opportunity, commenting that it has better schools 
and better chances of employment. Their views are also colored, however, by the fact that 
many of the children have never seen home, and that the north emerges from their parents’ 
accounts as a place of darkness and suffering. This fear is probably heightened by the LRA’s 
policy of targeting children, and the fact that at least some of the children interviewed fled to 
Kampala specifically to avoid abduction. Such apprehension is sometimes recognized by 
their elders who state: “If we are to go home we the adults will first go and leave children 
behind because many of the children do not have a feeling of returning when Kony is still 
alive.”

The elderly, who in some ways demonstrate the most attachment to the notion of return, are 
also the ones who feel least physically equipped to do so without assistance. Several elderly 
respondents commented that it is crucial for them to return north in order to show their 
children the boundaries of their traditional land and to be buried there, while others indicated 
their hopelessness regarding the prospect of return: 

Home could have been better. But now, I am aged and physically unable to meet the 
demands of home. Clearing the ground, gardening, and doing everything that is needed 
for life to start, which I cannot manage now.

Over 60 years old, Acholi woman, Namuwongo  

It is difficult to determine whether some of these fears can be laid to rest with proper 
economic, psychological and spiritual support, but it is likely that for some at least, Kampala 
will remain the preferred option, particularly if steps are taken to properly integrate displaced 
individuals into the local community. In other cases, return may be staggered as families 
separate during the process in order to send certain members ahead of others to prepare the 
land and ensure it is truly safe. 

In summary, not only should urban IDPs not be forced to go back before they are ready, but 
they should also have a range and combination of durable solutions open to them. If, for 
example, the GoU and humanitarian actors were to provide Urban IDPs with the assistance to 
which they are entitled under the National Policy for IDPs, local integration in Kampala 
might become viable as a durable solution. This is consistent with the Framework on Durable 
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Solutions, which emphasizes that no particular durable solution is, in principle, superior to 
another, and that ideally IDPs should be supported in their individual preferences for return 
or local integration.51

These findings indicate that the notion of return is intricately connected with reparations, 
including memorialisation and commemoration. Assistance in return, including assistance in 
developing the north, is in itself seen as a form of reparation, and a way of allowing the 
communities to move on psychologically. It is also a form of assurance to the communities 
that violence will not recur, as it is only in the process of return that ex-combatants can be 
made “safe” through a combination of traditional healing and the provision of real 
alternatives to rebellion, including employment and educational opportunities. Return is also 
necessary for other forms of reparations, including funeral rites and memorialisation, to take 
place.

Assistance in return and reconstruction of infrastructure thus appears to be perceived by the 
communities as both a significant psycho-social intervention and a form of reparations. As 
previously noted, this is consistent with UN resolution 147 which includes a return to one’s 
place of residence and return of property as one of the elements of restitution for victims of 
gross human rights violations.52

It should be noted, however, that the GoU and humanitarian actors also have an obligation to 
assist all IDPs in return and post-conflict reconstruction that is independent of any reparations 
scheme. This obligation is sourced in the National Policy on IDPs provision 3.4 on Voluntary 
return and resettlement, in the UN’s Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement principle 
28, and in the Uganda Constitution’s provision XI (i and ii). The latter obligates the state to 
protect and enhance the right of its citizens in the context of development and to stimulate 
development through its policies.  

General Development and Post-Conflict Reconstruction schemes such as the PRDP, 
therefore, do not by themselves constitute adequate reparations, in so far as they are merely a 
reflection of the government’s independent obligation to support development across the 
country. They may form part of a more comprehensive reparations package, however, 
provided that they are accompanied by open acknowledgement of the government’s role in 
the wrong they are meant to redress.  

                                                
51 Framework on Durable Solutions supra note 33 at 14: “There is no hierarchy among different 
types of durable solutions. A peace agreement may contain a policy of preference for one 
durable solution, but even in these cases the principle of freedom of movement remains 
valid and individual choices must be respected and supported. National and local 
authorities and humanitarian and development actors should base their durable solution 
programming on the actual preferences of IDPs and work towards providing them with a 
meaningful and realistic choice of durable solutions.” 

52 Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of 
Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International 
Humanitarian Law Resolution 147, Adopted by the UN General Assembly March 21,  

 2006, par. 19 
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10.0 Reconciliation 

Reconciliation, often put forth as the ultimate goal of transitional justice, is also perhaps the 
most conceptually ambiguous. It has been used variously to denote a political compromise 
whereby former enemies are able to live side by side without killing one another, a 
psychological reckoning with oneself and others, and forgiveness in a more spiritual sense. 
Further distinctions have been drawn between interpersonal reconciliation, involving 
individuals developing the capacity to emotionally and cognitively empathize with a former 
adversary,53 and national reconciliation, which is broader in scope and may involve the 
creation of representative institutions, endorsement of democratic processes, commitment to 
the rule of law and fostering a culture of respect for human rights.54 Some writers point out 
that these different types of reconciliation may well require different processes in order to 
occur, and may be required (or possible to achieve) at different stages of recovery from 
conflict.55 The desire for reconciliation in a given community must thus be considered in its 
specific cultural, historical, and political context.

Several factors are likely to color perceptions of reconciliation among the IDPs in Kampala.  
Foremost among these is the fact that the conflict has not yet been resolved. Thus, the desire 
for peace may outweigh other considerations and render respondents more likely to declare 
their support for reconciliation than would otherwise be the case. Yet as we will see, even at 
this early stage support for individual reconciliation is made conditional upon perpetrators’ 
willingness to take responsibility for their actions, while at the national level it appears to rely 
on the governments’ willingness to apologise for its role in the conflict and provide 
reparations to its victims.  

A second factor likely affecting attitudes towards reconciliation is the psychological 
proximity of victims and perpetrators, who are often members of the same families, and the 
fact that many of the perpetrators are also acknowledged to be victims. Finally, the situation 
is complicated on a national scale by the fact that while the Acholi ethnic group of which 
most respondents are members sees itself as the primary victims, they are often perceived by 
others as the perpetrators, since the predominantly Acholi LRA also attacked neighboring 
ethnic groups in the course of conflict.

As previously discussed, most respondents’ priority was to be able to return home. 
Consequently, they placed an emphasis on forms of reconciliation likely to bring the conflict 
to an end in the immediate future. Most of those we spoke to, despite their marked insistence 
that Joseph Kony bears moral and legal responsibility for the conflict, also believed that a 
military solution was unlikely to bear fruit and voiced their support for a peace agreement 
between Kony and GoU. This desire was often expressed in the language of forgiveness and 
reconciliation, with respondents indicating that Joseph Kony and Museveni should “forgive 
each other”.

                                                
53 Halpern, J. and Weinstein, H.M., "Rehumanizing the Other: Empathy and Reconciliation", 
Human Rights Quarterly 26, 2004, 561-583 
54 ibid.  
55 Chapman, A.R., “Approaches to Studying Reconciliation” in Van der Merwe, H. et al. 
editors, Assessing the Impact of Transitional Justice: Challenges for Empirical Research, pg. 
145 
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The second type of reconciliation that was often emphasized was of the former combatants 
with their communities. In general, respondents indicated they would be willing to permit 
individual ex-combatants to return, provided they could be made ‘safe’ to be around. This 
was often couched in the language of Christian forgiveness, and was seen as a necessary step 
in the recovery of victims: 

It is about the relationship to them, to us, when you count yourself as Christian, what is 
involved is forgiveness. You need God to forgive you in order to be reconciled to him. 
You also need to forgive people in order to be reconciled with them. Forgiveness is a 
must for your own freedom.

37 year old Muteso woman, wife of pastor in a Pentecostal church, Acholi Quarters

However, many respondents also explicitly stated that forgiveness must involve both 
perpetrator and victim: 

LRA of course has done many terrible things, but are they ready to accept what they did 
was wrong so forgiveness is there? But if they still insist what they did was right, there 
needs to be external accountability. If they ask to be forgiven, accept responsibility, 
they should be forgiven. Pardon is given to someone who asked for it, not somebody 
who does not.

Same respondent as above.

This approach may be informed partly by cultural practices which emphasize individual 
accountability through admission of guilt, apology, and compensation.56 Although, as will be 
discussed later in this section, the specific practices associated with traditional reconciliation 
are not well known among respondents, the emphasis on personal reconciliation being 
dependent on the perpetrator accepting guilt and apologizing suggests that the principles 
underlying such practices are well understood and remain influential.  

The willingness to reconcile with ex-combatants appears related to their acknowledged status 
as partial victims. Faced with acts of unspeakable evil committed by fellow human beings, 
one possible coping mechanism is to demonize the perpetrators so as to maintain one’s faith 
in humanity as a whole. The perpetrators lose their status as individuals and become instead 
an undifferentiated “other”. We would suggest that the psychological proximity of the 
victims to perpetrators in the LRA conflict, combined with broad vulnerability to abduction, 
may have prevented the perpetrators from being fully dehumanized in the eyes of their 
communities despite the horrific nature of their acts. This hypothesis is supported by the 
many responses indicating a high level of empathy with the ex-combatants who are often 
perceived as having been recruited against their will and subsequently brutalized. In 
communities where most people could easily have found themselves in the perpetrators’ 
shoes, the question victims may be asking themselves is not “how could they do it?”, but 
rather “what would I have done?”  

                                                
56 Komakech, supra note 50. 
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A willingness on the part of the communities to accept ex-combatants back should not be 
taken to indicate that such a process is likely to be easy: only that respondents recognize it as 
a necessary starting point if lasting peace is to be achieved. In the words of one respondent: 

You see, one bad aspect of the killing is these people were made to kill their own. To 
confess to your own people you have killed them, it will be difficult for them to forgive 
you. But one aspect of it is that…we are talking about reconciliation. It will not be total 
for a while, it will be partial, in that unless current generation who saw precisely what 
took place are gone and we are left with people who did not see, then there can be total 
peace. It will take long time before the area can settle properly. That is my opinion.

63 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo 

The above statement illustrates an implicit understanding of reconciliation as a multi-layered 
process – effectively, the respondent is saying that he is prepared to reconcile politically with 
ex-combatants to the extent of allowing them back into the community, but that true 
forgiveness may take a generation to materialize. To the extent that perpetrators are
dehumanized by the communities, this is done quite literally by describing them as possessed 
by spirits. Ex-combatants who committed atrocities in the bush are believed to return 
possessed by amorawang, by something explicitly non-human, but can be made human again 
through the application of specific processes aimed at rendering them acceptable to their 
community – processes that, once again, involve recounting what happened and apologizing.  
This process embodies a third type of reconciliation often referred to by respondents, namely 
that between the human and the spirit world. Multiple respondents expressed the feeling that 
the spirits of those wrongfully killed were restless and were interfering with people’s ability 
to go home: 

We contributed into making these spirits. If you kill an innocent person, the spirit will 
not be innocent. Since we contributed to these spirits we have to fulfill their demands. 
Otherwise these spirits will finish us all and the future generations. The sprits are 
becoming worse and worse, so I don’t know what to do with them.

60 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo 

The remedy, according to many, was either Christian prayer or traditional ceremonies, the 
goal of which is to convince the spirit that he or she is remembered, apologise for their 
untimely death, and ultimately convince them to leave. This is noteworthy, because most 
transitional justice literature focuses on reconciliation between humans, or between humans 
and a state, or, sometimes, between humans and God – in the eyes of our respondents, 
however, in order to be successful reconciliation must explicitly incorporate the spirits of the 
dead, which partly accounts for their insistence on reparation measures that include aspects of 
memorialization and commemoration. 

Any discussion of reconciliation in the context of the conflict in northern Uganda would be 
incomplete without mention of Mato Oput. Since the late 1990s, this mechanism involving  a 
a perpetrator confessing his deeds in front of the community, apologising, and offering 
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compensation,57 has become widely known as an Acholi mechanism for reconciling 
opponents after a dispute. It has thus been put forward by many of the proponents of local 
solutions to Uganda’s ongoing conflict as a mechanism that could be utilised or modified to 
effect reconciliation. While there remain some questions about the extent to which a 
mechanism originally designed to reconcile Acholi individuals in cases of ordinary crimes 
could be sufficiently modified to successfully effect reconciliation in scenarios involving 
multiple ethnic groups, as well as multiple and sometimes unknown perpetrators and victims, 
work to date indicates that the principles underlying the traditional justice processes 
(including Mato Oput) of at least three neighboring groups, the Acholi, Langi and Iteso, are 
similar enough and enjoy sufficient grass-roots support to make utilizing traditional justice 
practices in the context of a broader transitional justice process a feasible proposition. It is 
likely that such practices would have to be adjusted in order to ensure procedural fairness for 
participants and may operate in tandem with more formal legal processes.58

This study sought to canvas respondents’ opinions regarding the possibility of utilizing Mato
Oput as a means of reconciling individual fighters to their communities, the Acholi with other 
groups, and the government and the LRA. While previous studies conducted among Acholi in 
the north have shown a consistently high level of support for Mato Oput,59 a much lower 
general level of awareness was found among the IDPs living in Kampala. Many of the 
younger respondents stated that though they had heard of the term, they did not know what 
the process entailed, while the older generation bemoaned the loss of cultural knowledge that 
included the philosophy and processes behind Mato Oput. Often they explicitly linked such 
loss, like so many others, to their experience of exile, which interfered with the passing down 
of knowledge to the younger generation: 

In the villages now, it is hard to get a man of 80 years old who can closely supervise 
cultural practices. You see, we believe so much in elders, their generation is going out 
now. Me at 63 I am an elder, and yet even I am kept away from home. I have not been 
home for 20 years. You see there was a gap created, I can’t preside well over cultural 
things, like Mato Oput, some of them I cannot even explain it. Our culture is broken 
down completely. 

63 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo

Those respondents who were familiar with Mato Oput stressed that it would work as a means 
of reconciliation only if all involved participated in good faith and took responsibility for 
their actions. There was also considerable skepticism regarding the use of Mato Oput to 
reconcile the Acholis with different ethnicities or the LRA and the GoU. This was in part 
because Mato Oput was seen as a culturally specific mechanism, and partly because 
respondents described it as a process centred around individual accountability. Respondents 
therefore doubted whether such accountability could be exacted from a government 
bureaucracy or from the Acholi tribe as a whole. Furthermore, it was sometimes pointed out 
that Acholi as a whole did not go to war against other tribes. Rather, other tribes are 
perceived as collateral damage in the struggle between the LRA and the GoU.  

                                                
57 Harlacher T. et al. Traditional Ways of Coping In Acholi: Cultural provisions for reconciliation 
and healing from war, Caritas, 2006 
58 Komakech, supra note 50. 
59 Ibid. 
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Doubts about Mato Oput as a means of effecting national or inter-ethnic reconciliation do not 
mean that there was no interest at all in such broader forms of reconciliation. A number of 
respondents referred to the atrocities committed by Acholis in the Luwero triangle, as well as 
those later perpetrated by the LRA, as contributing factors in the prejudice of other tribes 
against them: 

Even amongst us here people hate us, they don’t stay well with us. We are 
discriminated against in all ways. Even in the job market. Each tribe sits in their own 
groups, we the northerners in our own group though we accept others to join our 
group. The Bagandas tell us that what we did to them in the past was very bad during 
Obote’s time. For us when we are not provoked we are fine and become reactive when 
provoked.

23 year old Langi, married to an Acholi, Naguru 

Remarks such as the one above reflect respondents’ belief that unresolved past conflict has 
contributed to present day violence, which is consistent with the assumption underlying most 
TJ literature that the past must be dealt with in order to prevent its future repetition. 
Discrimination against northerners in Kampala was a standard complaint throughout the 
communities, but a number of respondents also expressed gratitude that despite this prejudice 
they were allowed to remain in Baganda land, and recounted individual stories of support 
from the surrounding communities. Even those who were generally bitter at the treatment 
they have been subjected to nevertheless stated that they would be willing to host Bagandas 
in the north were the situation to be reversed one day, sometimes explicitly stating that they 
would do so for the sake of a national peace. 

Thus, although the emphasis of most respondents was on forms of reconciliation that were 
more immediately connected to ending the conflict and permitting them to return home, some 
did speak of the necessity of reconciling with the government and other ethnicities if long 
term peace were to prevail. They suggested that this could be effected through more 
generalized apologies, and through the government showing its sincerity towards the Acholi 
people by providing reparations to the war-affected communities and addressing the root 
causes of conflict by ending their marginalization. This is consistent with the state-level 
reconciliation described in Transitional Justice literature, which frequently emphasizes 
structural change and institutional reform.    

The relative lack of awareness regarding Mato Oput in these particular communities should 
not be seen as indicative of its lack of applicability. It must be remembered that the north has 
for the past several years been the target of an awareness raising campaign regarding the 
potential for traditional justice practices in addressing abuses that took place in the course of 
the conflict. Such efforts have to some extent revitalized an understanding of traditional 
justice among the community and focused the debate more explicitly on processes such as 
Mato Oput and their potential in a post-conflict setting. Many of our respondents would have 
arrived in Kampala prior to this revival and thus may not be fully aware of such 
developments.  

In short, reconciliation is viewed as crucial to the spiritual well-being of survivors, and some 
forms of reconciliation are also necessary in order to bring the ex-combatants back into the 
community. The IDP communities living in Kampala generally express openness to the idea 
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of reconciliation, but stress that it must involve not only the human, but also the spiritual 
realm. Thus, according to respondents, aspects of reparations such as commemoration and 
memorialization facilitate reconciliation not only because they cater to the psychological 
needs of survivors but also because they meet the demands of the dead directly and thus make 
the land safe for habitation.

At present, the forms of reconciliation favored are those most likely to bring about a quick 
end to the conflict and allow individuals to return home. Some writers have pointed out that 
reconciliation may be hardest to effect soon after the conflict ends, since memories of 
violence are still fresh at that point.60 Here, however, we are dealing with a situation in 
which, rather than being the final outcome of a TJ process, reconciliation is viewed by 
respondents as a necessary component of ending the conflict and enabling other TJ processes 
to take place. Respondents also acknowledge that in order for peace to prevail long term, in 
the future ways will need to be found for the war-affected communities to reconcile with the 
state and with their neighbors. All these findings have implications for the sequencing of 
potential TJ interventions.

11.0 Is a Transitional Justice Process Relevant to these Communities?  

I am not young and not old and this experience I had is even more than enough to me. I don’t 
want to have the same experience in the future. If it will be there in the future then it will be 
worse than this experience because people are very angry and are informed about who did 
what. People talked about the killing in Rwanda; ours in Uganda will be worse if it is not 
prevented.

35 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo 

A number of studies have recently questioned the efficacy and underlying assumptions of 
various aspects of transitional justice. They point to the lack of empirical evidence that 
specific transitional justice processes do indeed result in lasting peace and the lack of 
conceptual clarity with regards to terms such as reconciliation or accountability.61 In light of 
these criticisms, combined with the Urban IDP community’s skepticism regarding the 
efficacy of certain TJ mechanisms such as public truth-telling and the Ugandan government’s 
good faith, it may be tempting to ask whether transitional justice offers meaningful solutions 
to these communities at this point in time.  

The answer to this question is twofold. On a practical level, the Ugandan JLOS sector is 
forging ahead with a Transitional Justice process likely to include formal prosecutions and 
some kind of community-based reconciliation. Given that the process is underway, it is 
important to ensure that the views and needs of the previously invisible urban IDP 
communities are represented and that they are not left out of the peace building process yet 
again.  The other answer is that while respondents’ needs may not correspond perfectly to 
what is currently recognized as constituting formal TJ, the need for some kind of intervention 
aimed at dealing with the past is broadly recognized in the communities.  

                                                
60 Chapman, A.R. supra note 55.  
61 Chapman, supra note 55.  
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This belief finds expression partly in the overwhelming anxiety of elders regarding the future 
of their children who continue to suffer the effects of the war in the form of missing relatives, 
missed educational opportunities, and through being surrounded by stressed and traumatized 
adults.  Respondents frequently complain about the social and moral breakdown of their 
community, attributing it to the conflict and the accompanying experience of displacement.  

This breakdown, according to those we interviewed, manifests as high rates of alcoholism, 
prostitution/infidelity, domestic violence and theft. In turn, many of these symptoms are a 
direct or indirect consequence of a breakdown in family structures and in relations between 
men and women. Dolan writes that in conditions of conflict, and in the context of the conflict 
in northern Uganda in particular, definitions of manhood become increasingly narrow and 
militarized as opportunities for non-violent expressions of masculinity diminish.62 This 
observation finds confirmation in our study, with many younger respondents expressing the 
desire to join the armed forces in the future, prompting fears among their elders of the 
continued cycles of violence and revenge that militarization is likely to promote.  

Children, normally viewed as the hope and future of a community, are instead regarded with 
apprehension by many respondents, and seen both as the potential carriers of conflict and as 
the most prone to cultural loss through assimilation into Kampala life. The loss of culture is 
described by many older respondents as a spiritual malaise that, if not addressed, will prevent 
the community from making a successful recovery. It should be noted that traditional culture 
is not only considered valuable for its own sake, but because it is perceived as a necessary 
means to some forms of spiritual healing. Without appropriate understanding of traditional 
ceremonies, for example, it is not possible to lay the spirits of the dead to rest, and failure to 
do so is likely to result in future generations being haunted with madness and other forms of 
illness: 

If it’s not done, it will bring problems in the country. It will bring diseases to children 
that can’t be explained, and many other mysterious happenings. There will be curses in 
people’s dreams (...) They need to be prayed for, and funeral rites is one of these events 
when they will realize people are praying for them and want them also to be in peace.  

47 year old Acholi woman, Naguru 

What is more, not only the people but the land itself will remain polluted and uninhabitable 
unless interventions are made: 

There are many elderly destitute people in the camps who do not have where to go, 
have nobody to support them, they are suffering immensely, no one is willing to support 
them. Their cries can also bring problems to the land. When these people die, they die 
with bitterness and will become cen that will disturb people and it will be difficult to get 
rid of them. Many of them have lost their children to Kony, so their cry keeps on falling 
in the ground which is very bad traditionally. 

24 year old Acholi woman, Naguru

                                                
62 Dolan, supra note 30. 
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Respondents’ preoccupation with the spiritual wellbeing of future generations goes beyond a 
practical concern for the future of children whose families have been decimated by war and 
whose current lack of access to education may well result in a lack of employment 
opportunities once they are grown; it also demonstrates a concern with what Western 
psychology terms transgenerational trauma. The latter term refers to the phenomenon 
whereby one generation’s unresolved traumatic experiences are passed down to their children 
and grandchildren as generalized patterns of responding to and perceiving the world. Some 
research indicates that such children are more prone to anxiety, depression and other 
psychological difficulties as a result of having internalized their caregivers’ view of the world 
as an inherently dangerous and unpredictable place. Preventing such an outcome would 
require interventions aimed at addressing both the children’s and their families’ experiences 
of war, as well as others to cater for the communities’ material needs.    

12.0 Generalized Social Breakdown: Trouble in the Communities 

The son of this woman in Gulu, Kony has finished the Acholis and these problems will 
never go away soon because it has greatly affected people differently at all levels. 
People no longer trust one another; people are very hostile and emotional to one 
another. Bitterness, hatred amongst people. We no longer help one another. Women 
are not seen by men as human beings but as something they can use to satisfy their 
needs. When they need sex even when we are here they just call you with force and we 
leave our work and go for it if we do not want fighting. If they are hungry and do not 
have money they come and demand for food, when they are annoyed by their colleagues 
in their drinking places they come and quarrel to us and if we answer them they beat us 
seriously. Interview with three Acholi women in the stone quarry, Acholi Quarters

One of the most striking features of the northern conflict was the extent to which social ties 
and cultural taboos were broken both through the actions of the LRA and through forcible 
displacement. The LRA combatants were largely recruited from the same ethnicity against 
which they fought, and were often forced to commit atrocities against their relatives or 
neighbors in the process. Mistrust of the central government, already prominent among 
Acholis prior to the war, was heightened by atrocities committed against civilians by the 
UPDF, as well as by the government’s policy of forcible encampment. Once in the camp, the 
combined pressures of overcrowding, poverty, and continued insecurity contributed to social 
breakdown.

While not encamped like their rural counterparts, the IDP population in Kampala was subject 
to many of the same traumas as other IDPs and continues to suffer from overcrowding, 
marginalization, and unresolved psycho-social difficulties. What is more, their continuing 
uncertainty about the future and about whether they will be able to return north creates 
conditions of perpetual limbo which makes moving on with life difficult. 

Dolan has coined the term “social torture” to describe a situation in which an entire 
community is systematically terrorized and kept in a state of uncertainty for long periods of 
time, arguing that such circumstances produce similar symptoms in communities to those 
found in individual torture survivors. One of the main effects of torture (and of trauma 
generally) is a breakdown in interpersonal trust.   Among our respondents, evidence of this 
can be found in some of the reasons offered for their hesitation to share personal problems 
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with others as well as in the generally hostile and mistrustful ways in which different age and 
gender groups describe one another. 

To the extent that individuals do still turn to one another for support, such sharing is usually 
done among close friends or family members. Women report that they sometimes relate their 
problems in the context of other group activities such as bead making, which brings together 
several women for long periods of time. One respondent identified quarry work (which also 
takes place in groups) as a form of grieving. Men appear to have fewer opportunities for 
seeking social support then women, due to gender norms that view expressing emotions as 
unmanly. In the words of one respondent: “Men are stronger than women, for them they just 
narrate and laugh about it when they are drinking alcohol.” 

In general, respondents agree that men do not speak of the past or of their current problems 
unless they are drinking, which probably contributes to the high rates of alcoholism in the 
communities. The link between alcoholism and past trauma is not well understood by many 
respondents, however. While some do make the explicit link between conflict-related events 
and alcohol abuse, many others see it as a sign of personal weakness and an inability to cope 
with everyday stresses. High rates of alcoholism are perceived by the communities as 
contributing to high rates of domestic strife and increased infidelity, which in turn is linked to 
HIV transmission. Men’s traditional gender roles are further undermined by their inability to 
protect or provide for their families, and IDP men are offered few alternative models of 
masculinity. This too is perceived as resulting in increased rates of domestic strife: 

It’s a result of heavy drinking on one side, by poverty also. You as a man may not have 
enough money to support your family. If a woman gets some money, she may despise 
you, he will become violent [because he thinks] ‘I am the head, how can you despise 
me?’. Since men have no good employment, their work is little, but the women are 
being assisted by NGOs by having beads, getting loans.  

48 year old Acholi man, Acholi Quarters 

This inability to meet the social expectations of themselves as protectors and providers 
appears to place men in an extremely difficult position psychologically. There are no support 
groups for men, and aside from prayer, it seems a man has few socially acceptable options for 
dealing with the past or with current pressures. Those we interviewed in bars often cited the 
camaraderie they feel with their drinking buddies as a main reason for coming back, and also 
indicated that it is acceptable for a man to cry or talk about the past while he’s drunk. At the 
same time, however, the social context under which such sharing takes place is itself 
stigmatized and leads to new difficulties. The sense of victimization and loss of control which 
lies at the heart of traumatic experience is thus reinforced. The dissonance between men’s 
lived experience of themselves as psychologically and economically vulnerable and cultural 
expectations that deny such experience results in feelings of shame and emasculation:  

Sometimes I don’t feel I am a man because I can’t do any good thing for my family. 
When I begin to think about Kony I feel like calling myself another tribe other than 
Acholi but the blood of my tribe cannot run away from me.

37 year old Acholi man, Namuwongo 
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It does not seem surprising that some men would choose alcohol as at least a partial solution 
under such circumstances, or that many (in particular the younger respondents) express the 
desire to join either the rebels or the UPDF as a means of regaining their lost sense of 
integrity as men.  

While men are often described by respondent women as irresponsible, lazy drunkards who 
waste whatever meager resources the women earn, men in turn see women as unreliable, 
likely to prostitute themselves for money, and thus a potential source of HIV infection. The 
threat of HIV continues to haunt the communities, and again illustrates the ways in which 
trusting relations between men and women have broken down. According to many women 
respondents, men are the primary culprits in transmission, because they engage in extra-
marital affairs and refuse to get tested: 

Men usually are the ones who bring the sickness to us (…) They go out, sometimes they 
get three women, some not married, they are irresponsible, will go out with other men. 
The man can infect her. Sometimes you go to village, she’ll be staying six months, she 
will not stay alone. We get sickness from men. Most men die before us women, because 
we test, we take pills, but men don’t want to go.

34 year old Acholi woman, volunteer social worker with Reach Out, Acholi Quarters 

The men, in contrast, see women as a potential source of disease because they have been 
exposed to rape during the conflict, and because they are suspected of prostituting themselves 
due to current poverty: 

This place we have many people suffering of HIV, due to situation, and these young 
ladies, 13, 14, sometimes a man gives her 5,000 shillings (app. US$ 2.50) for survival, 
she can get pregnant or infected.

32 year old Acholi man, police officer, Acholi Quarters 

In this context marriage, while cited as a potential source of emotional support, is also a 
source of additional anxiety. Both men and women sometimes see remarriage as a way of 
moving on in life after horrific losses incurred during the war, but instead may find 
themselves in unstable relationships with partners who themselves have been traumatized. 

Both the economic and psychological stressors impact on the younger generation. Numerous 
respondents bemoaned the lack of educational opportunities for their children in Kampala, 
attributing this to a lack of school fees. Interviews with social workers and teachers, however, 
indicate that this explanation alone is insufficient. Even among those children for whom 
school fees are provided by external sponsors, the drop-out rate remains high. One reason 
offered for this is poverty – although school fees may be catered  for, children opt to spend 
time out of school collecting scrap metal that they can sell to buy food. Furthermore, there is 
widespread agreement that the IDP children are teased at school, being called ‘Kony’, which 
often results in fights. Another likely contributing factor is the extent to which the children’s 
home environment and their own past traumatic experiences contribute to the children’s 
scholastic difficulties.  
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13.0 What will Happen to the Children? 

I see children of my late relatives killed by olum (the rebels) I think it symbolizes the 
presence and continuity of the deceased and this makes me toil to make them happy. 
Some times they ask me about their parents and I feel I should tell them and on the 
other side I feel not to tell them but I know some of them know it because they heard in 
conversations. The last born of my late brother one time asked me that what is Kony? Is 
he an ogre, a lion or oting kwak (child sacrificer), and I told him that Kony is a human 
being who is very bad because he kills good people; he cried that day and made me not 
to go for my business because he was crying non stop, he refused to tell me why he was 
crying up to now. 45 year old Acholi woman, Namuwongo 

The decision on the part of adults to talk or not talk to their children about the conflict is 
hardly an enviable one. Aside from a general reluctance to recount conflict-related events, 
some respondents fear that speaking of the past will poison the minds of the children and 
inspire fears of revenge in them, forming an obstacle to reconciliation. On the other hand, 
attempting to keep the past hidden may not be realistic in circumstances where children hear 
war stories from other members of their community, are taunted at school for being Acholi, 
and ask directly about missing relatives. Indeed, interviews conducted with child respondents 
indicate that even those children born in Kampala are aware of the war. Some adults therefore 
deliberately choose to speak to children in their care about what happened in the hopes of 
contextualizing the message so as to limit its potential negative effects, or simply because 
they believe war may come again and the children will need to know how to survive. 
However, adult fears of fueling feelings of revenge in the children are not without substance. 
A significant number of the children and youth interviewed stated that they fantasize about 
joining the UPDF in order to protect themselves in the future and take revenge for the harm 
suffered by their families, while a few said that joining either the LRA or the UPDF was 
preferable to being a victim in the future.  

14.0 Community Militarization: The Future is a Loaded-gun 

Everyone in northern Uganda is militaristic, be it a child, a man or a woman, so the 
government should come up with programs that can demilitarize the minds of the 
people who suffered from the war. People are very emotional and if you annoy us we 
would want to fight you. With me there is no way I can keep quiet when you annoy me, 
you better kill me. Focus group with men in a marua joint, Acholi Quarters 

Because our people died, even me myself I think if I was 18 years, I would want to join 
the UPDF, then I should help my country. My mom told me to stop that thinking, she 
doesn’t want to hear it again, everyone needs their life, don’t talk to her like that (this 
was confirmed by the mother in a separate interview).16 year old Acholi girl, 
Namuwongo 

In circumstances of limited educational and employment opportunities, joining the armed 
forces or the rebellion may not only offer the opportunity for revenge, but also the lure of 
empowerment and some kind of social standing. Furthermore, strong historical precedents 
exist of the Acholis serving in the colonial police and armed forces, and joining the UPDF 
may offer the only opportunity for IDP boys in particular to live out the gender role of 
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provider and protector. It should be noted that aside from breaking rocks in the quarry, armed 
guard work appears to be the only somewhat stable occupation available to Acholi IDP men 
in Kampala. Many who perform such a function are themselves ex-combatants. This fact is 
not lost on the surrounding communities: 

A large proportion of people were soldiers under past regimes, so that is the kinds of 
people we have here. Most of them have even joined security groups because they grew 
up as soldiers. They have gone back to security work.63

44 year old Alur man, married to a Muganda, Naguru 

If there is reason to fear that IDP youth growing up in Kampala may be prone to 
militarization, this is also true of ex-combatants (some of whom are also youth), particularly 
those who feel ostracized by the community and frustrated by the lack of economic 
opportunities:

I dream that I was ordered to kill and we burnt many houses. Last night but one I 
dream that Kony wanted me back in the bush otherwise he will send his people to come 
to Kampala and kill me. I was terrified and thought of joining the army. 

Sometimes I could think of going back to the bush and fight both the rebels and the 
government because they are all responsible for my poor life. (cries) 

28 year old Acholi man, former LRA combatant, Namuwongo.

and:

Even my family members don’t like me now. I might decide to go back to the bush or 
just get a gun and shoot at every body and kill myself afterwards.

26 year old Acholi man, former LRA combatant, Namuwongo

At the core of militarization lies the belief that the only way to be a man is through the gun. 
Such a belief would have been fostered in many IDP men by the twenty-year long conflict 
during which they were unable to protect their families, and by their current economic 
circumstances which do not allow men alternative ways to earn a living. A militarized 
outlook on life has profound consequences for interpersonal relationships in the communities. 
In the words of one woman: 

Sometimes they (husbands) behave like soldiers, they command us a lot and we have to 
accept their command if we do not want separation or fighting because if we separate 
our children will suffer severely.  

                                                
63 This finding is also somewhat problematic from a community safety perspective, given that 
many of the ex-combatants who work as armed guards also report having serious problems 
controlling their anger, and in some cases display classic symptoms of PTSD – one individual 
we spoke to had been fired from his job as a security guard the month before because he 
blacked out and began to fire his gun in the air believing himself to be under attack. 
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Interview with three Acholi women in the stone quarry, Acholi Quarters 

Respondents consistently report high rates of domestic violence. Such findings are in line 
with other transitional justice research which argues that men who feel disempowered and 
humiliated by political oppression and war sometimes seek to reassert their masculinity 
through violent control of their families or of other men.64 The high reported prevalence of 
interpersonal violence in the urban IDP community and its link to militarization again points 
to the need for some intervention able to address the long-term effects of the conflict.

The IDP communities in Kampala know that unless remedies to the above problems are 
sought, their future is in jeopardy. Much hope is placed on the healing potential of return 
itself, but even within their current predicament, individuals seek ways to better their 
circumstances and to heal. Most attempt to make a living through engaging in casual labour, 
security work, digging stones in the quarry or bead-making. Most also stress the importance 
of providing an education for their children, even if they themselves cannot do so.  Not 
always able to find support in their fellow human beings, respondents report turning to 
religion for help:

From here people are getting saved every day not that because they are seeking God 
but because they are suffering too much and are failing to get out of the suffering they 
are undergoing. 

57 year old Acholi woman, Acholi Quarters 

Indeed, religion and work are the two most commonly cited coping mechanisms among both 
men and women. Such individual coping mechanisms are limited, however, by the 
discrimination and marginalization faced by northerners in Kampala and by a religious 
framework which in many cases focuses on the afterlife and divine, rather than human, 
justice. A number of Pentecostal ministers, for instance, have reported that they do not 
encourage individuals to revisit their past but rather to make a new start: 

We advise them to not to keep raising the point, not to talk about past things. The more 
you speak about them, you are pecking at a wound. So forgive and let go, let God take 
over. He who is now in Christ is a new creation. All old things are gone, you start new 
life, live like a new person with a new perspective on life.

44 year old Alur man, Pentecostal pastor

This emphasis on beginning with a new slate when one is “born again” may make Pentecostal 
churches particularly appealing to ex-combatants troubled by their experiences. Indeed, many 
of the ex-combatant respondents we interviewed indicated that they either were, or were 
considering becoming, ‘saved’. Reports on the efficacy of this kind of healing differed; while 
some stressed its curative powers, for instance pointing out that becoming saved helped them 
stop drinking, others complained that despite their prayers, the past continues to haunt them. 
In general, it seems likely that individual efforts at healing, including religious ones, while 
commendable, are in themselves insufficient to transform badly war-affected communities in 

                                                
64 Hamber, B., “Masculinity and Transitional Justice: An Exploratory Essay,” The International 
Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol 1, 2007, 375-390 
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the absence of broader changes aimed at alleviating some of the systemic effects of the 
conflict including continuing displacement, lack of access to employment or education, 
historic discrimination, and a pervasive sense of political alienation and injustice among the 
urban IDPs. What is needed to adequately address and prevent the recurrence of conflict is an 
intervention capable of bridging the gap between individual experiences of violence and 
injustice and the systemic causes and effects of such violence.  

15.0 Conclusion

Defined in a broad sense as processes aimed at bringing about lasting peace and social 
transformation through a reckoning with the past, transitional justice offers hope of 
encompassing the material, spiritual, and psychological elements described by our 
respondents as crucial to long-term community healing. In order to do so, however, the 
process must remain flexible and emphasize new interpretations of and connections between 
established transitional justice principles including truth-telling, reparations, and 
accountability. It must remain sensitive to the possibility that the transitional justice needs of 
urban IDP communities both include and transcend current definitions, for instance extending 
the definition of reconciliation and reparations to include the spirits of the dead, or requiring a 
staggered truth-telling process in which accounts are offered to a very limited audience at 
first, but may become more public as institutional reform progresses.  

While much international debate has focused on the sequencing of specific formal TJ 
processes (for instance, should a truth-telling body proceed simultaneously with war crimes 
prosecution?), our findings indicate that in order to meet the communities’ needs, the 
processes themselves may need to be re-conceptualized, with different components of each 
process becoming appropriate at different times depending on the political context and the 
psycho-social circumstances of the affected communities.  

For instance, truth-telling exercises may need to be broken down into private truth-telling 
necessary for the reintegration of ex-combatants, and public truth-telling, which may not take 
place until years later, when victims feel safe enough to come forward. Similarly, for 
displaced communities, the ability to return, which until now has not been widely considered 
in transitional justice literature, may constitute a crucial reparation in and of itself, but may 
also be thought of as a means of building the necessary stability to later enable individuals to 
come forward with individual claims for compensation.  

The same holds true for reconciliation, a minimum level of which is a necessary pre-requisite 
for the return of ex-combatants, but which at a national level may take years of institutional 
reform to achieve. Thus, processes such as truth-telling, reparations, accountability, 
institutional reform and reconciliation may all need to take place simultaneously, but assume 
different forms and levels of formality depending on the context, including the stage of 
recovery from conflict, political circumstances, and cultural specificities.  

Finally, as Okello recently pointed out, the field of transitional justice is still young and many 
of its definitions have not been adequately conceptualized.65 Respondents’ emphasis on 
cleansing individuals and the land itself of spirits and the call for reconciliation with the dead, 
for instance, points to a need to incorporate spiritual considerations into decisions about 

                                                
65 Okello, supra note 2.  
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sequencing, reparations, and accountability in Uganda. This is consistent with Okello’s view 
that violence in communities may lead to harms that need to be addressed, but that are not 
adequately captured by the language of rights most commonly used by TJ practitioners. 
Similarly, while international TJ commentators overwhelmingly stress mechanisms aimed at 
promoting individual accountability through formal means including prosecutions,66 our 
respondents viewed effective reparations as the most urgent official intervention. The breach 
of civil and political rights perpetrated through forced migration can in this case be partially 
remedied through socio-economic interventions aimed at facilitating return. Individual 
accountability remains important, but, except for the top leadership, is conceived of as a 
family and community matter to be settled through traditional means.   This again may point 
to the need to re-evaluate TJ sequencing, at least in cases where communities continue to 
suffer from the economic after-effects of war and are unlikely to willingly engage in formal 
TJ processes unless they first achieve sufficient material and psychological stability to do so. 

16.0 Recommendations 

Three concepts are central to any successful transitional justice intervention with the IDP 
communities living in urban areas such as Kampala. These concepts are community 
ownership of the process, sequencing, and flexibility. While most case studies on specific TJ 
interventions take the form of retrospectives, Uganda presents an opportunity for lawmakers 
and other actors to design a contextualized process truly suited to the needs of the country 
and of the war-affected communities in particular. The findings discussed in this paper 
suggest something of a three stage transitional justice process, with elements of formal TJ 
processes such as truth-telling and reparations featuring differently in each stage. Many of the 
recommendations are likely also applicable to the broader IDP population, but efforts were 
made to focus specifically on the unique needs of urban IDPs whenever appropriate.

Stage 1: Work with individual trauma survivors has demonstrated that control over recovery 
is key in healing. Loss of control is central to definitions of trauma, which stress that 
traumatic experience is overwhelming precisely because it strips away any semblance of 
control from its victims and leaves them feeling utterly vulnerable in a dangerous world. Any 
intervention must therefore respect and reinforce victims’ ability to make decisions about 
their own lives and destiny.

The IDP population in Kampala has in the course of conflict experienced massive 
disempowerment that included forced displacement and the inability to protect themselves or 
their loved ones from suffering and death. This disempowerment continues to the present day 
in the form of marginalization and lack of economic opportunity. A transitional justice 
process aimed at restoring integrity to these communities must demonstrate attentiveness to 
the community’s stated needs and include its representatives in any deliberations regarding 
interventions.  This is consistent with numerous policy documents, including the National 
Policy for IDPs, the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and the Framework on 
Durable Solutions, all of which stress the right of all IDPs to participate in decisions affecting 
their lives, including those leading to return.

                                                
66 Fletcher, L.E. and Weinstein, H.M. "Violence and Social Repair: rethinking the Contribution 
of Justice to Reconciliation", Human Rights Quarterly, 573-639, vol. 24, 2002, 
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The first step in designing a comprehensive TJ process sensitive to the needs of survivors 
must therefore consist of consultations and a comprehensive assessment of community needs. 
While this study offers some insight into what kinds of interventions individuals might 
favour, it is neither broad nor comprehensive enough to give an accurate portrayal of the 
communities’ size, economic profile and demographics, or the nature and scope of material 
assistance required. Such an assessment can best be done in the context of a profiling exercise 
conducted by the Office of the Prime Minister with assistance from UN bodies responsible 
for the well-being of IDPs in Uganda, namely UNHCR, OHCHR, and OCHA.  

Once the communities’ size, economic standing, and protection-related needs are understood, 
respectful dialogue can begin between relevant actors and the Urban IDP communities  
regarding the urgency of various demands and the inevitable tension between needs and 
available resources. Only then can decisions legitimately be made about how to balance their 
calls for assistance with those of encamped IDPs based on the relative economic and psycho-
social status of both populations. The assessment will also enable decision makers to better 
understand the similarities and differences between the urban IDPs and the surrounding 
communities and ensure that urban IDPs are subject to special treatment only insofar as their 
needs are displacement-related and differ from those of the host community.   

Formal recognition of the IDP communities in urban areas is also a necessary first step to 
building trust between the communities and government actors, and a message to victims that 
the state formally recognizes their past suffering. Without such trust other TJ goals and 
processes, such as formal truth-telling or national reconciliation, stand little chance of 
success.

Another urgent intervention concerns the need to rebuild community cohesion and provide 
spiritual and psychological support to those who require it. Community initiatives aimed at 
building trust and assisting one another materially, such as neighbourhood trust-funds or 
bead-making groups, should be supported, as should appropriate religious and traditional 
interventions.  

Each community as a whole and those most active in the area of counselling individuals in 
distress (ministers, elders) may also benefit from more specialized training in matters related 
to trauma, addictions, and gender. Those in most distress should have access to individual 
counselling. These measures need to be implemented immediately, with a view to creating 
structures capable of supporting individuals during the return process and throughout later 
transitional justice interventions.  

The desire on the part of IDPs to be able to return north must be respected, but also 
understood in the present context, in which urban IDPs lack options other than return and 
continue to mourn an idealized homeland.  While return itself can constitute a form of 
reparations, this holds true only if it is conducted in a manner that benefits and does not 
additionally disadvantage the urban IDP communities. Thus, return must be truly voluntary 
and sustainable, or part of a wider durable solution (e.g. in which some family members 
return home and others remain in Kampala so as to ensure that the opportunities of both areas 
are maximised) as opposed to being merely the least bad of a number of bad options.  

In the context of a voluntary return it is likely that families will separate as some members 
forge ahead to rebuild homes and ensure that the return area is secure and infrastructure is 
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adequate. Those remaining in Kampala will continue to require access to health care and 
education, and possibly other services including psychological counselling. Providing these 
essentials now will also help ensure that eventual return, for those that favour it, will prove to 
be a durable solution and that they will be able to contribute to the development of their home 
region.

To this end, providing assistance in return should not be at the expense of the provision of 
basic services in Kampala. Urban IDPs are entitled to such assistance under policy 
frameworks mentioned above, and will require it whether or not the ultimate goal is return 
north. It is only after the amelioration of current survival difficulties that individuals will be 
able to make informed choices about their future, including their desire to participate in 
return or in any other TJ process.

Furthermore, return will never be a good option for some people, and therefore cannot 
constitute reparation for them. These may include some children born in Kampala, or some of 
the elderly, or those so traumatized by events in the north that even with proper psychological 
support they would not wish to return. A comprehensive reparations program should strive to 
make local integration a viable option for such individuals by working to counter the 
discrimination and marginalization suffered by northerners in Kampala.  

For those returning north, reparations should include not only immediate needs such as 
transport, shelter and food assistance, but also the long-term sustainability of the undertaking. 
They must seek to address issues such as the present lack of infrastructure in the north, 
economic recovery, and additional assistance for those with special needs, including the 
elderly, child-headed households and ex-combatants. Such assistance has proven problematic 
in the context of the ongoing return of encamped IDPs, yet it is consistent with both the 
GoU’s obligations regarding return and their obligations vis-a-vis development. The PRDP 
may serve as one of the vehicles for delivering assistance, provided that the GoU honours its 
financial commitments and prioritises the implementation of programs aimed at recovery.   

Less tangible interventions will also be required if return is to prove a durable solution. Many 
of our respondents expressed fears that they will be unable to settle successfully unless the 
spirits currently haunting the land are dealt with. Others showed clear apprehension at the 
prospect of living alongside former combatants unless such combatants are first rehabilitated 
through traditional ceremonies, prayer and/or psychological assistance.  

Reparations should thus include proper commemoration/memorialisation of the dead and the 
development of more specific community-level mechanisms aimed at reconciling ex-
combatants to their community, at least to the extent that they are able to live side by side. 
Such mechanisms may include the promotion of small-scale truth-telling and apology at the 
family or community level.  

In line with our respondents’ belief that many of these processes can only succeed if they are 
performed by people well-versed with traditional Acholi ceremonies and beliefs, the GoU 
and other actors should encourage the exchange of cultural knowledge among the Urban 
IDPs in Kampala, including facilitating meetings between Urban IDP elders and those now in 
the north as well as workshops within the Urban IDP communities geared towards sharing 
knowledge regarding traditional mechanisms relevant to transitional justice and 
reconciliation, including Mato Oput.  While traditional mechanisms are by no means the only 
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avenue to reconciliation, our respondents’ emphasis on personal accountability, apology, and 
forgiveness indicates a continuing commitment to the underlying principles of restorative 
justice which may best be served in the context of traditional justice processes.  

Stage 2: The interventions described in stage one are intended to bring the urban IDP  
communities out of their current state of crisis and provide the stability and trust necessary 
for individuals to consider engaging meaningfully with the past on a national scale. The 
second stage can then begin to formalize such engagement through truth-telling bodies, 
formal prosecutions, and open dialogue about the root causes of conflict.

It is anticipated that as the communities move from stage one to stage two of recovery, some 
of the peer support networks established in stage one will transform and become advocacy 
groups for victims seeking reparations, support groups for individuals testifying in front of a 
formal truth-telling body, etc.  

It is crucial not to rush the formal truth-telling stage. There is reason to think that many 
individuals will refuse to come forward to testify if asked to do so before they have sufficient 
trust in the GoU to believe formal truth-telling to be meaningful, and before their own lives 
are stable enough to permit a re-opening of past wounds. Uganda’s most recent truth-telling 
exercise (the Commission of Inquiry Into Violations of Human Rights Committed Against 
Ugandans Since 1962-196867), was perceived as a public-relations exercise by the GoU and 
its findings were not broadly disseminated.  Respondents thus have good cause to doubt the 
efficacy of formal-truth telling and instead ponder the risks associated with coming forward. 
On the other hand, formal truth-telling should not be abandoned altogether in the Ugandan 
transitional justice process because of its importance in promoting national reconciliation and 
its connection to reparations (which are considered a priority by most of our respondents).  

It is at the second stage, once immediate survival needs are satisfied, that specific claims for 
compensation may arise, which in turn will necessitate providing a forum for those wishing 
to tell their story and make a claim.   Since our respondents indicate that the northern conflict 
did not occur in isolation but rather has its roots partly in other conflicts, including the Acholi 
role in atrocities perpetrated in the Luwero triangle, a truth-telling body intended to foster 
national reconciliation should indeed be national, and capable of also hearing the testimonies 
of victims from prior conflicts. Although a decision will have to be made limiting the 
temporal jurisdiction of the body, it should be capable of addressing at least those abuses 
whose victims (or witnesses) are still living.  

It has recently been theorized that truth-commissions may function best in environments 
where there is widespread belief in the rule of law and strong national institutions.68

Institutional reform and capacity building can be an important outcome of truth-telling 
processes, but in the current context there is cause to believe that some amount of reform 
would be necessary before individuals are willing to engage with formal truth-telling.   

Such reform could begin with officially recognizing the traditional forms of truth-telling and 
reconciliation described in stage one, thereby showing respect for the Acholi culture and 

                                                
67 The Report of the Commission of Inquiry Into Violations of Human Rights Committed Against 
Ugandans Since 1962-1968: Findings, Conclusions and Recomendations (October, 1994) 
68 Fletcher L.E. and Weinstein, H.M. supra note 66.  
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helping to bring formal law more in line with respondents’ perceptions of justice. This 
recognition could also provide the mechanisms necessary for individuals to keep coming 
forward with their stories after the mandate of an official truth-telling body has expired. 
Given the amount of distrust towards official processes currently evident in the communities 
and the traumatic nature of survivors’ stories, it may realistically take several decades before 
some individuals are able to come forward, at which point community-based but officially 
endorsed truth-telling and reconciliation processes could provide them with the requisite 
forum.  

Once a minimal level of trust in the system is established, a formal truth-telling body should 
foster such trust by remaining sensitive to the needs of those who come forward to testify and 
ensuring the safety of victims, witnesses, and perpetrators. It must also carefully manage the 
expectations of survivors, so that expectations are not dashed when an unfavourable decision 
is rendered or the amount or type of reparation awarded does not meet expectations. Finally, 
it must have sufficient funding to hear claims promptly and sufficient political backing to 
effectively implement any recommendations that arise from its findings. 

Our findings indicate that most respondents endorse the idea of prosecuting top-level 
perpetrators, provided such prosecutions include those most responsible for atrocities 
committed on both sides of the conflict. Item Agenda 3 on Accountability and Reconciliation 
subjects individuals who are alleged to have committed serious crimes or human rights 
violations to the jurisdiction of the War Crimes division now being created, but with the 
caveat that state-actors will be subject to existing criminal justice processes. While this is 
justified by state representatives on the basis that UPDF perpetrators should face the more 
stringent penalties envisioned by military law, fears are widespread among the public that it 
is merely a means of shielding government perpetrators from public scrutiny and limiting the 
prosecutions to selected scapegoats. In the interest of building public confidence and 
countering the perception that perpetrators are being treated differently depending on which 
side they fought for, the GoU should ensure that both state and non-state actors are subjected 
to the same prosecutorial process.   

Stage 3: Stage three of the transitional justice process should be dedicated to ensuring that 
the recommendations of the truth-telling body are fully implemented and that structural 
reforms aimed at rectifying historical inequalities and promoting democracy continue to take 
place. Depending on the conclusions of the truth-telling body, this stage may involve broad 
legislative and judicial reform, a review of the armed forces, and reforms of the electoral and 
educational systems. Having come at the end of a national-truth telling process aimed at 
examining historical grievances which led to the northern conflict, this stage is also well 
suited to the promotion of reconciliation initiatives between different ethnic groups across the 
country. Finally, it is at this stage that government participation in commemoration and 
memorialisation, as well as formal acknowledgement of survivors and apology for the 
government’s part in past conflicts, is likely to be most effective as a means of promoting 
national reconciliation and unity, since it will come at the end of a series of measures 
demonstrating Uganda’s commitment to the process of social transformation and healing.   
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